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      Peering over the prow of our fifty-foot schooner at the rising sun on the horizon, I closed my eyes and breathed in the fresh scent of the ocean breeze.  After a series of short but intense one-night stands, I was beginning to feel cheap and demoralized.  Even though I'd taken the initiative in most of the flings, at the end of the day I'd always come home alone feeling shallow and empty.

      The affairs had helped free me from the bonds of my passionless marriage and opened my eyes to the pleasures of lesbian love, but somehow I'd never been able to make any of the relationships stick.  Even calling them relationships was laughable, given the longest ones never lasted beyond the occasional overnight stay.  I needed to clear my mind and get away from all the distractions and temptations of the big city.

      This chartered cruise was the perfect balm for my aching heart.  With a tiny crew of three sailors and eleven passengers, I had plenty of time and space to collect my thoughts and recharge my batteries.  In the absence of the usual big ship amenities, our private yacht provided a much-needed respite from the hectic bustle of the urban jungle.  The only sound I could hear was the rhythmic flapping of the boat's sails in the gentle breeze and the peaceful slapping of the waves against the hull as our sloop pierced through the cobalt-blue water.

      As the sole uncoupled passenger on our month-long tour of the South Pacific Islands, I was happy to curl up with a good book on the forward deck and feel the wind flowing through my hair.  Although everybody went out of their way trying to keep me engaged, I made it clear I was content to be left to my own devices.  I'd paid a hefty sum for this cozy cruise, and I just wanted to have some alone time to cleanse my soul.

      "Another beautiful day in paradise?” the ship's captain Ben said as he leaned his arms on the rail beside me.

      "Yes," I said, gazing off into the distance.  "It's so quiet and peaceful I can actually hear myself think."

      Ben pinched his eyebrows as he glanced over at me briefly.

      "Is that what you’ve been doing up here?  I thought most people came on these cruises to get away from all those distractions.  You know, to free their minds and commune with nature and all that."

      I turned my head and peered into Ben's weathered eyes.  His dark skin was prematurely wrinkled, but his salt-and-pepper beard and chiseled jaw revealed a handsome, sea-worn face.  I wasn't sure if he was making a veiled pass or if he was genuinely concerned for my emotional state of mind.

      "Never fear, Captain.  I'm feeling the weight of the world fall off my shoulders with each new nautical mile we pass through these azure waters."

      “Happy to hear,” he said, straightening his arms on the handrail.  "Is there anything I can get for you?  Are you hungry?  I've got some fresh halibut or pineapple if you're in the mood for a snack."

      "Thanks," I said, shaking my head.  "I'm still feeling pretty full from that full-course breakfast your chef prepared for us this morning.  But in another hour or two, some fresh fruit and seafood will be just what I'm looking for."

      "I'll see what we can scare up.  You're going to need a little extra energy for our planned excursion later today."

      He pointed toward the horizon on the port side of the ship.

      "We'll be dropping anchor in another hour or so at that small island.  There'll be lots of hiking trails with plenty of local flora and fauna to explore."

      I squinted my eyes in the direction he was pointing and saw a tall green patch rising over the blue expanse of ocean.  Up to this point in our cruise, most of the islands we'd visited had been little more than shallow reefs and sandy atolls.

      "Judging by its elevation above sea level, it doesn't look so tiny from here.  Is this another uninhabited island?"

      "Actually, this is the first inhabited island we'll be visiting on our tour.  But we're unlikely to encounter any natives.  There’s a small tribe on the opposite side of the island, but they're not very accommodating to visitors.  They like their privacy.  In fact, they’re among the most isolated people you'll find anywhere on earth.  With hundreds of miles to the next nearest inhabited island, they've learned to become quite self-sufficient."

      I stared at the island as it slowly grew larger the nearer our vessel passed.  It looked dense and lush, with thin silver waterfalls cascading through the thick jungle foliage.

      "As long as they don't feed on foreigners to mix up their diet," I laughed nervously.  "Are you sure we'll be safe there?"

      The captain chuckled as he wiped a wash of sea spray from the bow of the boat off his forehead.

      "Not to worry, m'lady.  The whole cannibal myth is overblown.  There are very few tribes that still practice that custom anywhere in the world.  These people are reasonably enlightened, considering their remote location.  Missionaries passed through here centuries ago, instilling a modicum of Western values.  Some of them even speak English.  But we'll be putting in on an isolated section of the island.  In the unlikely event we encounter any natives, they shouldn't give us any trouble.  Just be sure to stay close together and not stray off the beaten path."

      "I wouldn't dream of going off on my own, Captain.  My jungle survival skills are nonexistent—cannibals or no.  I'll be happy to join up with the group for this expedition."

      As Ben returned to the rear of the ship to navigate us around the encroaching shoals, I watched the beautiful island as we sailed closer.  The lush foliage and turquoise water surrounding the sandy beaches reminded me of the stories of my youth.  I fantasized about being marooned on the isle like Robinson Crusoe, building a fanciful fort in the trees and catching live fish to feed myself.  Of course, having a hunky partner like Mel Gibson or Brooke Shields to keep me company in my little blue lagoon would make it even dreamier.

      Suddenly I felt a stirring in my loins that reminded me how long it had been since I'd felt the tender touch of a lover.
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      When we put in on the secluded beach and carried our provisions onto dry land, I marveled at the surrounding landscape.  Unlike the other remote islands we'd visited so far, this one looked tall and imposing.  A dense blanket of trees carpeted the steeply sloped mountains, rising to a flat crater hundreds of feet above sea level.  I could hear the harsh trill of birds screeching from behind the blind as thick, shiny leaves rustled in the distance.  A small reef encapsulated our lagoon in a little crescent, creating a shallow pool to wade through.  It would be the perfect spot to cool off after lunch and a hike through the humid jungle.

      I watched with fascination as the captain and his crew caught some fish in the lagoon then cleaned and prepared the catch on a wooden plank on the beach.  I don't think I'd enjoyed a seafood meal so much in my entire life.  Whether it was simply the succulent taste of the freshly caught snapper or the exquisite scenery, I savored every bite as I soaked up the spectacular view.

      I'd brought with me a minimum of provisions—just enough to fortify me for our planned excursions.  Foam sandals for walking on the beach, hiking shoes for the trail hike, and a cloth handbag with a few bare essentials: a bikini for a swim in the lagoon, some sunscreen and lip balm to protect me against the sun, and my smartphone to read romance novels during quiet moments.  After we all finished lunch, the captain stood up to address the group.

      "I hope you all enjoyed our impromptu picnic lunch.  We'll be spending the rest of the day on the island and setting anchor for the night.  For those of you still finding your sea legs, a calm sleep in the lagoon under the stars should help quiet your stomach.  In a few minutes, we're going to organize a little inland hike.  If you prefer to stay on the beach and have a swim or collect shells, our first mate Mike will stay behind to keep watch on our belongings.  The rest of you can join Will and me as we explore the amazing landscape of this island.  There's some beautiful wildlife and waterfalls, and at the top of the island there's a dormant volcano from which you can see a spectacular view of the Pacific for miles around.  Before we head out, does anyone have any questions?"

      One of the young couples raised their hand.

      "Yes, Tricia," Ben said, nodding at the couple.

      "Do we need to bring any special protection with us?  I mean, are there any dangerous animals like monkeys or bears?  I heard there are some tribespeople on the island.  What should we do if we encounter someone?"

      Ben chuckled at the familiar question.  It never failed to amuse him how ignorant city slickers were of local customs.

      "The islands of the South Pacific are actually some of the safest places in the world in terms of wildlife.  There are no mammals other than harmless fruit bats and the local tribespeople, who are far away on the other side of the island.  The only creatures that might harm you are brown tree snakes and mosquitoes.  Just keep your head away from overhanging branches and wear lots of insect repellant and you should be fine."

      Ben and Will passed out some silver whistles connected to a key chain.

      "In the unlikely event that we should encounter a native person in our travels, do not approach them unless they approach you.  They generally like to keep to themselves and won't engage unless provoked.  Keep us in sight at all times and don't stray too far off the path.  If anybody should get separated from the group, just give us a tweet using these whistles so we can find you.  If for whatever reason you get lost, just follow the trail down to the shore.  We plan to be back to the boat around five p.m. local time."

      After collecting our gear and fastening our whistles to our belt loops, we followed single-file behind Ben along a narrow trail into the woods, with Will taking up the rear.  It didn't take long for the brush to thicken, and as I swatted the thick leaves aside, I kept glancing upward for any sign of slithering reptiles.  The one thing I feared more than anything was snakes, and I could feel my heart beating in my chest as much from the fear of being bitten as from the exertion of the steep climb.  I was glad when our path crossed the occasional stream, giving me a chance to soothe my hot and aching feet in the cool running water.  After an hour or so, we passed another creek and I sat down on the bank to tighten a loose shoelace.

      "Everything okay?" Will asked, pulling up behind me.

      "Just a loose string," I said.  "You go ahead, I'll catch up in a few seconds."

      Will peered ahead, noticing our group turning a corner in the dense forest.

      "Are you sure you'll just be a moment?  We don't want to get too separated from the rest of the group."

      "Yes, I'll be fine—I promise."  I patted the whistle hanging from the belt loop on my cargo shorts.  "Besides, I can always give you a ring if I can't find you, right?"

      "Yes," he said.  "But it's always best to maintain line-of-sight.  The terrain up here is pretty steep and treacherous.  We've had people fall and twist an ankle.  Just be careful.  I'll be walking slowly ahead."

      As Will continued up the trail and turned around the corner out of sight, I paused to take in the peaceful sound of the forest.  Besides the occasional call of a distant bird, the only sound I could hear was the soft gurgling of the water as it tumbled over the mossy rocks.  After I finished tying my lace, I hesitated when I heard an unusual sound emanating from the forest a few hundred feet upstream.  I turned my head and strained to listen, then my eyes widened in recognition.

      It was the sound of a woman's voice.  A sweet, lilting sound, like she was singing.  I squinted through the dense thicket of trees, then my eyes grew wider as I recognized the familiar figure.  She was standing under a waterfall, stark naked and rubbing her body like she was taking a shower.  It was hard to tell how old she was from my distant location, but she had the slender, lithe figure of a young girl.  I glanced up the path in the direction Will had headed then back toward the girl.

      What the hell, I thought.  I'm on vacation.  Everyone says the best way to enjoy a different culture is to go native.  I can always catch up with the group later.  If Will is really worried about me, he'll double back to find me.  Worst-case scenario, I'll have to wait for them to return along the same path on their way down, or I return to our cove.  But this is some local fauna definitely worth exploring.

      I followed the tributary upstream, picking my way carefully over the slippery rocks and boulders.  As I got closer to the girl, her voice became louder and I found myself humming softly, mimicking her lilting tune.  She was speaking a language I'd never heard before, but the melody was simple and rhythmic.  I flashed back to another one of my favorite fairy tales from my youth, when the English explorer John Smith stumbled across Pocahontas by a waterfall in the forest.  The closer I got to the girl, the more mesmerized I was by her.  I could only catch fleeting glimpses of her through the breaks in the heavy brush, but it was quickly becoming apparent that she had the body of a goddess.

      When I reached a clearing about fifty feet away from the waterfall, I stopped next to a tree and gently parted the branches blocking my vision.  When I finally saw the girl close-up, I gasped.  She couldn't have been much beyond her teens, but she was stunning.  With thick, shiny black hair cascading over her shoulders and breasts, her pouty lips and high cheekbones reminded me of a young Halle Berry.  Her body had all the same curves and swells of her Catwoman avatar, except in this case, she was completely naked.

      As I watched the water splash over her full breasts and hourglass-shaped hips, I couldn't stop gawking at her like some kind of creepy peeping Tom.  I didn't even know if she was of legal age, if that even mattered out here in the remote stretches of the Pacific Ocean.  But when I saw her hand disappear under the triangle-shaped patch between her legs and she began moaning under the torrent of water, I couldn't help myself.  It had been far too long since I'd had any kind of sexual contact, and here was the girl of my dreams putting on the sexiest live show I'd ever seen.

      I thrust my hand down the front of my cargo shorts and began circling my slippery pearl, trying to stifle my own moans of pleasure.  Within moments, I felt the rising swell of my passion beginning to overtake me and I rested my left arm on the tree trunk to support my quivering legs.  Just as I was about to be overtaken by my climax, I felt a strange object slithering up my arm.  As I turned my face in shock to see what was crawling on me, I stared directly into the eyes of a long brown tree snake.

      I had just a moment to scream and flinch my arm away before the snake lunged forward and embedded its fangs deep into the flesh of my neck.  Within seconds, I began to feel faint and numb as my legs suddenly collapsed beneath me.  As I crumpled to the ground beside the tree, the last thing I remembered was the shocked look on the face of the pretty native girl as she watched me lose consciousness on the moss-covered ground.
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      I woke up on the hard floor of a stick-frame hut, peering through bleary eyes at the interwoven leaves covering its thatched roof.  An old native woman sat cross-legged beside me, holding a smoky bowl under my nose.  The aroma was pungent, and I instinctively flinched my head to the side.  The pretty girl I'd seen at the waterfall kneeled by my other side, holding a wet compress against my neck.  I felt dizzy and weak, and my head throbbed with pain.  When I tried to speak, I realized that the left side of my face was numb.

      "Wh—where am I?" I said in a slurred drawl, trying to lift myself up on my elbows.

      The girl smiled at me as she removed her hand from the side of my neck.  I noticed a green paste on her palm, which she wiped off with a heavy cloth next to a wooden bowl containing what appeared to be a long animal bone.

      "You're in our village," she said in a strange accent I'd never heard before.  "You're safe now, but you need to rest.  You're still weak from the after-effects of the gata bite."

      She placed her other hand on my chest and gently pressed me down on top of a scratchy mat.

      "Gata?" I said, pinching my eyebrows in confusion.  "How did I get here?"

      "It's our native snake.  Normally, it doesn't cause this much trouble, but it struck you in the neck and the poison traveled quickly to your head.  I had to carry you back to our village."

      "Carry me?" I said, wondering how her small frame could support my weight.  "How far?"

      "I guess it would be more accurate to say I dragged you.  I built a rough stretcher out of tree branches and vines.  It took almost a full day to bring you back to our village."

      I paused as I looked at the girl quizzically.

      "Where are my travel mates?  I came with a dozen other people—"

      "If you're referring to the people on the sailboat, they stopped by our bay a few hours before we arrived asking if anyone had seen a yellow-haired European woman.  The chief wasn't very happy with their intrusion, and when he said he hadn't seen any other foreigners, they sailed away."

      "Away?" I said, shaking my head in dismay that they would abandon me so quickly.  "Does that mean I'm alone on this island?"

      The girl reached out and clasped my hand in hers as she smiled at me warmly.  A group of young naked children suddenly rushed into the hut giggling, and the old lady shooed them away.

      "You're hardly alone here," she said, glancing up at the woman who was still holding the smoking cup under my chin.  "My family and tribe will care for you until your friends return."

      The old woman said something to the girl in their native tongue and I flinched again, smelling the strong vapor rising from the bowl.

      "What's this strange smoke you're having me inhale?  It smells like incense—"

      "It's burning hibiscus leaves.  We've found that it helps neutralize the effects of the toxin.  Since you were unconscious, it was the only way we could get the medicine inside you.  But now that you're awake, there are some more potent herbs you can take internally."

      The old woman reached down beside her and lifted a coconut shell filled with a milky substance and raised it to my lips.  She smiled at me softly and nodded for me to drink the elixir.

      "What is that?" I said, frowning from the pungent smell of the mixture.  "It smells like something died in there."

      The girl chuckled as she squeezed my hand.

      "It's made from the same natural ingredients that I've been using to neutralize the pain and swelling on the side of your neck.  It's a mixture of plantain leaves, papaya bark, and turmeric, dissolved in coconut milk.  You have to trust us.  We've been administering this medicine for hundreds of years, and we know it works.  I think you'll find the taste quite pleasant."

      I reluctantly lifted my head and parted my lips as the old lady tilted the bowl toward my mouth.  The potion was thick and grainy, like a soup broth, but it tasted more like chocolate milk.  I swished it around in my mouth for a few seconds, then gulped it down nervously.  The old lady looked into my eyes and nodded as she tilted the cup higher.

      "Sila atu," she said in a heavy accent.

      "Drink the rest," the native girl said.  "It will help settle your stomach and ease the pain."

      I slowly emptied the bowl, then the old lady got up and said something to the girl before she stepped out of the hut.

      For the first time since I'd woken up, I began to feel a little less anxious about my situation, and I gazed up at the native girl, studying her face.  She was even more breathtaking close-up than I'd remembered.  Her large brown doe eyes, small slender nose, and spongy cheeks gave her the appearance of a girl far younger than her sexy figure would suggest.  I glanced at her chest and was disappointed to see that she was fully covered with some kind of dyed dress.  The cloth looked thick and dense, more like a mat than the woven cloth used to make our Western garments.  I glanced down my own body and was relieved to see that I was still wearing the same clothes I'd left the boat with.

      "How long have you and your family lived here?" I asked, interested as much to learn about the history of her culture as her actual age.

      "Our family and those of our tribe have lived on this island for centuries.  As best we can tell from the oral traditions passed down from our ancestors, the island was settled by Polynesians traveling from the larger islands around 300 AD.  I myself have
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