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    CHAPTER ONE 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I sat in my seat, idly toying with the napkin beside my plate.  I couldn’t bear to look up, not so close to achieving my goal, so I merely stared at the white porcelain as I tried to keep my expression neutral.  My wife, Silvia, sat next to me, her hands in her lap as she awaited the announcement, and a few of my peers sat across the round table, eager eyes cast toward the stage.  I hazarded a glance around the ball room, and I was greeted with the sight of more than a hundred of my friends, peers, and colleagues, all seated around tables similar to the one where I found myself.  Each and every face was turned toward the president of the Dayton Society, Craig Forrester, who stood behind a podium on a raised stage.   
 
    As befitted an organization as prestigious and wealthy as the Dayton Society, the ballroom itself was richly furnished.  They had spared no expense with this year’s awards ceremony.  Everything, from the décor to the food and, of course, the liquor, was first class.  And to me, a man who’d spent much of his life in the uncharted wilderness, it was especially luxurious.  I was certain that most of my peers felt the same, as almost all of them had similar backgrounds.   
 
    Forrester, a spare man with a pencil thin mustache that reminded me of an old school banker, gripped the podium with white knuckles as he droned on and on about the Dayton Society.  I didn’t listen.  Having attended the annual ceremony each year over the past decade, I knew his spiel.  More, as one of the Dayton Society’s many dependents, I was intimately familiar with their mission statement, which, to put it simply, was to support the exploration of our world.  From the deepest trenches in the ocean to then-uncharted jungles, the Dayton Society had a long history of funding the men and women who had spent their lives exploring the unknown.  I was one of them, and unless I was completely off the mark, my contribution was about to be acknowledged.   
 
    “And this year’s Dayton Award goes to Jason Redford,” Forrester said.  A spotlight found its way to my table.  I squinted into the bright light, then grinned in spite of myself.  I knew I deserved it.  I’d spent the previous two years mapping a new, previously unexplored underwater cave system in Chile.  The other candidates’ accomplishments couldn’t hold a candle to that, so I had expected the award.  However, hearing those words, knowing that my efforts had been acknowledged, it was a singular feeling, and I was briefly overwhelmed.  So, I could hardly feel my feet as I rose, leaned in to kiss my beautiful wife, and started making my way toward the stage.  I climbed the steps, my legs unsteady, and soon found myself face-to-face with Forrester.  I shook his outstretched hand. 
 
    “Your father would be proud,” he said.  The words were only for me. 
 
    My good mood disappeared in an instant.  The last thing I wanted was to be reminded of my father.  The man might’ve been a legendary explorer and scientist, but he’d been a terrible father and an even worse human being.  The mere memory of him was enough to tarnish my accomplishment.  Still, I had an image to uphold.  So, I smiled, then thanked him, and before I knew it, I was standing at the podium. 
 
    I adjusted the microphone; I was more far more muscular than Forrester but quite a bit shorter.  I cleared the podium, but it was clear that it had been made for a taller man.  That only worsened my mood.  I pushed on. 
 
    I took a deep breath, then focused on the task.  I forced the negativity from my mind, then smiled. “Finally,” I said with mock relief.  Or perhaps it was real.  I’d been waiting to win the ward for years, and I’d half convinced myself the day would never come, regardless of my accomplishments.  So, maybe the relief was more real than I wanted to admit.  In any case, the word was followed by a titter of polite laughter.  Then, I launched into my speech. 
 
    I thanked my wife, first, saying that without her support nothing would’ve been possible.  It wasn’t true.  She’d fought me every step of the way, saying that my obsession with the project had been a useless attempt to get an award.  Silvia had insisted that I use my skills on something more worthwhile, something that could help humanity.  Exploration of a cave system simply didn’t fall under that category for her.  Still, she hadn’t really gotten in my way much.  So, I was thankful for that, at least.   
 
    Then, I thanked the Dayton Society for their help.  They’d fought me, too, once they had learned where their grant money was going.  But they couldn’t stop me.  Not after I’d already spent the money.  Funny how their tune had changed when my accomplishment had made national news.  Now, they couldn’t wait to embrace my decision to explore for exploration’s sake.  Hypocrites.  All of them.   
 
    As I gave my acceptance speech, the bitter taste of it tainted the achievement.  It should’ve been the biggest moment of my life.  I should have been happy.  I should have been basking in the glow of success.  Triumph.  Validation.  But it was all I could do to get through my speech without yelling at every single one of them.  So, I was thankful when I gave my final expression of gratitude before dismounting the stage.   
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    “So,” said Langford Timmons, my chief rival within the society.  He was a tall man, which made me hate him almost as much as our rivalry.  He was well-built, too – almost as muscular as me.  And, inevitably, ruggedly handsome in a way I never could be.  If I saw him dangling from a cliff, I would have stepped on his fingers.  The ceremony itself had been over for more than an hour, which meant that I’d spent the bulk of that time receiving congratulations from various members of the society.  Timmons had cornered me and my wife just before I had decided to leave.  “The Dayton Award.  Quite an accomplishment.  What’s next for the great Jason Redford?”  
 
    I glared at him.  My wife, who, because she was wearing heels, towered over me.  And in a habit that I hated, she answered for me, saying, “We’re going to the South Pacific.  He’s helping me with my research.”  
 
    My jaw flexed as I ground my teeth together.  “There’s an uncharged island out there that may hold the key to future treatments of cancer,” I said.  “I’m leading the expedition.”  
 
    There.  I’d established that I was in charge.  I was escorting her.  That seemed very important to me.   
 
    “Ah, the good of mankind,” said Timmons.  “A noble pursuit.  And it’s not dissimilar from my own expeditions into the Amazon.”  He made eye contact with my wife, saying, “Though, I admit, the company was not quite as stunning.  You are a lucky man, Jason.” 
 
    I seethed.  I was standing right there, and the man had the audacity to flirt with my wife?  I clenched my fists, then put my hand around my wife’s waist, pulling her closer.  If only I hadn’t had to look up at the man, the glare wouldn’t have felt so damnably awkward.  Curse the fates that had given my mother’s height instead of my father’s.  He’d been a terrible man, but the last he could’ve done was to properly pass on his genetics.  Instead, I was doomed to stand a little more than five-and-a-half feet tall, five-eight with the lifts I habitually wore.   
 
    “Yes,” I said. “I am.” 
 
    “So much for exploration for exploration’s sake, huh?” said Timmons.  “Have to pay the bills, eh?”  
 
    I wanted to punch him in that perfectly square jaw of his.  It had been an ongoing struggle for me, trying to make everyone else see what was so obviously clear.  Sometimes, we simply had to see what was on the next horizon, what was buried within our caves, what was beneath the ocean.  Finding out was what being an explorer was all about.  However, that sentiment, noble as it was, didn’t get funding.  Not really.  And in a world whose surface had already been mapped, it took money to plunder the depths of its secrets.   
 
    It was a simple debate over practicality versus idealism, and one which I often lost.  Certainly, I felt like I held the idealistic high ground, but that didn’t buy equipment.  That didn’t buy supplies.  It did not, as Timmons said, pay the bills, so, I had been forced to compromise my principles and take an expedition that truly held little in the way of excitement for me.   
 
    The truth of it was that I never would’ve accepted it, had it not been for my wife.  She was a biologist, and a well-recognized one at that.  She’d spent her graduate years deep in the jungles searching for rare or undiscovered plants.  Years during which she had met Timmons.  They had a history, although I’d never had the courage to ask if it had been a romantic one.  But I had eyes.  I could see the way he looked at her – hunger and lust and, unless I was completely wrong, more than a little anger that she was on my arm instead of his.   
 
    Ideally, I would’ve been grateful that she had, in the end, chosen me.  But I couldn’t make myself forget her past.  I couldn’t stop myself from imagining all the times she’d been with other men.  It haunted my dreams.  Most of them looked like Timmons.  But a good portion of them were the natives with whom she had worked.  The whole thing sickened me, but rather than be repulsed, it made me cling all the tighter.   
 
    In any case, that was the real reason I had chosen to lead the expedition.  Silvia would have gone, with or without me.  But at least this way, I could keep an eye on things.   
 
    “I suppose so,” I said.  “Silvia, dear, I think it’s time to go.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    It wasn’t unusual for Silvia to go to her laboratory late.  She had always kept weird hours, and she claimed that it was often easier to get work done when no one else was there.  So, I didn’t object when she told me that she had to go to work.  We were planning on leaving in a couple of days, so she probably did have quite a bit of work to wrap up.  However, I couldn’t get the way Timmons had looked at her out of my mind.  So, I’d asked a friend for a favor. 
 
    I looked up at my oldest friend, Tyler Morrison, and asked, “Are you sure?”  
 
    He was a stocky man with a bit of a paunch, but he was solid in ways few people were.  After having spent his entire life trekking through jungles, up and down mountains, and over African savannahs, he had the bearing of a man who wasn’t easily rattled.  More, I had been right there alongside him for most of the way.  So, loyalty was never a question.  He was as close to a brother as I would ever have.  And after the favor, he had returned bearing bad news. 
 
    “I’m sorry, man,” he said.  “You were right.  She went straight to his hotel room.”  
 
    Briefly, I considered the possibility that Silvia might have met with Timmons for some innocent reason.  They were, after all, old friends and former colleagues.  But if that were so, why would she have lied?  No – denial aside, I knew precisely why she had gone to his hotel room.  However, I didn’t feel the rage I had expected.  In fact, I felt numb.  Empty.  And vengeful.   
 
    “What do you want to do?” asked my friend. 
 
    “Nothing,” I said.  “Everything goes forward as planned.  We’ll figure it out once we’ve got the herb.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Tyler asked, rolling his shoulders.  “You don’t owe the bitch anything.  Let that asshole Timmons lead their expedition.  They’ll be lost within a day.  Dead within a week.  You know it.”  
 
    I shook my head.  That was probably true.  I certainly didn’t respect my rival enough to acknowledge that he was perfectly capable of leading the group of scientists to their destination.  And what’s more, I was the one with the contact.  Without me, the expedition was doomed.   
 
    “No,” I said.  “Everything goes on schedule.  That herb is worth too much to abandon.  With it, or rather the money we’ll get when we sell it, we’ll have the freedom to do whatever we want to do.  Like I said, we’ll figure it out in the jungle.” 
 
    The last words were said with a cold emphasis, and my stout friend took my meaning quite well.  If everything went right, I’d leave that jungle having solved a pair of problems.   
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I gripped the railing as I struggled to keep my footing in the rough surf.  Tyler stood next to me, though he rode the waves like the seasoned sailor he was.  I didn’t look up as I asked, “How far?”  
 
    “A day,” he said.  The taller man glanced toward the dark clouds gathering on the horizon; we were headed right for them.  “More, if the storm’s as bad as it looks.  We might want to turn around.  Come at the island from a different direction.  It would take maybe a day to skirt the storm, and –” 
 
    “No,” I said.  “We keep going unless the captain says otherwise.  He knows these waters better than us.”  
 
    Which was true.  The man was a native of the area, and once we were on the island itself, he’d function as our guide.  Benny had grown up on the island, and he claimed to be able to lead us to his village.  Once there, finding the herb we sought would be an easy task.   
 
    I turned to look toward the wheelhouse of the Benny’s trawler – a forty-foot derelict that looked like it’d be more at home in a junk yard than on the open sea – to see the guide standing next to my wife.  The contrast couldn’t have been more startling.   
 
    Benny himself was tall for a man of Asian descent, but he had the typical canted eyes of his ethnicity.  His broad shoulders gave him the look of an athlete, and he moved with the grace of a hunting predator.  Not that I was afraid of him.  I’d been in a lot of tough scrapes in my life, and I’d come out the other side of each and every one of them.  I was as confident in my ability to survive as any man in the world.  But I didn’t like the familiarity with which he was conversing with my wife. 
 
    For her part, I was sure that Silvia hadn’t noticed it.  She claimed to never realize when men were flirting with her.  And I understood that, after a fashion.  She had grown up a bit of an ugly duckling only to blossom during college.  But that was before.  Now, she was in the full grip of her maturity.  Even her baggy clothing couldn’t disguise her curvaceous figure, generous breasts, and narrow waist.  She wore her blond hair in a sloppy ponytail.   
 
    I seethed as she reached out to touch Benny’s arm.  Both of them laughed at a shared joke, and it was all I could do not to march up to them and pitch the man over the side.  Maybe both of them, given what I knew about my wife’s extramarital activities.   
 
    I calmed myself, though.  Their time would come.   
 
    “You okay, boss?” asked Tyler. 
 
    I nodded.  “Yeah,” I said.  “You know the plan, right?”  
 
    “Like the back of my hand,” my longtime friend and traveling companion said.  “Won’t know what hit ‘em.”  
 
    I didn’t answer because I didn’t have to.  The moment I’d found out about Silvia’s affair, I’d begun planning for her demise.  No one would think twice about a woman dying during such a dangerous expedition.  It would be as simple as throwing her off a cliff.  And as for our guide?  Well, he had to go, too.  I couldn’t have him leading anyone else to the valuable herb, lest my bargaining position be compromised.  If I was the only person who knew how to get it, I’d be able to name my price.  And given how deep the various pharmaceutical companies’ pockets were, that price could be very high indeed.   
 
    “Hit them hard and fast,” I said.  “Just wait for my signal.” 
 
    “You got it, boss,” he said, and we went back to staring at the approaching storm. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was a mistake, and one I would take back if I could.  But that’s not how most mistakes work, is it?  No.  Of course not.  You live through them, and you try not to let history repeat itself.  Still, it was difficult to remember that as our boat took on water and we were forced to abandon ship in the middle of a violent storm.   
 
    A wave crashed against me as I tried to toss supplies to Tyler, who was already in the lifeboat, and I almost lost my balance.  Benny steadied me, gripping the rail for support.   
 
    “We have to go,” he said, his English heavily accented.  “No more waiting.”  
 
    I glanced down at the lifeboat.  Tyler was there with my wife, only a foot or two away.  The trawler would soon sink beneath the waves.  I grabbed my pack – it had my satellite phone and a few rations inside – and vaulted over the rail to fall into the inflatable raft that functioned as our lifeboat.  Benny soon followed.  We were quickly swept away from the sinking boat, and before long, it was like it had never existed.   
 
    What followed was the worst few hours of my life.  We drifted, each of us hanging on for dear life as the waves tried to capsize our tiny boat.  However, it was built to withstand such punishment, so, even if it wasn’t comfortable, we remained afloat.  About an hour or so after the ship sank, we lost a crate of supplies to a rogue wave.  Then another.  And another.  And soon, we only had my pack.  I wasn’t letting go if it, though.  The only way it was going overboard was with me.  So, I hunkered down and tried to ride out the storm. 
 
    Just before dawn, the storm broke.  The waves subsided.  And as the sun rose into the sky, we saw an island looming over us.   
 
    “Xha Do island,” said Benny, staring at his homeland.  “Quickly, let us paddle before the current sweeps us back out to sea.” 
 
    I hated taking orders from the man, but he made sense.  So, we unstrapped the trio of plastic paddles from the side of the inflatable raft and began paddling into shore.  It was hard, sweaty work, especially as the sun rose higher into the sky, but we persevered, and by noon, we found ourselves dragging the boat ashore.   
 
    Once it was clear of the waves, I collapsed onto the white sand, my breath coming in ragged gasps.  Then I smiled.  We had made it.  Once we found the herb, I’d make one call on my satellite phone, and rescue would be on its way.  The boat sinking hadn’t been the disaster I’d first thought it would be.   
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I trudged through the rain and up a hill, carefully placing my steps.  The last thing I wanted was to take a tumble down a hill that was probably only a few feet shy of a mountain.  Head of me, Benny walked along nonchalantly, his feet finding purchase without any issue.  I envied him.  And I hated myself for it.  My wife was behind me, and behind her was Tyler. 
 
    I looked back, steadying myself against the branch of a tree, and wiped sweat and rain from my eyes.  The island was subtropical, which meant that it would rain on more days than it didn’t, and it had the vegetation to prove it.  We were trekking through a rain forest.  The only reason we’d made any progress at all was because Benny had quickly found a trail that had been cut through the vegetation – evidence of his people, he claimed.   
 
    “You need rest?” he asked, stopping and looking back.  He’d found a long, mostly straight branch to use as a walking stick.  “Not a good place.”  
 
    “Why?” I asked.  We’d been going for hours, and my muscles burned with the exertion.  More, who was he to tell me what was safe and what wasn’t?  I’d been in more jungles than I could count, and if I wanted to stop, I could.   
 
    “Not safe,” he said.   
 
    “We should listen to him,” said Silvia, who’d caught up.  Tyler followed behind.  He hadn’t been phased by the exertion of the climb.  But then again, nothing ever seemed to bother him.  It was one of the reasons I trusted him so much.  “He’s the expert, after all.” 
 
    Silvia looked worse than at any time that I’d seen her.  Her hair was in disarray, owing to the fact that, during the storm, she’d lost whatever she’d used to tie it up.  She was wet, tired, and obviously hungry.  But even so, her curves were on full display.  If I hadn’t been so tired myself, I might’ve appreciated them a little more.   
 
    Or if every time I looked at her, the image of my wife having sex with my oldest rival didn’t keep popping into my head.   
 
    In any case, I had no intentions of letting her tell me what to do.  Silvia was a biologist.  Sure, she’d spent time in the field, but not as much as me.  I was the expert, not Benny, and to prove it, I straightened myself up and pushed past the guide.  I was relieved to see that Tyler followed.   
 
    Admittedly, I was so pleased with myself that it hardly even registered when I heard a loud pop from somewhere above us.  Lazily, I turned towards it, and I saw a mountain of mud and trees cascading down the mountain.  Alarmed, I dashed up the trail, trying to avoid it.  Tyler was hot on my heels.  But as fast as we were, a person can’t outrun a mudslide.  Still, we couldn’t help but try.  What choice did we have, when survival was at stake? 
 
    So, I ran.   
 
    And inevitably, my bad decisions caught up to me when I was swept away by the mudslide. 
 
    It hit like a freight train, driving my breath from my lungs.  Every muscle in my body screamed in protest as I was pushed from the trail and down the hill.  A sharp pain erupted in my side.  Another in my leg.  Still another in my left shoulder.  And, thankfully, when my head collided with a particularly thick tree, I lost consciousness.   
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    I awoke to a cacophony of pain.  Everything hurt, so I couldn’t really pinpoint my injuries.  And when I tried to move, I realized that either I was restrained or my body simply didn’t work properly.  A second later, my wife knelt over me.  She was covered in dirt, and her clothing was ripped to shreds, but she looked okay.   
 
    “Don’t move, Jason,” she said. “You’ve got multiple broken bones, and I wouldn’t be surprised if you have internal injuries as well.  Beh Ni is taking us to his village, where he says they can help.  Just try to relax.”  
 
    “Beh Ni?” I asked, the words coming out like “Bay-nee”.   
 
    “Benny, then,” she said.  “Whatever.  Just try to stay still.” 
 
    Then, she stood, and I realized that I was strapped to a makeshift gurney constructed of saplings, vines, and giant leaves that looked like they might’ve come from something similar to a banana tree.   
 
    “Tyler?” I muttered, and she stopped, looking down on me.  “Where’s Tyler?” 
 
    Her eyes flicked down the hill, and she said, “He didn’t make it.  I’m sorry, Jason.” 
 
    Agony shot through me as my torso was suddenly lifted from the ground.  I let out a scream as pain erupted throughout my whole body.  “Apologies,” said Beh Ni, standing over me.  “It will all be better when we get to Tah Ni.” 
 
    He didn’t say another word before dragging my gurney through the woods.  Every bump brought with it a spike of agony, and try as I might, I couldn’t contain my painful grunts and screams.  I felt like someone was repeatedly stabbing me in the stomach.  Or the chest.  The arm, too.  My hip.  Legs.  I had too many injuries to count.   
 
    But help was on the way.  Or rather, we were on the way to help.  And the herb.  One day, I’d look back at this as a necessary sacrifice.  But for today?  Today, the pain was all there was. 
 
    Thankfully, the human body can only endure so much agony before it shuts down.  So, after only a couple hundred yards, I drifted into blessed unconsciousness where I dreamed of Beh Ni having sex with my wife.  Or was it Timmons?  Tyler, too.  But never me.  Never me. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    My eyes slowly fluttered open, and the first thing I noticed was that I wasn’t in pain.  The previous few days had been filled with torture, and as we trekked through the rain forest, I was convinced that I was going to die – if not from my injuries, then from some sort of infection.  After all, I had a dozen or more cuts from my fight with a mudslide, and that wasn’t even including where the bone of my broken leg had broken through the skin.  It had since been set, and Silvia had done her best to wrap it in a makeshift bandage, but I knew the realities of open wounds in the jungle.  I wouldn’t last a week before sepsis set in. 
 
    However, as my eyes slowly came into focus, I was confronted with the fact that I wasn’t in the jungle anymore.  No – instead, I found myself staring at the underside of a thatched roof.  I craned my neck, taking in my surroundings.  It was clearly a dwelling of some sort.  I had been in enough primitive homes to know the signs.  But in my state, I still didn’t quite understand my situation. 
 
    I tried to get up, but I collapsed back to pallet in agony. 
 
    “Wouldn’t do that if I were you,” came a heavily accented, feminine voice.  Surprised, I jerked my head around – immediately regretting my haste – to see a woman squatting in one corner, mixing something with a mortar and pestle.   
 
    “W-where am I?” I croaked.  My throat felt like sandpaper, only dryer.  “Who are you?”  
 
    For a moment, the woman didn’t look up from her task.  However, when she did, I could see that she had the same general facial features of my guide, Beh Ni.  And on closer inspection, she was completely naked.   
 
    I cleared my throat and turned away from her nudity. “Sorry,” I muttered.  “Didn’t know you were…um…you know…naked.” 
 
    She let out a clear, ringing laugh.  “Outsiders,” she said, standing.  Out of the corner of my eye, I could see that she moved without the slightest bit of self-consciousness.  And what’s more, she had a very pleasing shape that reminded me of Silvia.  “You care so much for your clothing.”  
 
    Suddenly, I realized that I was equally naked.  But when I tried to cover myself up, I was forced to realize that I was, again, restrained.   
 
    “Do not move,” the woman said, suddenly looming over me.  Her groin was only inches from my face.  I could smell her very essence.  “You were badly injured.  The Pah Ti Samo root will help you heal, but it takes time.  So, so much time.  Even under ideal circumstances, your injuries will take months to heal.  I would appreciate it if you didn’t put any more strain on the process.” 
 
    “You…you’re…you speak English very well,” I said. 
 
    Again, she laughed.  “We are not savages,” the woman said.  “Everyone here has lived outside.  We all returned.  Myself, I went to medical school in London.”  
 
    “Oh,” I said.  “So, what’s the diagnosis?”  
 
    “Massive trauma,” she said.  “Too many injuries to count.  You are lucky to be alive.  However, you will heal completely, so long as you take your medicine.  Speaking of which, open wide.” 
 
    I did as ordered, and she used a wooden spoon to shovel some sort of foul smelling paste into my mouth.  I swallowed it, then, without any warning, unconsciousness overtook me once again.   
 
    Over the next week, I learned that Silvia and Beh Ni had dragged me to his former village on the other side of the island, where I had been treated by Lahya, one of their most prominent healers.  My wife visited me more than once, and I was surprised to see that she and Beh Ni were dressed according to the local custom, which is to say, not at all.   
 
    My wife wore it well, though I couldn’t bring myself to enjoy the sight of her rapidly overgrowing bush of pubic hair.  I’d always insisted that she kept it shaved.  But even so, I was strangely relieved to see that she was thriving.  And each time she visited, she was accompanied by our guide.   
 
    I couldn’t help but stare at Beh Ni the first time he visited.  Or more accurately, at what hung between his legs.  I wasn’t small in that arena.  Average, I believe.  But Beh Ni?  He could’ve been a porn star.  His manhood was thick and long, a masculine ideal.  By comparison, I felt inadequate.   
 
    While I healed, I rapidly lost weight.  The muscles of which I was so proud melted away, a side effect of the Pah Ti Samo root.  According to Lahva, the energy for my healing had to come from somewhere, and it was physically impossible for me to eat enough to fuel the repairs to my body.  However, aside from my rapidly shrinking body, I was genuinely ecstatic at my progress.   
 
    After three weeks, the pain in my torso had ceased.  A week after that, my legs were as good as new.  And a week after that, Lahva declared that I was as healthy as I would ever be.  It took a further three weeks for me to build up enough to care for myself. 
 
    As I leaned against Lahva for support, I asked, “How do I get home?”  
 
    She barely felt my weight, I was so slight.  If I had to guess, I would’ve said that I weighed no more than she did, and she was a petite woman.  “We have boats,” she said.  “They will return in a few months.  After typhoon season.”  
 
    “Oh,” I said.  I didn’t relish the idea of spending any more time on the island, but it didn’t seem I had much of a choice.  Silvia had confirmed that my satellite phone had been destroyed during the mudslide, so I had no way of contacting the outside world.   
 
    “Now – do you think you can walk by yourself?” she asked.  “Or will we have to carry you around like an infant?”  
 
    “I can walk,” I muttered, my voice cracking under pressure.  I took one unsteady step, then amended it to, “For a while, at least.”  
 
    “Good,” she said. “Because each member of the tribe is required to work.  You are no exception.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was all I could do not to cup my hands over my genitals as I stepped outside the hut for the first time.  The sun was too bright.  The comings and goings of the rest of the tribe – all of whom were completely naked – were too loud and busy.  And I was too damned naked.   
 
    “Relax,” said Silvia, who stood by my side.  “You don’t have anything they haven’t seen before.”  
 
    Of course, that wasn’t the reason I was embarrassed.  I was secure enough in my manhood not to care about my nudity.  However, I was distinctly aware of how much weight I’d lost.  I felt like a child, I was so thin.  And my lack of musculature made me that much more self-conscious of my height.  Or perhaps it was the tribe that sparked my insecurities.   
 
    Everywhere I looked, there was perfection, and I’m not talking about the landscape, though that was idyllic in its own jungle-village aesthetic.  No – I’m talking about the people.  The members of the tribe, one and all, looked like they belonged on magazine covers.  The women were curvaceous, the men tall and strong.  It made me feel completely inadequate by comparison, a feeling I certainly wasn’t accustomed to feeling.   
 
    But I wasn’t the sort to back down from any challenge, so I squared my shoulders, lifted my chin, and said, “I’m fine.  So – I have to work, right?  Point me to what I have to do while I’m here.” 
 
    Lahva giggled, then said, “Follow me.”  
 
    I did, and she led me through the village, which was constructed of dozens of small, round huts with thatched roofs, to what I took to be the village square.  From there, she led me into a large, round pavilion, inside of which were more than a dozen women.  She directed me to sit, then said, “You will assist the women.  We tend the children, weave baskets, and cook the food while the men hunt and gather.” 
 
    “With the women,” I muttered. 
 
    “You dislike this arrangement?” she asked.  “You think you can contribute in some other way?”  
 
    “Just go with it,” Silvia said, taking a place between two other women.  She picked up a half-finished basket and started weaving.  Obviously, she had been doing her part while I had recovered.  “It’s not so bad.” 
 
    I ignored my wife.  “Why can’t I go with the men?” I demanded. 
 
    Lahva laughed.  “You are not strong enough,” she said.  “You are like a child.”  
 
    I wanted to dispute her claim, but I couldn’t.  There was little chance I could’ve kept up with the men of the tribe.  Not until I recovered.  So, I jutted out my lower lip and sat across from Silvia.  “Show me how this is done,” I muttered. 
 
    And she did.   
 
    So it went for the first day, and I admit that it wasn’t difficult.  I wove baskets, I helped wrangle the children, and I helped with the day’s meal preparation.  However, I got quite a surprise when I asked Silvia where I would be sleeping, now that I was recovered. 
 
    “With Lahva,” she said, her brow furrowed. “Why would that change?”  
 
    “But I thought…you and I…” 
 
    She frowned.  “Oh, Jason,” she said. “You don’t know what’s happened, do you?”  
 
    Clearly, I didn’t, and I said so. 
 
    “Beh Ni and I share a hut,” she said slowly.  Obviously, my expression wasn’t a happy one, because she held up her hands saying, “Relax. Nothing’s happened.  It’s just that these people have strange rules about women.  They’re completely in charge – the women, I mean.  But until they’re married, they’re considered to be property.  Most of the time, that’s not an issue.  A girl is married before she comes of age, you see?  But with me…” 
 
    “We are married,” I said. 
 
    “I know!” she said.  “But not really.  Not to them, because you’re not a member of the tribe. So, Beh Ni told them…well, Beh Ni and I, we’re married, according to the customs of the tribe.”  
 
    My heart jumped into my throat.  “I’ll…I’ll kill him…” 
 
    “It’s not like that!” she said.  “Thought…it could’ve been.  I couldn’t have done anything about it.  But we just live together.  It’s not like we’re having sex or anything.  But the problem is that you’re not a member of the tribe, so…um…inviting you into our home would be…it would be like…I don’t know.  A scandal, maybe?  The only reason you’re allowed to live with Lahva is because she’s the only widow in the tribe.”  
 
    “And you expect me to be okay with this?” I asked.  Admittedly, everything she’d said made sense, in a macabre sort of way.  However, I’d never been immune to jealousy, and it was running wild in my mind.  Silvia was mine.  Not Beh Ni’s.  I needed to make that abundantly clear.   
 
    But what was I supposed to do?  I certainly couldn’t challenge the man physically.  And according to their laws and customs, I didn’t even have the right to be offended.  So, I had little choice but to trust Silvia.  As painful as that was. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What kind of ceremony?” I demanded, standing before my wife, my hands on my hips.  In the previous month, my body still hadn’t recovered, and I was confronted with the reality that she was probably a little bigger than me.  We’d always been of a height, especially when she wasn’t wearing heels, but I’d worked for years to build muscle on my small frame.  And it had worked, too.  It was a disturbing thought that a mere couple of months abed had reversed years’ worth of work.   
 
    She rolled her eyes, pushing her hair behind her ears.  Silvia’s time in the jungle had agreed with her.  The sun had darkened her skin to an even bronze, and she looked fitter than she ever had.  Aside from the thick bush of pubic hair between her legs, she looked like a goddess.  By contrast, I felt like a scrawny, awkward teenager.  The only saving grace was that my manhood had been unaffected, and though it didn’t compare favorably to the equipment of the tribe’s population of men, it was at least above average.  And with my thin frame, it looked even bigger than it was.   
 
    “The kind that makes you an official member of the tribe,” she said.  “You do want that, don’t you?”  
 
    My mouth went dry.  I certainly did want that, and not just because it would make it far easier to get access to the herb.  No – my primary motivation was standing right in front of me.  I hadn’t been with a woman since my accident, and I ached for it.  Cheating whore or not, I couldn’t imagine anything more satisfying than bending her over and plunging my cock deep inside her.   
 
    I blushed as my manhood responded to the thoughts.  Erections weren’t terribly uncommon in the village.  In fact, the tribe was incredibly blasé about them.  Certainly, some of the younger women would point and giggle when a man got an erection, but that was the limit – except with me.  If I got one, one of the women I worked alongside with slap my testicles with a thin switch.  Even my wife participated in the ritual. 
 
    “Really, Jason?” she asked, bending down to pick up a switch that had been leaning against the exterior of a hut.  She was moving before I could respond, and in a split second, fire erupted in my groin.  They always knew just how to hit it to elicit the right amount of pain.  “Control yourself, for God’s sake.  You’re making the women uncomfortable.”  
 
    I hissed through my teeth, clutching my agony-infused genitals.  “And what about me?  Isn’t my discomfort important?”  
 
    “You’re not a member of the tribe,” she said, as if that explained everything.  And in a way, it did.  The Tah Ni tribe saw outsiders as subhuman, and I certainly fell within that category.  Certainly, they would help me.  They would heal me.  And they would provide the most basic of necessities.  But to them, I had no rights.  I was little more than a pest with whom they had to deal until they could be rid of me.  Which brought the ceremony back to mind. 
 
    “What’s involved in the ceremony?” I asked, my erection disappearing.  Still, it was noticeable enough to draw the disapproving glares of all the women in the pavilion nearby.  “Like, do I have to drink some kind of hallucinatory tea or something?”  
 
    She laughed.  “No, nothing like that,” she said.  “You might even like it.” 
 
    “Cryptic,” I muttered. 
 
    She shrugged, and I couldn’t help but stare at her breasts.  Thankfully, my penis didn’t respond, because I certainly didn’t want to endure another switching.  “I wish I could tell you more, but they want complete secrecy.”  
 
    “Fine,” I muttered. “When can we get this out of the way, then?”  
 
    “Tonight,” she said.  “They want to do it tonight.” 
 
    I ran my hands through my shoulder-length, black hair.  It had grown quite a bit during my recovery, a side effect of the healing herb, I was told, and I hadn’t been allowed to cut it.  “Great,” I said.  “One more step in the right direction, I guess.  At least they’ll stop hurting me every time I get a hard-on, I guess.”  
 
    “Definitely,” was her response.  She smiled, and I couldn’t help but feel a bit unnerved at her expression.  It was like she knew something I didn’t, which was all sorts of disturbing. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Stand in the center of the room,” said Lahva.  “Arms out.”  
 
    I hated the idea of being in ogled – or rather, stared at, given the obvious lack of sexual attraction – by the village’s women.  They stood in a circle around me.  A fire burned in the pit in the center of the pavilion, its smoke curling up into the night sky.  The village’s men were nowhere to be seen.  But as uncomfortable as I was, I did as I was told.  The sooner the ceremony was completed, the sooner I could get the herb and go home.  So, I raised my arms and stood stock still while Lahva circled me. 
 
    “This one desires to become one of us,” she said, her naked body bathed in the firelight.  She, like all the other women, had painted her face with white streaks.  “I am amenable.  Are there any objections?”  
 
    I held my breath, expecting someone to mention my nearly constant erections.  Or how I had a habit of staring at the particularly beautiful members of the tribe.  Or any number of other things, imagined or not, that would prevent my inclusion.  No one spoke up, though, and my heart began beating faster.   
 
    Lahva completed her circuit, and I noticed that she now held a small, clay cup in her hand.  She held it out to me.  “Drink,” she said, lifting the cup to my lips.  “Drink, and be reborn.”  
 
    I did.  The tea wasn’t unpleasant, but it wasn’t good, either.  It tingled as it passed my lips.  After gulping it down, I stared straight ahead, wondering if that was all there was to the ceremony.  It wasn’t.  That became abundantly clear when the circle of women closed around me.  Before I could react, they had their hands all over my body, massaging some sort of oil into my skin.  Thankfully, aside from a twitch or two, my manhood didn’t react.  The constant switchings had done their work well, and it remained flaccid throughout.   
 
    Even when Lahva knelt before me, her mortar and pestle in hand, and grabbed my genitals, it didn’t respond.  That probably should’ve been alarming, but my mind had begun to sink into something of a haze, like I was thinking in slow motion.  In retrospect, it was obvious that the tea had been drugged, but at the time, my thoughts were too slow, too disconnected to make that connection.   
 
    Lahva scooped a glob of green paste from the shallow, stone bowl and smeared it on my penis and testicles.  Immediately, it began to tingle, but I didn’t respond.  I could hardly will myself to think, let alone move.  She liberally coated my genitals in the stuff until it was caked on thickly enough that it obscured my whole groin.  Then, she rose and made another circuit around me.   
 
    My oiled body glistened in the firelight as she inspected every inch of me.  From time to time, she would dip her fingers in a bowl of oil and massage a section of my skin.  She was very thorough, getting into every crack and crevice.  When she was finished, even my face had been coated in it. 
 
    Lahva said something in a language I didn’t understand, and a pair of women retreated from the pavilion only to return a few seconds later with a heavy cask.  As the drew closer, I was overwhelmed by the sickly sweet smell emanating from the barrel.  The two women – one of whom was Silvia – set it down next to me, and my eyes watered from the fumes.  It smelled like rotting vegetables mixed with stagnant mud.   
 
    The women descended upon the barrel, each of the scooping a handful of the foul-smelling mud and smearing it on my body.  Even my already-coated genitals were fully encased in the stuff, and if I hadn’t been drugged, I probably would’ve been heaving my previous meal all over the pavilion.  But I didn’t, and before long, I felt like I weighed twice as much. 
 
    Lahva led me closer to the fire, then instructed me to lie down on a low cot made of bamboo.  I obeyed because, in my inebriated state, I couldn’t even begin to manifest the will necessary to make my own decisions.  The heat from the fire was intense, and it slowly baked the mud onto me until I couldn’t move anything but my mouth, which remained uncovered.   
 
    Lahva addressed the other women, saying, “Let this one prove her worth to the tribe.  Let her prove her devotion.”  
 
    Then, without further words, she straddled my face and pushed her hairy pussy against my mouth.  “Lick,” she said.  “Prove you have value.”  
 
    I didn’t know what to do.  Nor did I seem to have a choice.  Completely immobile, I was subject to her whims.  And even if I hadn’t been, there were a number of other reasons to obey, chief among them that I desperately wanted to join the tribe.  So, I opened my mouth and started to lick.   
 
    I’ve never been much for cunnilingus.  It had always seemed so demeaning to me.  However, in my drugged state, I found the act oddly comforting.  Reassuring, even.  I lent my entire mind to the task, and within a few minutes, Lahva was grinding her sex into my face as she was rocked by an orgasm.  That made me feel good, like I was finally worthwhile.   
 
    “She has my blessing,” said Lahva, still breathing hard as she dismounted.  Another woman whose name I’d never learned soon replaced her.  Then, when she’d had her orgasm, another.  And another.  At some point, Silvia mounted my face, but from my perspective, the only difference between her and the other women of the tribe was that her pubic hair was a little lighter.  In any case, over the course of that night, I licked each of the tribe’s women to orgasm, and by the time the sun began to rise, my jaw ached, my face was covered in their juices, and I was exhausted.   
 
    Lahva, who was covered in a sheen of sweat, approached, saying, “This one is worthy.  Let the process continue.”  
 
    Then, before I could ask what process she meant, she tilted another shallow bowl into my mouth, nearly drowning me in the contents.  I swallowed obediently, and thus began my integration into the tribe. 
 
    For almost three weeks, I lay in that pavilion, encased in mud and unable to move.  Each night, the women, one by one, would straddle my face, and I became intimately aware of the differences between each one.  I could identify most of them by smell alone.  And three times each day, I was fed a thin gruel, along with some tea that kept me in something of a dazed stupor.  I was appreciative of that, at least.  Without it, I would’ve gone mad.   
 
    Then, on the twenty-third night, Lahva and the rest of the women gathered around me.  She announced, “Let this one be reborn as a member of the tribe.  From now on, she will be called Mya.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It wasn’t until the women – each taking a turn – had cleaned the dried mud from my body that things started clicking together.  The pronouns.  The new name.  Everything began to peek through my muddled thoughts to help me form a cohesive picture of what had just happened to me.   
 
    “W-what’s going on?” I asked, sitting up.  Immediately, I noticed there was an unfamiliar weight on my chest.  “I…w-what…oh…oh, God…” 
 
    Silvia, gripped my shoulder, saying, “Be calm.  Don’t try to get up yet.  You’re too weak, Mya.”  
 
    Mya.  I’d picked up enough of the island’s native language to know that it meant “Pale Flower”.  Or maybe “White Flower”.  Either way, that name, combined with the pronoun usage and the weight tugging against my chest sent me into a panic.  My breath came in ragged gasps, and my eyes rapidly flicked around at all the naked women surrounding me. 
 
    “Give her more tea,” said one. 
 
    “Let her panic,” said another.  “She will get over it.”  
 
    “Put her back in the mud,” said still another.  “I want her mouth.”  
 
    “Silence,” barked Lahva, and it was a testament to her commanding presence that, only a second later, there was no sound but those inherent to the jungle.  Not a single woman uttered a word.  “She has experienced a life-altering transformation.  Let her breathe.”  
 
    The women took a step back, leaving me sitting up on the cot that had been my home for the previous three weeks.  My hands went to my chest, and I found myself cupping distinct, if not big, breasts.  “W-what happened?” I demanded, suddenly realizing that my voice had taken on a feminine pitch.  “What did you do to me?”  
 
    “Try not to speak,” said Lahva, patting me on the back. “All will be explained when we get you back to the hut.”  
 
    I felt an overwhelming urge to obey, and I didn’t even try to speak as she helped me to my feet.  Then, my steps unsteady, I followed her to her hut.  Silvia shadowed us, an expression of shame mingled with excitement upon her face.   
 
    Once we made it to the hut, Lahva directed me toward a basin of clean water.  “Clean yourself,” she said.  “When you have finished, I will answer all of your questions.”  
 
    I nodded, a million questions springing to my rapidly recovering mind.  I swallowed them, then, with the help of a sponge and a ladle, I began to bathe.  The water had a floral scent to it, and it felt amazing on my soft, vulnerable skin.  Not that I noticed it, of course.  I was too preoccupied with the transformation of my body.  Each new discovery, from my small breasts to the widening of my hips to the softness of my skin made me increasingly more nauseous.  However, it wasn’t until I reached my groin that the situation overcame me.   
 
    I held my penis between my fingers, my mind numb with the reality facing me.  It wasn’t just smaller.  It was positively miniscule.  If it was an inch long, I would’ve been surprised, and it was barely wider than my pinky.  My testicles were nowhere in sight; presumably, they’d retracted into my abdomen, fleeing from whatever transformation the tribe had forced upon me.  By the time Lahva judged me sufficiently clean, tears were running down my face.   
 
    “Do not cry, little one,” said Lahva.  “You will continue to bloom.”  
 
    “W-what did you do to me?” I whispered, hating my high-pitched voice. 
 
    “We inducted you into the tribe,” the tribal woman said.  “Just as you wanted.”  
 
    “B-but…but…what about…why did you change me?” I asked, finally managing to look her in the eyes.  “I…I look like a girl…” 
 
    “You are a young woman,” Lahva said.  “Or did you think you could ever become a man of our tribe?  No.  No.  That would not do at all.  I know this is a big change.  You outsiders have such a strange view of gender.  But here?  Here you would have been identified early on.  Here, you would never have fooled yourself into believing you were a man.  Now, we have rectified the mistake.”  
 
    “I…I don’t know what to say,” I admitted. 
 
    “A simple ‘thank you’ would suffice,” said the woman, beaming down at me. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    I did not thank Lahva.  In fact, I spent the next three days weeping and refusing to rise from the pallet in the corner of her room.  I still performed my duties, most of which consisted of either burying my face between Lahva’s legs or more mundane tasks needed to keep the hut clean.  To do otherwise would’ve meant that I would have gone hungry.  Still, I considered it – especially when Lahva provided me with a full-length mirror, the origins of which I had no idea.  Even so, I wasn’t so much worried about where it came from as I was about what it showed me. 
 
    The transformation of my body was more dramatic than I first thought.  Certainly, I had grasped the pieces of the puzzle fairly well, but when they all came together, they formed a picture that was more disturbing than I can rightly articulate.  To put it mildly, I looked like nothing so much as a pubescent girl on the cusp of womanhood.  Even my tiny penis, buried within my pubic hair, didn’t spoil the image.   
 
    And that was just my body.  My face was something else altogether.  I hardly even recognized myself because I looked like I could’ve been my nonexistent little sister.  Or the daughter I never had.  Some of the features were right, but everything had been softened to the point that my face was at least as feminine as the rest of me.  And the entire situation brought a mingling of panic and disbelief to the forefront of my mind.   
 
    I couldn’t help but wonder if it was real or if I’d somehow died and this was the hell I deserved for plotting my own wife’s demise.   
 
    In any case, over the next few days, I wallowed in self-pity.  Silvia tried to comfort me, but by this point, I knew she was well and truly in the camp of the enemy.  So, I simply ignored her.  But on the fourth day, I attempted to run away.  I made it almost a mile from camp before I tripped and fell down into a crevasse.  Some of the men found me and carried me back to the village, where I received medical attention – and a scolding – from Lahva.   
 
    I was unfazed, and I attempted to escape on four other occasions.  No sooner would I heal from the wounds of my previous attempt than I would embark on another.  They all ended similarly.  Trekking through any jungle, especially one as wild as the one on the island, was dangerous, and given my ordeal, I was far from strong enough to overcome said danger.  So, try as I might, I could not escape.   
 
    Meanwhile, my body continued to change, and by the end of the first month after my initiation ceremony, I looked like a pale-skinned version of the rest of the tribe’s women, save the tiny bump nestled within my pubic hair.  Finally, after my sixth failed attempt to escape, I gave in to inevitability.  I could not get away, and so, I started the long road towards accepting my new life.   
 
    Lahva, for her part, was pleased with this development.  “I think it is time for the final trial before full acceptance into the tribe,” she said, standing over me.  “After tonight, you will take your rightful place within the tribe.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I knelt on all fours in the center of the pavilion, leather straps affixing my ankles, knees, elbows, and wrists to the wooden floor.  At Lahva’s direction, the tribe’s women had forced him kneel in such a way as to push his rear high into the air, while his face was mere inches from the floor.  I wasn’t so naïve that I didn’t know what was coming, especially given my curious positioning.  And the fact that I was, according to the tribe, an unmarried woman, now.  I was just apathetic enough not to disagree.   
 
    Even so, I couldn’t help but clench up when I saw a line of men – each and every one of them were far more masculine than I’d been on my best day – approaching.  They all eyed me with a mixture of lust, pity, and eagerness.  They had seen my descent.  They knew precisely how far I had fallen.  But that wasn’t going to keep them from using me.  After all, it was their culture.   
 
    Lahva said something in their native language, and I caught only bits and pieces of her meaning.  But I could reason it out well enough, especially when one of the elders – he looked to be about forty years old, and he was at least as fit as his peers – stepped up behind me.   
 
    “Relax, Mya,” said Lahva, running her hand down my back.  I trembled at her touch.  “You will enjoy this.”  Then, to the man, she said, “Wait.  We must finish preparing her.”  
 
    “Do not take too long,” he growled, his voice deep and gravelly.  It nearly made me weep.  “I have no patience for your coddling, woman.”  
 
    Lahva stared him down, her expression stern.  “You will not challenge me, Bahk To,” she spat.  “We do this right, or we do it not at all.”  
 
    For a moment, it looked like he would argue.  But then, after a few glaring seconds, he turned away and stalked toward the edge of the pavilion where the other men waited.  I shivered at the look he gave me, filled as it was with lust and hate.  However, I had little time to consider it, because Lahva quickly stepped up behind me, then, without warning, dipped her hand in some gooey substance in a bowl I hadn’t noticed and plunged her finger into my anus.  I howled with surprise and humiliation.   
 
    “Quiet, girl!” Lahva hissed, and the scream died in my throat.  “Be still.  This will make things easier.  It will awaken your femininity.”  
 
    She worked her finger in and out of me, and it went easily.  The substance must have been some sort of lubricant.  Or maybe a stimulant, because I could feel her digit like I’d never felt anything before.  Before I knew what was happening, I began panting with the pleasure of it.  All the while, Lahva cooed encouragement, adding one finger after the next as she stretched me out.  Finally, when she reached four, she announced that I was ready.   
 
    The man – I presumed he was the patriarch of the tribe – resumed his place behind me.  His manhood was already erect, intimidating in its size and rigidity.  But after my experience with Lahva’s fingers, a part of me couldn’t help but look forward to what I knew would come next.  Still, I was never more embarrassed than when, without hesitation, he shoved his cock inside me.   
 
    I wailed, as much in surprise as pain.  It was simultaneously agonizing and ecstasy-inducing, like I was being split in two by the most pleasurable sensation I could imagine.  I wept, agony and pleasure intertwining as he plunged himself in and out of me.  I could scarcely believe what was happening, much less make peace with it.  Not until the pain slowly faded into the background, replaced by that much more pleasure.   
 
    It was building, I knew.  One second after another, thrust after thrust as he gripped my hips for leverage, I felt the pleasure expanding inside me like a bubble.  My breath was tinged with tiny, barely audible moans.  My fingernails dug into the deerskin cover upon which I knelt.  And my ass quivered with anticipation.  I knew I was going to explode soon.  I could feel it, moment by moment, building inside me.  I couldn’t contain it.  I didn’t want to.  And then, suddenly, the dam broke.  Sheer ecstasy flooded through me, washing away all thought, pushing my humiliation and self-hatred into the deepest corners of my mind.  In that moment, only the pleasure existed.  And I reveled in it.   
 
    Wave after wave crashed against me as I cried out, not in pain or embarrassment, but in pure, unadulterated ecstasy.  My every muscle contracted.  My toes curled.  My fingers clenched.  And I sank deeper into that orgasm than I ever had before. 
 
    I’m not sure how long the crescendo lasted.  Seconds?  Minutes?  Days?  Time didn’t seem relevant.  But slowly, I cleared the crest of that wave and returned to some semblance of normality.  Even still, the aftershocks remained.   
 
    I came back to myself, and I realized that the men and women of the tribe were shouting encouragement.  Seconds later, I felt Bahk To cum, shooting a thick jet of semen deep inside me.  I accepted it willingly.  Eagerly, even.  And when he withdrew, I felt a horrible emptiness.  Thankfully, he was soon replaced by another tribesman, and the cycle continued.   
 
    I lost count of how many times I came that night.  Dozens, at least.  Maybe more than a hundred.  But by the time I’d been used by all the men, I was so exhausted – mentally as well as physically – that I could hardly remain in the proper position.  And I had abandoned all notion of manhood.   
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I knelt at Beh Ni’s feet, looking up as Silvia rode him.  A million emotions flowed through my mind, but the two most prevalent were humiliation and arousal.  On the one hand, I was being cuckolded, and there was little I could do about it.  He had obviously been fucking my wife from the very beginning, and I had been too stupid – or blind – to see it.  However, after the final stage of my initiation into the tribe, the curtains had come away to reveal the truth.  After all, as an unmarried woman, I had no real power within the tribe, so I was no longer a threat to their relationship.  In fact, I was expected to serve them just like I would anyone else – which is how I’d found myself in their hut, kneeling on the floor in case they wanted me for anything. 
 
    I wasn’t so naïve that I couldn’t read the subtext.  Silvia was making a point.  She wanted to make certain I knew where I stood, which, as far as the tribe was concerned, was only a step above a sex slave.   
 
    The traditions were strange, but they made sense after a fashion.  Most of the tribe’s women were married off well before they reached maturity.  To encourage that, an unmarried, mature woman occupied the lowest rung of their society, and they were expected to submit to their betters.  Usually, this took on sexual connotations.  Thus, my current predicament.   
 
    But warring with my shame was something even more embarrassing – I was jealous of Silvia.  I hated myself for feeling that way, but it wasn’t like I could help it.  Whatever they’d done to me had made me incredibly sensitive down below, and anal sex was so pleasurable for me that I could hardly look at a penis without wishing it was inside me.   
 
    That, too, was by design.  In the week since my initiation had been completed, I’d learned quite a bit about what had been done to me.  Sometimes, there were women who’d been born with male genitals and vice versa.  The tribe, with their incredible knowledge of herbs, had developed ways of dealing with those situations, thus my transformation into a woman.  It really was quite progressive for such a primitive society.  I would’ve been impressed if I hadn’t been the victim of those “progressive” ideals.   
 
    Silvia let out a scream of pleasure that I very much remembered.  I had once caused screams like that.  Now, with my tiny, impotent manhood, I couldn’t even enter her.  It was a stark reminder of how far into femininity I had fallen.   
 
    It was a minute or two before Silvia’s orgasm died down, and a further couple of minutes before Beh Ni announced that he was close.  Silvia climbed off of him, then beckoned me forward, saying, “You may finish him off, Mya.” 
 
    I crawled forward, then eagerly wrapped my lips around his cock.  I could taste Silvia on him, the flavor mixing with Beh Ni’s unique musk.  I bobbed my head up and down, expertly sucking his cock until, at last, he spewed in my mouth.  I swallowed it without protest.  Or perhaps, it is better to say that I did so with enthusiasm bordering on fanaticism.  I didn’t just like the salty taste.  I did, but it went deeper than that.  The satisfaction went right down to my very core.   
 
    I knew it was the result of my conditioning.  Whatever they had given me during my transformation had changed my mind almost as much as my body.  I lived to serve, and I lived very well.   
 
    After Beh Ni was finished, Silvia opened her legs and bade me serve her as well.  I did so, and my tongue lashed out with expert technique.  It wasn’t long before I finished her off, as well.  When I was finished, I found Beh Ni smiling down on me. 
 
    “You will make someone quite a wife,” he said in his heavily accented English.  “Quite a wife, indeed.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Human beings are largely predictable animals.  Certainly, there are always exceptions, but we usually react in unsurprising ways.  For example, if a life change is accompanied by constant pleasure, it’s easy to forget that you weren’t the author of that change.  So it was with me.   
 
    Situations that would’ve been grossly humiliating to me suddenly became commonplace.  I was used by every member of the tribe, male and female, often in public.  But I didn’t care.  In fact, I welcomed it.  Each time a man walked by me, grabbed my hair, and bent me over by one of the huts, I submitted without question – because I knew what kind of ecstasy it would bring.  Not a single coupling went by that I didn’t have an intense orgasm, and usually, it resulted in more than once.  So, accepting my femininity was only embarrassing when, later, I’d find myself alone and looking back at how much I had changed.   
 
    Sometimes, I’d lie awake in the dark – usually with a man beside me – that post-orgasmic contentment spreading through my body and clashing with dark thoughts.  In those moments, I hated who I had become.  In those moments, I couldn’t hep but think about how all my colleagues would have reacted, were they able to see who I was.  But each morning, I’d have sex with whomever, and all those doubts would fade away.  Soon, I knew, they’d stop coming at all, and I couldn’t help but look upon that eventuality with anticipation.   
 
    And what’s more, I knew I was considered quite a catch among the older widows.  They’d already had their children, so my inability to procreate wasn’t a detriment.  Instead, they focused on all my good qualities – like the fact that I was as generous a lover as there was in the tribe.  They could obviously see that, if they hesitated much longer, one of their peers would snatch me up, and the pleasures I offered would be a thing of the past.   
 
    That felt good, being wanted.  A little alien, to be sure – for most of my life, I’d been the hunter, not the hunted.  Nobody had ever chased me.   
 
    Not until I came to live with the Tah Ni.   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I awoke to a cacophony of exited murmurs outside the hut.  My hand was draped over Bahk To’s muscular chest, and I briefly considered waking him up to a blowjob.  However, that opportunity was taken from me when one of his peers poked his head into the hut and said, “Bahk To!  Outsiders!”  
 
    As Bahk To rose from the pallet, I pushed myself to my feet.  Then, I followed him outside to see a pair of men standing in the center of the village.  I recognized them both.  Before I thought better of it, I muttered, “Tyler?”  
 
    My oldest friend, a man I thought had perished in a mudslide, turned to look at me, and for the longest time, there was no recognition there.  Just a blank stare.  Or maybe it was less blank and more lustful.  After all, I was a naked woman, and he was a straight man.  I couldn’t stop myself from wondering what kind of equipment he had tucked into his pants.  Then, he looked past me and the recognition I expected dawned on his face. 
 
    “Silvia?” he breathed.   
 
    My wife – or maybe she was my ex-wife, considering everything that had happened – strode past me and into the center of the camp, completely heedless of her nudity.  She planted herself in front of him, hands on her hips, and said, “About time you came back.  You were due back almost a month ago.”  
 
    He ran his hand through his hair.  “A storm tore up the docks,” he said.  “We couldn’t get here without help.”  He nodded toward the man behind him.  A man I most assuredly did not want to see.  “If it wasn’t for Timmons, I wouldn’t be here at all.”  
 
    Langford Timmons, my rival, was staring at me.  Then, slowly, he started to smile.  Obviously, he knew who I was, because he said, “Well, hello Jason.  I see you’ve adapted quite well to your new situation.  Just like I knew you would.”  
 
    My heart jumped into my throat, and I suddenly felt the urge to cover myself in some way.  That’s when he stepped forward, took me by the upper arm, and led me into a nearby hut.  Once there, he asked, “Would you like to know the truth?”  
 
    I nodded, unable to speak.  Then, he unzipped his pants and pulled out his cock.  It was impressively sized.  “Then you know what to do,” he said.  “Please me, and I’ll tell you everything.” 
 
    “N-no,” I said, backing away. 
 
    “I know you want to,” the man said, slowly stroking it.  It grew.  “No?  Okay – I’ll sweeten the deal.  Suck my cock, swallow my seed, and I’ll take you home.  You can leave this place.  Otherwise, you’ll have to stay and be some backwater savage’s fucktoy.”  
 
    My mind whirled, but sometime between trying to the end of his offer and trying to wrap my brain around it, I dropped to my knees in front of him.  Then, I just started sucking.  It wasn’t bad.  In fact, I’m ashamed to say that I enjoyed it.  But then again, I always did.  In any case, it wasn’t long before he spewed salty cum into my mouth.  I swallowed it without hesitation.  Then, I looked up at him, saying, “Now, tell me…” 
 
    And he did.  He explained how he, along with Tyler and my wife, had orchestrated everything.  The herb in question was a lie; it didn’t exist.  But more, they’d set a series of tiny, explosive charges into the side of the mountain, the detonation of which had precipitated the mudslide that had injured me.  From there, it was up to Silvia and the Tah Ni to feminized me into submission, a process that he’d seen orchestrated years before during one of his expeditions.   
 
    “But I can take you back,” he said.  “I can’t say you can regain your life, obviously.  Silvia certainly wouldn’t want you anymore.  But I could find a place for you, if you like.  Perhaps as my concubine.”  
 
    I hung my head, defeated.  Then, I said, “No.” 
 
    “What?” he asked. 
 
    “No,” I repeated, lifting my eyes to his.  “I’m staying.”  
 
    He barked a harsh laugh.  “You want to stay with these savages?” he asked.  “Rather than go back to civilization?”  
 
    I shrugged. “And why not?” I wondered.  “I’m happy here.  I can have a life.” 
 
    And it was true.  I hadn’t realized how unhappy I had been in my old life.  From the constant pressure to live up to my father’s legacy to trying to maintain a relationship with a wife who obviously didn’t love me, it was exhausting trying to keep up.  And having tasted something better, I was unwilling to go back.  Back home, I had no friends – especially having learned of Tyler’s betrayal.  No life.  But on the island?  I was part of a community.  And soon, I would have a man who loved me.  I knew that as well as I’d ever known anything before, and I wasn’t willing to give it up. 
 
    “This is a one-time offer,” he said. “I won’t come back for you.”  
 
    I pushed past him, saying, “I don’t want you to.”  
 
    And then I stepped out of the hut and into my new life.   
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