The Once and Future King.
  Fearfully, Ann looked down at him with her blue eyes, probably terrified of the huge fall she could take if something went wrong while they shinnied down the thick vine. “Come on!!” Jack shouted at her urgently, for there was no time for hesitation now.

 In one fluid motion, Ann then slipped down and wrapped herself around Jack’s shoulders, and he strained, tightening his grip as his muscular body took her weight. Above them and seen choppily in his field of vision, the huge gorilla roared in rage and shock as the satanic hairless bat-wolf things ripped and bit at him, dancing as he did the same to them in turn. 

  As he climbed down the vine, Ann clutching his form for all she was worth, Jack couldn’t help but fleetingly feel a peculiar sense of gratitude towards the bat-wolf beasts and that they’d gone for the ape when they did. If they hadn’t, the beast would almost certainly have crushed him like a rat under his fists by now, and all his tenacious, relentless efforts to get Ann off this hellish island would’ve meant nothing. 

  But what was good for the goose was good for the gander, and now four or five of the bat-wolves, jagged teeth agape, dived down and went for him and Ann as they dangled helplessly on the vine. Crying out in staccato, gasping exclamations of fear, Ann held on even tighter as Jack, maintaining his death grip on the vine, whirled and frenziedly kicked out at the hideous flyers attempting to set to work on them with tooth and claw.

  Then, in a horrifying and chilling instant, Jack felt the thick vine move upward several feet like a rope being yanked. And that was exactly what was happening. He wasn’t surprised at all to see that somehow, the huge ape had routed most of those bat-wolf things, and was looking down at him and Ann.

  The look of primal rage and absolute hate in those umber eyes made Jack Driscoll’s flesh creep, and the playwright could only gape in helpless terror as one of those leathery hands jerked the vine again, bringing him and Ann all the more closer.

  It is said that people who are about to die a violent death often reach a state where suddenly, the terror more or less goes onto the back burner so to speak, and they feel both resigned and perfectly lucid. Jack had always dismissed that paradox as being pure hogwash, but as he watched the elephantine gorilla tense his muscles for another pull of the vine, he was surprised by the force and truth with which it hit him.

  It’s one of those ultimate quirks of fate, just like the ones you’ve enjoyed putting down on paper so many times before, isn’t it? You cheated death half a dozen times over the past 24 hours, and you’d be dead now if those bat-things hadn’t attacked-but Fate just wanted to delay the moment and mess with your head! HA HA!

  Ann was yelling over his shoulder now, and the bat-wolf flyers were flapping their wings like tents in a windstorm. In seconds, the furious ape would seize him in his iron grip, either crushing him like a can or ripping him with those ivory fangs. However he finishes me off, Jack grimly thought, I’m telling Ann I love her as I go.
  But he didn’t have to.

  A set of jagged ivory teeth came at them from his right, and the obscene, foul-smelling bat-wolf reared up, obviously intending to bite either Jack or worse Ann, in the neck. A real possibility of escape, an idea so crazy it just might work, exploded into the writer’s mind then, and he grabbed the flyer’s huge scythe of a wing-claw, every tendon taut as he transferred both his weight and Ann’s to this unconventional plane. 

And then…there was a huge flash of green-white light, a feeling of floating, and just as suddenly, with Ann still hanging on for dear life, Jack Driscoll found himself only six feet above the ground. He crashed to his knees, saying to himself, “What happened there?” while Ann let go of him and got to her feet. As he stood up in turn, he heard Ann give a slight gasp, and he whipped around, expecting to see either her ape abductor or another bat-wolf rushing at the two of them.

  But it wasn’t the case, and Jack’s green eyes widened in amazement as he heard Ann say, “What is this place Jack?” There were steam vents and fumaroles scattered all around. There were hard, cracked, angular slabs and crags of granite and basalt, almost like the ones in-and the memory made Jack badly want to puke and start screaming repeatedly at the same time-the terrible insect pit.  

  It was dark, foreboding, misty and muggy; he couldn’t see more than 20 yards in front of his face. But that was nothing when compared to the enormous skulls, shoulder bones, ribcages, pelvises, and other massive skeletons strewn piecemeal about them. They’d somehow, someway, ended up in Ezekiel’s valley of bones. 

  “I couldn’t even begin to tell you,” Jack replied in confusion as his eyes swept over the deceased giants. His mind flashed back to how just fifteen or twenty minutes ago-was it truly that short of a time ago? It felt like months-he’d been picking his way among the pathetic bones of the huge ape’s kin, and wondered they’d somehow ended up on another part of the island’s mountains. 

  If so, the beast could be here sooner rather then later to have another try at killing him off, and he immediately clasped an arm around Ann’s shoulders, his only explanation a hurried, “But we might not be as far away as we’d want,” while he whipped his head back and forth for any sign the ape was close.

  But even as Jack said it, he realized that none of the skeletons resembled what he’d seen in the caves. It also occurred to him that some of the remains still had hide or mummified flesh and tendon attached, and the ape bones hadn’t had anything like that on them If they did, Jack hadn’t seen it.

  An instant later, comprehension dawned on him. He had seen bones and skulls like these many times before-but not on Skull Island. Rather, he’d clapped eyes on them in the Museum of Natural History. These were all elephant bones.

  “Ann,” Jack said, “I think we’re in an-“ “Elephant graveyard,” Ann softly replied, starting to tremble a bit. 

With frightened eyes, she whirled around to look into his own, than buried her head against his shoulder, sobbing and shaking in evident fear. Drawing her close to him and embracing Ann back, Jack tenderly reassured her, comfortingly saying, “It’s all right Ann, it’s all right. I don’t know where we are and how we got here either, but I’ll always do my damnedest to keep you safe. Until my last drop of blood is shed, if need be,” he added, fixing her welling eyes with his.

  Stepping back slightly and raising her face up to the writer’s as she wiped her tears away with her slender, graceful hand, Ann responded, “I know you will Jack. I’m not scared about what might happen to me. I’m scared about what might have already happened to us.”

 “Already happened? What could you possibly mean by that Ann?” he said quizzically. “All I know is that I’m alive, and you especially are alive, and nothing else matters.” “We’ll find a way to get back to the Venture,” Jack gently added. “I promise you that we will. Besides, Englehorn won’t ever leave us to die here-wherever ‘here’ is,” he wryly said.

  Ann didn’t seem to be listening to him, or at least only halfheartedly. She looked instead like she was mentally wrestling with a teasing, groping reality that was too abominable to be true. Then, although tense as a bowstring, she turned and asked him with amazing calmness, “Jack, you told me on the ship that you’ve always enjoyed reading classic literature. How much of those works have you read?”

  “Quite a large fraction of them,” Jack answered. “Reading and writing go hand in hand after all.” Strange question, he thought. But she must just desperately want to focus her mind on something normal for a change. I certainly don’t blame her.

  “Then have you read Dante’s Divine Comedy Jack?” saying this in a hushed voice.

  “Yes, I have. I’ve certainly always found it to be a very interesting and thought-provoking book myself,” he responded. “Why do you ask?”

  “Well then, I take it you’ve read his description of what Limbo is like then,” Ann dispassionately stated. “You know, a place where there is no pain or suffering experienced, but the sun is always obscured by clouds and the mood is bleak and depressing, with nothing beautiful to look at.”

  “Of course. You summed it up nicely by the way.” “Wait a moment-“ Jack asked, “what are you implying Ann?”

  The blue eyes filled with tears, raw and desperate, as Ann half shrieked, half sobbed out, “We are in Limbo right now Jack!”  As if it was a terrible litany that she’d been forced to spout under torture, she babbled on, “I don’t know whether it was that gorilla, those horrible bat things, or maybe we just fell, but we’ve both been killed. We’re dead!”

  He wanted to tell her that it was not so, that they were still breathing after all and their hearts still beat, but before he could fling the words from his mouth, Ann sat down in terror, saying in a giantesses’ despairing groan, “Oh my God Jack, you and I are both DEAD!!!”

  And as if sadistically reveling in her despair, something passing by in the white cloak of fog, almost at the limits of their hearing yet uncomfortably close, dementedly cackled and hooted in answer.

Chapter Two.

   The feral animal noise, so similar to the sounds that that repulsive old woman had uttered to her like the most terrible curse words, suddenly galvanized Ann out of her fearful despair. Whether she and Jack were dead right now like she deeply suspected, -together forever indeed, she grimly thought- and presumably no longer able to be killed, Ann still didn’t want to be just sitting around for the whatever-it-was to arrive. 

  Already, Jack was reaching down for her arm, quiet and hushed as he urged, “Come on Ann, let’s get out of this place.” Happy to oblige, Ann rose on the balls of her now somewhat abused feet, and then heard another one of the manic cackles ring out again, giving her alarmed goose bumps as she and the writer she’d come to adore broke into a canter together.

  Even as Jack clutched her hand with his own, and adrenaline shot through her body for the umpteenth time, Ann couldn’t help but wonder if whatever she and Jack were fleeing from wasn’t exactly of their world. Were there demons running around here in Limbo too, come up from the lower depths every once in a while to have a bit of sport, or maybe to deal with a soul that just wasn’t gloomy enough? 

   She didn’t think Dante had said anything about any demons residing there, but if even the clergy couldn’t give her a satisfactory answer about what happened in those shadowy lands beyond mortal existence, -and of course, no one she’d lost was ever going to spill the beans to her-, then neither could some long-dead Italian poet.

   All of a sudden, there was a hot, sore wrench in an ankle as Ann tripped over a pachyderm pelvis. Crying out in shock and pain, she fell with a crash into a pile of bones, her hand being torn out of Jack’s grip. Jack wasted no time, just as she’d hoped for.

  Whipping around, he was back with her in an instant, asking, “Ann! Are you alright?” 

   Before she could even give an affirmation, the terrible, insane chuckle came at them again, more closely, and Jack picked up what used to be one of an elephant’s limb bones as Ann shuffled backwards to his feet. Holding it like a baseball bat, he stood ready to defend her against the Something that Ann was trying to pick out of the fog with her vision, and not for the first time she felt thankfulness to have him at her side.

  A minute crawled by as they both stood frozen in anxious silence. Then Ann heard, just barely, the sound of gravel shifting under some large creature’s weight, and Jack stepped forward to get in front of her, standing tall as it came again-but she could now hear that their stalker had turned, and was now apparently padding away in the thick, muggy fog. Perhaps it had merely been curious all along, like the huge ape had been with her acting performance. Sighing, Ann got back to her feet as Jack lowered, but didn’t let go of his impromptu club. 

  “Thank you Jack,” she tenderly said, squeezing her selfless rescuer’s hand and looking into his green eyes. He hugged her lightly then, repeating, “Just me doing my damnedest.” 

 “I suppose it was really more scared of us than we were of it,” Ann said thoughtfully after they separated, looking back into the now silent mist. “But this might not be the only thing that can come out at us, I suppose.”

  “No,” Jack agreed, still holding his bone club. “So we’d better move on.” Together, they headed north through the grim valley of bones and geysers, Ann trying not to further abrade or cut her delicate feet any further. 

  On average, a woman’s hearing is more acute then a man’s. So as they left the place where she’d tripped, Ann almost swore to herself that she could hear in the fog, albeit as faintly as a mouse walking over a table, a stern feminine voice saying, “Banzai, we’re here because we have a job Scar entrusted us with, not to shadow and stalk random trespassers. Stay put and quit doing stupid things for once, okay?” 

  Giving the fog behind her a bemused look with her blue eyes, Ann dismissed it by shaking her head. She’d had no food, little water, and only about three or four hours of sleep during her time as the gorilla’s toy and prisoner. It was natural that she’d be hearing things after all. Yeah, that had to be it. Besides, who knew what were “normal things” to hear and feel when you were-dead?

  The cool of the morning was always a good time to collect medicinal herbs and plants, and Rafiki’s bi-daily collecting excursion had been pleasantly successful indeed. Now, hands on his hips, the old mandrill contentedly stood in the green depths of his baobab tree, having placed the bowstring hemp and brimstone tree bark and giant milkweed and African wormwood in their respective nooks, with some sausage tree fruit hanging up top to be dried.

  Other than a zebra mare who’d gotten a shallow but painful cut on her nose, a mother caracal who could not get her kittens to stay put whenever she had to leave them alone, and a male crested porcupine who “just couldn’t stand the fleas and ticks anymore!” as he’d shouted in desperation for a treatment, no one had really needed Rafiki’s services as a healer or advisor today. For the moment then, that meant he had nothing to do, no responsibilities. Even King Mufasa and his pride were keeping to themselves today, neither Simba nor Nala showing any interest in coming over for a story or magic trick.

  Feeling somewhat hungry then, he told himself, “Old Rafiki thinks it’s time for a morning snack,” and sat down to a pile of jackalberry fruits he’d collected earlier, popping the red and purple spheres into his mouth like cherry tomatoes and savoring the taste. Every moment in life was one to savor after all, especially the pleasurable ones.

  All of a sudden, the air temperature went down several degrees, and a mild wind cut through the leafy screen, blowing the mandrill’s mane and beard. “Huh?” he questioned, looking over his shoulder even as he figured out that it wasn’t a wind at all.

  “Ah, Mwaguzi!” Rafiki exclaimed happily, turning and getting to his feet.  “What brings you here to visit your old apprentice?”

  The wind blew gently again and Rafiki nodded, answering, “Yes, I will go see for myself.”

  Taking up a tortoise shell filled with a small amount of water, he put some rose quartz gravel in it, then sat down, carefully shifting it this way and that. To a human or most other animals, the patterns formed by the pebbles and ripples would’ve been so much Greek. To Rafiki though, they were full of meaning.

  Nor was this the first time today the mandrill shaman had used the tortoise shell. Earlier that morning, he’d used it in a “looking glass” spell, allowing him to idly observe goings on in places that ranged anywhere from other pride kingdoms, to other regions of Africa, to other continents, even other universes if he chose.

    For the first time in his life however, he realized with a profound shock that today’s “looking glass” spell had gone terribly wrong. After gaping in incredulity, he hung his head in a deflated, disgusted attitude for a few brief moments before the wind blew again.

 Looking up, he said in a voice tinged with frustration and embarrassment, “Yes Mwaguzi, old Rafiki knows dat sometimes dey can be doorways and dat he made a king-sized mistake. I agree, dey must be sent back as quickly as possible. In fact, I will look for both of dem right now,” he suggested, getting to his feet and reaching for his staff.

  The wind unexpectedly blew harder then, stopping Rafiki in his tracks. For an instant, the shaman looked like a boy being chided, then opened his mouth in amazement. “Dey need to stay here in de Pridelands for a time?” he voiced, utterly flabbergasted as he put his hands on his hips.

  “Come on Mwaguzi, you know as well as I dat dey are a liability, to say nothing of de fact dat de humans have no idea how to survive out here,” he snorted skeptically. 

  The wind blew again, for a moderate length of time and Rafiki’s face softened. “Yes, I remember now dat what I saw involved both of dem. You are right, no living creature deserves to suffer through dat, especially de male one in de horrid gorge and de female with de rexes,” he agreed, nodding sympathetically.

  Then, sagely stroking his beard and thoughtfully gazing into the leaves above him, Rafiki continued, “I also fully agree dat dey must be pretty sore and badly scratched, so of course old Rafiki will help dem out with dat, but why do you say I must do it from afar Mwaguzi?”

  The wind blew again, and the mandrill cringed slightly, as if seeing a hideous sight only he could see, barking twice in anger before looking almost self-conscious. “You are too right. Old Rafiki does look far too much like dose human demons, especially her. Gives all us shamans a very bad name, wicked actions like dat.” 

  “But you say dere is another reason why de two of them must stay. I do not pretend to know Mwaguzi, so you must tell your ignorant pupil.”

  Another gust of wind rustled the still leaves, and Rafiki said in disbelief, “Say dat again.” The wind came a second time, and although he tried to smother it, the mandrill burst out in wild laughter, hooting and slapping his thighs.

  “De humans will have a part to play very soon in de Circle of Life? A big part? And dat I will need to reveal myself to dem at de right time. Oh, Mwaguzi, I know dat you’ve always been better then old Rafiki when it comes to de tricky matter of seeing de future, but now I know you’re pulling my tail!”

 Immediately, the wind in the baobab seemed to take on a malevolent character, blowing into a gale that only touched Rafiki’s person. Bent over like a hyena protecting its face from a lion’s claws, Rafiki submissively gabbled, “Okay, alright, alright! And no, I’m certainly not saying you’re a liar Mwaguzi!”

  The wind stopped then, and the shaman, after regaining his composure, supplicated “It is just that I find the idea dat two human strangers will do such important things when dey’ve never seen dis place at all very hard to believe. But as you told me while I was still apprentice, you can never predict for a fact which creature de Circle may use as a pivot point.”

  The wind came once more, in a soft, breezy, almost approving manner. Charmed, Rafiki gently smiled and said, “You’re welcome my teacher. I’m glad I learned well, and I can easily keep myself hidden until it is time. Always a great pleasure when you visit me.”

  At that moment, anyone with Rafiki in the baobab would’ve both felt and seen the unnatural interior wind disappear entirely, and probably felt a subtle, invisible presence slipping away. Before it was gone entirely though, Rafiki, suddenly realizing he’d forgotten something, called out “Wait Mwaguzi! What are de human’s names? I can’t just go around calling dem Male Human and Female Human when I must show myself after all,” he said, giving a cackling chuckle.

   One last time, the wind blew, soft as a butterfly’s wings.

   Rafiki nodded, then suddenly all alone, repeated them in his Caribbean accent.

   “Jack Driscoll and Ann Darrow.”

Chapter Three. 

     “With Tantor, the elephant, he made friends.” Tarzan of the Apes. Edgar Rice Burroughs. 

  The weight of the elephant bone in his right hand gave Jack a reassuring sense of security from its heft, a ready-made club he could use to wield against anything that might attack the two of them. Not for the first time, he lightly shook his head in chagrin that he hadn’t brought along any weapon, even a simple spear or knife, when going to the huge ape’s lair to rescue Ann. He was smarter than that, but to be fair he hadn’t exactly had the luxury of time to ferret out a dropped Tommy gun or machete in that murk.

 Truth be told, he wasn’t so sure that they weren’t just wandering through a larger, more open version of that horrific insect-haunted chasm, and he constantly kept expecting a dog or pony sized, obscene multi-legged thing to come scrambling out from behind one of the piles of bones or over a gray ridge. “Great ugly things, all legs and wings, with vicious jaws and tails armed with nasty long stings,” an 18th century reverend had once contemptuously written of insects. And Jack Driscoll now wholeheartedly agreed. 

  Oh God, that would give him grade-A nightmares for the rest of his days. When those crickets the size of Maine Coon Cats had been swarming him, their claws sticking into his skin, the desperate chokes and staccato gasps he’d been making hadn’t merely been the cries of a living creature protesting his imminent death, oh no. He’d had the stark screaming horrors. Christ on a lunch table, he hoped he’d never encounter reason to have that feeling again! 

  In the desperate heat of battle, and the equally frantic rush to retrieve Ann-or at least know her fate for certain-Jack hadn’t felt any pain at the time. But now he could feel the stinging twinges from the red lines that crosshatched his back and shoulders where the vile demons had clawed him up. Even though they’d been from insects, they felt oddly like the scratches that Mercutio, his old seal-point Siamese who’d died the previous July, would sometimes give him when in a mood.

  He was a mass of huge, aching bruises all over, and his arms, trousers, and undershirt were all spattered with the clear, viscous hemolymph and dirty yellow entrails of the obscene insects, due to the rounds of Jimmy’s Tommy gun. The hellish image came to his mind of a huge cricket’s dead, robotic face, great soulless obsidian eyes looking into his own, claws sticking into the sensitive skin of his throat as he tried to keep its serrated jaws away, then an explosion of clear blood and custard tissue smacking into him-he suddenly wanted for just an instant to lie down on the bones and scream. At least he’d be letting it all out and it would take his mind off the horrific memory. 

  Snapping back to the present, Jack thought, but don’t dwell on it just yet Jack. It’s in the past now, and I went through it to get Ann back by my side again. And if it were asked of me, I’d gladly fight off more of those abominations for her.

 Smiling, he turned to watch her trot alongside him through the giant pachyderm charnel house. There was no more indication that the cackling stalker they’d fled from was still trailing them, and now the gray fog was thinning out, giving way to spirit-lifting blue sky over a ridge.

 It had been quite late at night when he’d arrived to rescue Ann from the gorilla, and it did confuse Jack briefly that it had become daytime all of a sudden, as if the clock had decided to jump forward. But that was irrelevant. What mattered was that they were seeing a bright blue sky at all, ever again.

   “The sky’s finally showing,” Jack gratefully announced, and it gave him pleasure to see Ann’s face light up in response as well at the news. “I knew you’d lead us out of here Jack Driscoll,” she confidently grinned, and they began their ascent. 

  The ash and bones provided a rather loose footing for climbing, and both of them were battered and very tired, but Jack reached the ridge’s top, got to his feet in the dry, warm wind with Ann-and stood bolt upright in both amazement and surprise. 

   He’d been fully expecting to see yet another expanse of Skull Island’s forbidding jungle and cragged terrain, but this landscape was as different from that one as a person could conceive. Instead, before them was a sea of golden grassland, scattered with umbrella acacias and wild olive trees, illuminated by a dazzling yellow sun hanging in a cloudless blue sky. A warm wind blew across the amber grass in gentle waves, and heat haze lightly danced on the horizon. It was absolutely lovely. But that wasn’t the half of it.

  All around there were great herds of animals, an astounding open-air zoo of them. So many creatures Jack had only had the pleasure of seeing in zoos or the circus menageries were running around, free as the wind. Instead of having that hunched, half-crazy, despondent look that had always caused him to truly pity the captives, these ones had a fire inside, a vivacious sparkle in their eye, a real joy of being. 

  There were zebras, those beautiful striped horses, grazing among vast herds of grunting and muttering gnus that were beyond counting. A pair of impala stags postured and threatened with their lyre-shaped horns, while a troop of baboons strolled along, picking up insects and other tidbits where they could. A group of about two dozen banded mongooses, grizzled gray animals the size of large rats with sharp black dorsal stripes, ran and scurried nose-to-tail through the grass after insects and spiders. 

   The air resounded with the engraver-needle whining of cicadas, and grasshoppers scraped out chirping ditties of their own. A mother cheetah calmly sprawled out on a termite mound, watching the horizon with her agate eyes as her cute trio of quarter-grown cubs gamboled around her, while hawks, vultures, and eagles circled in the azure sky.

  “Oh my God Jack, this is so beautiful,” Ann gasped out in awe. And oh yes, it was. 

   No matter how they’d got here, the whole place just felt like a soothing fresh start. There was a heady, wild sense of freedom that made you just want to break into an energetic run. Not that Jack felt in any condition for it. Somehow, they’d been plucked out of Conan Doyle’s Lost World-and found themselves in Roosevelt’s Africa. 

   “This is an absolute paradise,” Jack whispered, overwhelmed by the stunning vistas. “Perhaps it truly is,” Ann replied in a half-serious tone. She still thinks that we might both be dead and in Heaven now, Jack sorrowfully thought. I’ll try to change that. 
  “Ann, put your hand against my chest,” he quietly asked. Confused, she did so. “Do you feel my heart beating? And how I’m breathing in and out?” “Yes Jack Driscoll, and it’s the best feeling I’ve ever had,” she answered.

  “Good. Now do you feel the sun on your skin and the wind in your hair?” 

  “Certainly I do,” came the response. 

  “Then Ann,” Jack said gently yet matter-of-factly as he looked into her blue eyes, “I can assure you, with evidence that strong, that you and I are most certainly not dead. We’re just-misplaced, that’s all.”

  For a few moments, he could almost see the gears in her brain turning, considering. Then a relief, an acceptance came into Ann’s eyes, and she relaxed, nodding. “You’re right Jack, we’re both very much alive indeed. It’s just that the way we got here, however it was, sure seemed very much like dying to me, so I thought we had.”

  Thinking of the stop and the flash of light, Jack nodded in agreement. “I certainly don’t blame you. But now that we’re safe again, I’m sure you haven’t had anything to drink or eat since last night, and must be tired as well. I certainly haven’t.”

   “No,” she confirmed, “and you seem just as worse for wear yourself.”

    The lack of sleep, desperate pursuit, and both physical and psychological trauma were badly straining Jack’s body, the bright yellow sun sending daggers of pain into his green eyes as he flicked his hair to the side and scanned for a sheltered place for him and Ann to rest. 

   To the left of them and about half a mile away, there was a strip of trees, which meant shade and most likely a stream. He hoped it wasn’t dried out. Turning to Ann, he announced, “I think I just found a place for us to rest, maybe even have a drink.”

  “Good. You lead us then,” and holding his bone club, Jack led her across the savanna as the animals in their path stared at them, and then calmly loped out of their way. Occasionally meeting their gaze as he scanned the grass for lions, the playwright couldn’t help but notice that there seemed to be an unusual, honest-to-God intelligence in the eyes of the beasts, and even something of a sparkling, childlike curiosity. Odd as he knew it was, it actually gave him something of a weird feeling, like they could…talk if they wanted to. 

   But he dismissed it, and continued on, feeling the soreness of his bruises, the pleasant warmth of the sun on his back, and the thrilling, silky sensation of Ann’s delicate hand in his as the grass stems brushed against his legs. They moved sluggishly, tired and aching, used and abused muscles groaning in protest, but pressing on. 

    On reaching the edge of the streamside woods, walking into the cool shade of the clustered African greenheart, figs, and wild olives, catching the greenhouse smells of humus and mud and dead leaves, Jack found as expected, a thin trickle of water. 

   It was narrow enough to easily leap over. The water was beige in color and sandy, but it was water, and without a word, the writer and the actress began to gratefully drink from their cupped hands in the shade, swallowtail butterflies and dragonflies flapping and hovering around them like jewels as the liquid, flutelike voices of black-headed forest orioles and the bark of a bushbuck cut through the still air. 

   The peace only lasted for several seconds though, when all of a sudden Jack heard a low, deep, growling rumble. Leaping up to his feet, he seized the bone again while Ann got behind him, and they listened. It was from something very big, and they could hear sticks and leaves cracking as it walked. Time seemed to crawl. 

 The rumble came again, and was then followed by a trumpet. As Jack turned, pulling Ann with him, an enormous bull African elephant, ears flapping like sails, tusks like ivory lances, came exploding out of the brush, rushing after them with deceptive speed. 

  Tantor, Jack crazily thought, recalling Tarzan’s elephant friend from the pulp novels. But this elephant, needless to say, was in no frame of mind to be friendly. 

   To be true, it was small potatoes compared to the stampeding Brontosaurs he’d had to face in the tight gorge, and at least there was just one.

  But one is plenty deadly enough, Jack thought as the bull came after them. As an eminent social figure, he often got to consort with all sorts of equally famous personages. One of these, who he’d met twice, was Carl Akeley, responsible for elevating taxidermy into almost a science and filling the American Museum’s halls with magnificent mounts. 

  Last time they’d had occasion to meet, Akeley had told them all about how a bull elephant had dealt him a several-minute battering that was so horrific, his party had left him for dead. And it sure seemed, in yet another of those too-funny ironies, that this would be Jack Driscoll’s ultimate fate as well. He’d gone through so much, faced cannibals, giant insects, dinosaurs, and a gorilla bigger than it had any right to be, all to rescue Ann-and an ordinary elephant, just like in the Central Park menagerie, was going to kill him.

   There was no way they could outrun it, not this close. When the gap closed though, he knew that he’d face it down himself. He’d far rather take a beating like Akeley than see the bull harm a hair on Ann’s head. There was another trumpet now, much closer, and he looked over his shoulder to see the elephant almost floating through the scrub in a sort of stiff-legged run.

   He could hear Ann desperately panting as he poured on even more speed. And then, Jack Driscoll tripped. 

  “No!!” Ann shrieked as he went head over heels. “Keep running! Just forget about me!” Jack roared out, even as she fearlessly started running back to him. 

   “Save yourself Ann!!” his mind screamed. This was it, and he only felt a sadness that Ann would have to witness his death.

   With a loud trumpet, the elephant arrived, and was almost breathing down his neck. “Please!” Ann begged, eyes wet with tears as the elephant loomed. “For the love of God, don’t kill him. Please!” she desperately urged, as if the animal would understand. 

  As she begged for his life, Jack flipped around onto his back at the same time, fully expecting to see the bull’s ivory tusks descending to impale him, or that massive trunk about to cave in his skull with one swipe. But the elephant, all six tons of him, was just standing still and tall with that monolithic head held high, glaring down his tusks at both of them with those hooded brown eyes.

  Then, to Jack’s utter astonishment, the bull elephant backed away several yards and took a more relaxed stance. His mind swirled. 

  “Ann. How. Did. You. Do. That.”

  “ I sure wish I knew,” she responded in an equally shocked tone.

   Slowly getting to his feet, Jack decided to try an experiment. “Can you comprehend what we are saying?” he cautiously asked the elephant, strangely not feeling stupid about it at all. 

   If gaping in astonishment had been in Jack Driscoll’s repertoire of gestures, he would’ve done it then as the elephant cocked his ears, then actually nodded. An elephant nodded at them in a thoughtful, on-command manner. 

   Ann gave a knife-sharp intake of breath. “Good Lord Jack, he understands us!” 

   He’d seen elephants do all kinds of fantastic tricks at the circus before in his life. No doubt in his mind, they were extremely smart and sensitive beasts indeed. But this was a whole new level of intellect.

   And then the elephant took things to a new dimension of wonder.

    He opened his mouth, and in a deep, cavernous voice, questioned, “Where did you human things come from and why are you in the Pridelands?” Jack’s emerald eyes widened, and he looked into Ann’s own china-blue ones. They were as huge as lollipops, and he suspected that his looked equally striking.

  I did not just hear what I thought I heard.

  “What is the matter with the two of you?” the bull pressed. Jack and Ann just stood stock upright, neither of them moving a shocked muscle. 

   First seeing living dinosaurs, then being attacked by a massive black ape the size of a house, and now meeting a talking elephant. What a day. Reality itself seemed to be disintegrating, and Jack swore he could almost hear the hinges of the door between sanity and madness opening in his psyche. 

  “Oh dear,” the elephant said, rubbing his head with his trunk, “I’ve gone and spooked you.” Ann opened her mouth, once, twice, like a fish, but no words came out. 

   “This can’t be possible,” Jack whispered. “Beasts can respond and take orders, but they can’t talk.”  He was conscious of Ann tucking her legs underneath her and sitting down. Hard. 

  Let’s just stop and look at this in a rational way Jack Driscoll. Your tired old brain can still do that much, right?

   This had to be a trick. In all the time he’d been working as a playwright and involved in theater, Jack Driscoll had seen some very nicely done props and effects to fool the audience into a greater sense of realism. He wondered if there was a small radio perhaps, that was either attached to or inside the elephant. 

   Silly idea, but come on, who ever heard of an elephant talking? he reflected. Carefully and suspiciously, he circled the elephant as it obligingly stood still, looking for surgical scars, clamps, a box hidden in the armpits or groin, a bulge of some kind. There were none. 

   Suddenly, the brutal truth hit him. After the giant ape had thrown him and the others on the log down into the nightmare chasm, he’d hit his head hard, and had blacked out for what, several minutes? Then, when he’d plunged madly into the jungle by himself after Ann, when all the others had given up on her, he’d had to stop to vomit twice. Until then, Jack had just assumed the nausea was the result of the chasm’s horrors and the stress he’d been under.

   But now, he realized that he was likely concussed. And the blow to the head, he understood, had done something else too. Sitting down next to Ann and grasping her hand, he chuckled mirthlessly. Temporary or no, Jack Driscoll, intelligent, level-headed playwright, had gone insane.

   “When you have eliminated the impossible, what remains, however improbable, must be the truth.”  Sherlock Holmes, in Sir Arthur Conan Doyle’s Sign of the Four.

  As Jack grasped her right hand, sitting down with her in the Rhodes grass, Ann felt her body quiver as she just dumbly stared at the great elephant. She wondered if she was going to scream her lungs out, then faint, just like she’d done when the ape first took her. Don’t lose it girl, don’t lose it girl, don’t lose it girl. she chanted in a mantra inside her head.

   Perceiving something with your senses and knowing that it’s occurring is one thing. Accepting and believing it is another thing entirely. This was like being plopped right into a fairy tale. Kipling, eat your heart out, Ann thought. 

  The elephant sighed, saying “Perhaps it would be less intimidating if I sat down,” which he then did. Next to her, Jack exhaled hard, and closed his eyes, saying, “Ann, I know it’s not very manly, but I am seriously wondering if this moment would finally be a good time for a nervous breakdown. Don’t worry, even if I have gone mad like I suspect, I will never harm you.”

  “I know you wouldn’t, Jack. And since you and I are undergoing the same experience, at least we’ve both gone mad together.” 

  “Let’s take this one step at a time,” the talking seated elephant patiently told them. “As far as I can see, neither of you is insane. And if you humans have any doubt about my existence, feel of my trunk,” the bull said, sticking the wrinkled gray appendage out at them.

  Coming forward on his hands and knees, Jack tentatively touched the elephant’s trunk first, giving a grunt as it lightly snaked around his wrist, then let go as the playwright nodded. Ann was next, feeling the warm, leathery, supple, creased muscle slide along her hand. Yes, this was a real animal, not a figment of her imagination.

  “May I ask you two humans some questions?” the elephant pressed. “You’re an elephant. Elephants can’t possibly speak or ask questions,” Jack said. At this the bull thought for a moment. “If I’m not supposed to be able to speak, and what you are hearing is the product of madness, then what harm would it do to converse back in turn?” 

He has a very good point, Ann decided. “None,” she answered softly.

  Getting back to his feet again, the bull stated, “My name is Indlovu, and I am the 12th ranking bull in the Pridelands. What are your names?”

  “I’m Jack Driscoll, a famous playwright from New York City in the United States of America,” Jack responded. “And I’m Ann Darrow, a former vaudeville actress, also from New York City. I’ve worked on the stage for much of my life.” Might as well accept what I cannot change, she thought with a mental shrug. Besides, the elephant seemed nice enough. 

  “Now-Indlovu right-I have a question of my own,” Jack asked. “Why did you charge us?” Ann remembered the terror of thinking that her hero, her love, was going to be impaled or crushed before her eyes. 

  “The two of you just spooked me while I was browsing, that was all,” Indlovu replied, shrugging his massive gray shoulders. “Plus, I could smell that you’d been in the Elephant graveyard, and had the scent of my dead kin about you, which upset me. But I’m sorry for giving you humans such a scare.”

  “And do not worry Ann,” the elephant gently interjected as he turned to face her, “I would not have harmed your consort unless he’d injured me as well. I only meant to drive the two of you away, not to kill. You were brave to stand by him.”

  “No harm done,” Ann said with a smile.

   Indlovu continued. “Speaking of which, it is quite rare for humans, especially unarmed ones such as yourselves, to appear in the Pridelands. How did you arrive here, Jack and Ann? Were you both in an accident? Did you get separated from your band? Or did you both agree to make a new life for yourselves out here?”

  Ann’s eyes met Jack’s green ones, then looked into the soft brown ones of the elephant. What should they tell him? That in her case, she’d gone on a tramp steamer to a hellish isle named Skull Island, tempted by money and the fact that Mr. Driscoll would be with them, been kidnapped by hateful, terrifying savages, sacrificed to a giant gorilla which had made her almost into a living doll, defended her from three tyrannosaurs at risk to his own life, and then suddenly showed up here just after, thankful wonder of wonders, Jack had shown up to rescue her? 

  Perhaps the best thing to do with a creature like this one was to keep things simple. “To be honest, we were both on a mountain top, escaping from-another huge animal-when there was a flash of light, we had a feeling of falling, and we just ended up in the elephant graveyard,” Ann supplied. 

  “But ultimately, we don’t really know,” Jack chimed in. 

   “I do know that I don’t like being lost,” Ann quietly said.

   “From what you just told me, I suspect that some sort of accidental magic was involved,” Indlovu stated, nodding. “But that is a matter for the future. What matters now is the present, and I can see that not only are you lost Jack and Ann, you both must be very hungry, thirsty, and tired also.” 

  “You hit the nail right on the head,” Jack dryly responded. “Not to sound like we have no social graces, but could you please direct us to a place where we could take care of those needs?” Ann couldn’t have agreed more.

  “Certainly I can lead you to what you seek,” came Indlovu’s response. “Just follow me.” Suddenly, the bull hesitated, and began gently rocking back and forth in indecision. “Come to think of it, I can see you humans are just in such a bad way you might not be able to cover the distance on foot. Plus, you both are very weary and worse, smell of blood-at this Ann self-consciously looked at her abraded, scratched, oozing feet-which would make it too easy for carnivores to have their way with you, and I hate to think of that happening.’

  “So” the elephant proposed, “how about if old Indlovu does something he’s never done before? How would you like to be my passengers for a while?”

  “That would be wonderful!” Ann cried, excited at such an enchanting idea. Imagine, riding on elephant back like an Indian prince! “I have no problem at all with that plan,” Jack agreed, and she swore she could briefly see the same boyish glint of adventure even in his pale, sunken face.

  “Then, just let me place you on my back, and I’ll bring you to this beautiful stream I know about. There are lots of fruiting trees there right now, and the water is clear and sweet, so you’ll enjoy yourselves,” Indlovu stated. 

   Ann was going to go first, but Jack stopped her, saying “Ann, let him pick me up first. That way, if something goes wrong, it’ll be me who gets hurt, and not you.” How gallant and gentlemanly you are Jack, she thought with pleasure. 

   Wrapping his trunk gently but firmly under Jack’s shoulders, the elephant picked him up in one smooth, fluid motion, and placed him on his broad back. “Get a good hold and keep your balance,” Indlovu advised. “How is the weather up there Mr. Driscoll?” Ann playfully asked. 

  “Just great! You can’t see the whole world from here, but quite a bit of it, and the whole thing makes me feel pretty important too. Sure is a lot more impressive than a taxi,” he said, grinning as he ran his fingers through a head of black hair. “But now if I’m going to play the great prince, it would be a crime for my princess to remain on her own two feet. Keen to travel in style Ann?” 

  “Most definitely,” she said with a laugh. Warm and muscular, Indlovu’s trunk then gripped her around the armpits, and she again felt the odd feeling of being propelled through the air by something with a strength beyond her understanding before feeling the rubbery creased dusty skin underneath her and sat in front of Jack, her legs clamped against the elephant’s neck.

  Like the elephant’s trunk had, she felt the reassuring sensation of Jack’s arms curving under her shoulders, and he pulled himself to her, lightly nuzzling her hair with his big nose. “I’m so thankful that I have you safe again,” he told her in a tired, yet triumphant voice. “And I’m thankful that you came, risked everything to rescue me,” Ann gratefully said in return.

  There was so much more that needed, demanded to be said. But, being so terribly tired in every way, Jack and Ann both resigned themselves to lightly, warily dozing in a half asleep state, leaning against each other for support and keeping their legs clamped around Indlovu’s thick neck. They stayed like this for maybe fifteen minutes as the elephant walked, feeling the sun on their bodies and nudging the other when they began to go limp.

  Then Ann heard flowing, rushing water, and their elephant mount calmly told them “We’ve arrived.” Sitting upright, she and Jack saw that they were in a forest lining a creek, the dappled sunlight shining through the leaves. And what a creek it was! Clearly spring-fed, it was as clear as glass, jumping and rushing and burbling over the rocks as tilapia, catfish, killifish, and frogs could be seen swimming over the bottom. It was like the fish were encased in glass. 

  Knowing what they wanted, Indlovu reached back to wrap his trunk around Ann’s torso, lifting her up and putting her down on the soft leaf litter. He did the same with Jack then, who appreciatively patted the bull’s right tusk before joining her. Ann didn’t hesitate. 

   She didn’t care if the water hadn’t been treated, or that it was extremely unladylike to act in such a manner. She cupped water in her palms again and again as she kneeled in her slip at the creek’s edge, drinking pints of it like she had never had water in her life. She’d never had water that tasted so good and was so welcome!

  As Indlovu used his trunk to drink himself several yards away, Jack joined her in sucking down water with the same enthusiastic abandon, occasionally looking out over the water before scooping up more-“Just checking for crocodiles,” he explained. The sheer force of the refreshment the water provided practically made Ann weep.

  When they finally had enough water, Ann decided to look a bit more civilized, and gratefully washed her face and head in the cool water. To say that the sensation was purifying, refreshingly soothing, was a poor understatement.

  “Good idea,” Jack said, “because I sure look even worse.” As he tossed water onto his thick black hair, causing it to go limp and droop, Ann was dismayed and horrified to see a fair amount of clotted blood work its way out from his lacerated scalp. When the elephant said that they both smelt of blood, he wasn’t lying. 

  “Jack, you’re hurt,” she said in a tone of sympathetic distress. Looking at the results being swept downstream, Jack hissed in disgust at the sight, then visibly winced when he touched the back of his head. “It’s all right Ann, I’ll be fine. It’s just a flesh wound. And it’s better to deal with it now than have the smell go announce to the lions that I’m easy prey,” he said as he continued working his fingers through his scalp.

  At that point, Ann felt her stomach twist in that feeling of hunger, something she’d been all too used to back in New York. “Would you like me to lead you to some food now?” Indlovu offered. “Yes, we’d really appreciate that,” Ann replied. Oh, food…  “Follow me then,” the elephant said. “It’s not very far to go.” 

   Only several hundred yards away, their pachyderm guide-strange to think of any wild animal that way-Ann considered, led them to a large shrub about 14 feet tall. On its branches were large, fist-sized fruits in rinds that looked and felt like dead oak leaves in winter. “These,” Indlovu told them, “are wild custard apples. They are very good and sweet to eat, and you’ll enjoy them.”

   As disgusting as it was in some way, Ann Darrow couldn’t help but not feel saliva pooling in her lower jaw. 

   A tasty fruit lunch was served.

   Plucking one of the custard apples off the bush, she peeled and discarded the rind, letting it drop to the ground. The first bite proved that the fruit was quite worthy of its name. With a soft consistency to its flesh, the fruit tasted much like an apricot, with just a bit of pineapple rolled in. 

   She tried to remind herself that she was a modest, respectable lady, and a lady should always conduct herself with at least a minimum of decorum. She wasn’t a gluttony-crazed beast after all. Oh, to hell with it. 

   Ann gave up to the urges, and flung herself on the bush. For the next several minutes, all she knew and all that mattered was plucking, peeling, biting, tearing, chewing, swallowing, of food filling her empty, desperate body. She hadn’t eaten for the past twenty-four hours, and it showed. Dimly, she was aware of Jack too, with a focus and ravenousness he would’ve never dared show around his colleagues in theater, peeling off rinds and bolting down bites of fruit with equal speed. 

   Soon, both of them had eaten all the custard apples that were ripe enough to consume. And Ann still wanted more. She knew Jack did too.

   Turning back to the browsing Indlovu, she asked of the elephant, “Is there some more fruit we can eat? I mean, we’re really, seriously starved and need more.” “I know just the place,” Indlovu answered with an accommodating smile, and they followed him another several hundred yards to a huge tree. This one had lots of small, bare branches on it, each laden with orange and yellow fruits. “Fig tree,” Jack said thoughtfully.

  “Correct,” Indlovu said. “These are sycamore figs, and they taste quite good too. The redder they are, the sweeter.” Once again, but this time with the elephant’s help as a harvester, Jack and Ann unhesitatingly, appreciatively took care of the rest of their hunger with the ripe figs. They weren’t as sweet as the figs Ann had had before back in New York, but were still quite good. An observant, cool part of her was totally astonished that she could eat that much fruit, pounds of it, all by herself

   Several minutes later, Ann contentedly laid back against the fig tree’s trunk, smoothly wiped off her lips with the back of her hand, and yawned, finally full of delectable wild fruit. Jack voiced her sentiments, sighing before saying, “ Ahhh. Good grief, I badly needed that.” 

  “Me too,” she agreed with another yawn. At this point, Indlovu gave another deep belly rumble, catching their attention. “Jack and Ann, do you feel refreshed and recovered now?” 

  “Yes we do,” Jack replied, “thanks in no small part to you.”

  The elephant seemed to mull something over for a few seconds, and then told them “Glad to hear that. And now I must leave the two of you to your own recognizance.” 

  The words shocked Ann right out of her blissful, tranquil state. “WHAT?” she cried. “Indlovu, you can’t just abandon us,” she said with shock. 

  “We don’t know where we are, and we still need you to help us as a guide,” Jack added in bemusement. 

  “I am sorry, but I can’t take care of two humans forever,” the elephant regretfully told them. A crushing, familiar mantra came to Ann’s mind. Good things never last, and everyone goes away, she thought as the bull’s words sunk in.

 “Why not damnit?!” Jack desperately argued. “Was it something we did, or are we just too ‘different’ to fully accept?”

  “That is not it at all,” Indlovu said with mild irritation. “Humans, I travel over this land for much of the day, and deep into the night. My legs take steps that are longer than yours, and I don’t need as much sleep as you both do. You’d fall behind quickly, no matter how hard you tried to keep up.”

  “Well,” Ann countered, “then just let us ride on your back like we did when you brought us here.” “That is a very good idea, but you still can’t go with me. You’d be able to accompany me on my travels, but would you be able to eat my food?”

  “What do you mean by that?” Jack asked. “Surely we can both eat any fruits or nuts that you would also eat.” 

   “Certainly,” Indlovu replied. “But remember, I also eat quite a lot of grass, leaves, bark, bushes and twigs. I got a good look at your teeth as you ate, and I have heard other things about what humans eat for food. There is no way you could stay alive on most of my diet. You would starve to death Jack and Ann, in what to me is great plenty.”  

  A nice paradox there, Ann grimly thought. Of course, everyone spouts the reasons before they betray and abandon you girl, she mentally added. 

  “Finally,” the bull softly told them, “there is a reason, a deep one, that just has to do with my nature. I am a male you see, and it is simply our destiny as bulls to live alone. We aren’t used to, nor even know how to shepherd and look out for others. But the worst part for you is undergoing musth.”

  “What is that?” Jack asked. 

   Indlovu said matter-of-factly, “It is a state we bulls go into where glands between our eyes and ears just stream a musky fluid, and we become very, very aggressive. Why I don’t know, but I always want to just kill another bull and attack other creatures if they encounter me.”

  At that disturbing comment, Ann and Jack said nothing, and just gave each other wary that’s-more-information-than-I-wanted glances. Nice, he turns psychotic for a period what, once a year?

 “Therefore, I would be a danger to the two of you, and it would do you no good to trail me. Besides, I’m sure you’d both prefer seeing your old homes again in New York-wherever that strange land is-than having to roam around with the likes of myself. Don’t get me wrong, I’m glad that I was able to help you Jack and Ann, and you’re both very likable” at this Ann blushed-“but I hope you understand why I cannot look after you forever”

  “I don’t like it at all, but I suppose I understand,” Ann answered disappointedly. 

  “Well if you’re going to walk out on us pal, you should at least tell us another place where we can find other help,” Jack demanded. 

  Indlovu nodded. “Since you are in their lands, I think the best thing to do would be to speak to King Mufasa and Queen Sarabi at Pride Rock. They should be able to take you in, or at least know what you should do. You’ll have protection at any rate.”

  “Where is Pride Rock exactly?” Jack asked. 

   “To find it, walk against the current of the creek.” “Then,” Indlovu continued, “keep going upstream to its source, which is a waterhole and a marsh. From there, you will be able to see Pride Rock close by, and then just take a game trail right to it.”

  “Follow it upstream,” Ann repeated, putting the knowledge into her brain. “I’ve got it.” 

   “In that case,” the great bull elephant stated, “I’m going to go now. It was a pleasure to help the two of you Jack and Ann, and if fate wills it, I hope to see you again.” He extended his trunk, embraced her in its firm, yet gentle, grasp, and then did the same thing to Jack.

  Then, backing up and wheeling around, Indlovu cried, “Farewell Jack and Ann!” before loping off into the forest on his pillar-like legs, giving a loud trumpet of goodbye. “Farewell yourself!!” Jack and Ann answered back, listening until he was gone.

   Suddenly Ann felt very tired indeed. “Jack, I need to sleep before we go on. I feel like I’m going to drop from exhaustion,” she pleaded. “I do as well, Ann,” he said with a deep yawn, and she was again crushingly, agonizingly aware of how truly worn-out and used-up he looked, pinched, ashen, and quivering like a man suffering from severe dysentery. Seeing him like that rubbed coarse sandpaper on her heart.

  “I’ll try to keep my eyes peeled for a good spot along the way,” he continued, oblivious to her mournful features and gripping the elephant bone once again as they both began to wearily walk through the dappled riverside forest, Ann feeling the slick leaf litter bouncing and giving beneath her bare feet. The pair walked in silence for a few minutes, weaving through trees, listening for danger, jumping over fallen logs, and yawning hard to keep themselves awake. Sometimes, she thought Jack’s knees were going to irreversibly buckle and he would fall down flat, maybe never to get up again for all she knew, a piercingly horrifying thought. At those times, she lightly but firmly poked or even pinched him to keep the writer literally on his toes. As for Jack, he sensed right away what the purpose behind her frightened goading was, and as far as she could tell both welcomed and appreciated this gesture of fearful concern, although he didn’t say it.

  Mercifully, they soon came to a flatter area, where there was a good amount of thorn trees mixing in with the forest. There were a few kopjes, or rock mounds, mixed in with them too. Suddenly, Jack said as he looked around, the blessed words. “I think that looks like a safe spot to sleep Ann.”

  Turning her head, Ann saw a small kopje about three hundred yards away abutting a dense thicket of acacia bush with sharp thorns. There was a small tunnel going into the juncture between the rocks and the bush, just big enough for someone to go into without being jabbed by the vicious spikes. She’d take it. 

  “Looks suitable enough,” she commented, and Jack began to lead her toward it, using his shoes to remove any thorns that could stab into her bare feet as best he could. When they arrived, he clutched his bone club lightly, and told her softly, “Just wait a moment. There could be an animal in here.” But there wasn’t this time, and he nodded after a swift inspection, giving her the go-ahead to crawl into the vaulted thicket ahead of him.

  A few thorns scraped her bare skin or briefly caught on her slip, but Ann had little difficulty in entering the chamber. Jack crawled in after her, the dappled light playing over his shirt and pants. They took up positions alongside each other, and without any words, kissed slowly in their own little corner of this fierce paradise, sending a thrill through her body. Then Jack laid down on the grass and leaves, stretching out to face the entrance at an angle. 

   So he can better protect me if need be, Ann thought as she lightly smiled to herself. Then she joined him, pressing her body against his back. One of his arms lightly reached back to caress a shoulder, and she felt him apply body pressure back to her. Maybe, she dared to dream, not caring about where she was or how she got here, maybe, he finally will be the one, and he won’t go away. Sleep took her in that thicket then. And Ann Darrow was happy.

  They slept for two or three hours. Then, Ann woke to high, chittering, squeaking cries. Birds, she sleepily thought. She started out to look at them, but Jack was woken then. Hearing the noises, he hissed to Ann, “No. Don’t go out there unless I’m in front of you. Wait a moment.”

  Taking up his bone club, he crawled out into the open, warily looking out into the savanna woodland, walking a few yards away as he did so. Not knowing what was going on, Ann came out into the sunlight too, trying to focus her ears on the twittering. Jack motioned to her to stay back and stay down.

   Then, the twittering reached a fever pitch at their right, and out of the brush, a whole bunch of doglike creatures, colored in random huge patches of black, white, ochre, and buff, with white tail brushes came loping at them. Seeing the approaching canines, Ann’s mind groped for their names even as she backed away. Then it hit her. She and Jack had caught the unwanted attention of a pack of Africa’s painted wolves, the infamous African hunting dogs.

  There were more than a dozen, and they were coming at them fast, even though they were only moving at a canter. As the pack came within ten yards of where they were standing, Jack roared out, “Stay BACK!!” brandishing the elephant bone at the dogs.

  The display of force unnerved the predators. They stopped and fidgeted in indecision, muttering words she couldn’t hear to each other and themselves. And then, laying back their absurdly huge Mickey Mouse ears, the pack shifted gear, and came at them again. 

   Senses on high alert, trying to look as tall and intimidating as possible, Jack saw in his peripheral vision that Ann was retreating back into the thorn thicket where they’d both just been sleeping as he tried to stare the dogs down.

   That was good. She would have some protection at least in the thicket, and he could focus solely on dealing with the dog pack approaching him.

 The size of German shepherds, the painted dogs were lanky creatures, with heavy, blunt muzzles, powerful necks, and long legs that verily proclaimed they were beasts born to run. But the feature he was most occupied with was the sharp, shearing teeth one dog displayed when it yawned. 

  He’d read before in morbid amazement what the African safari legends, Roosevelt, Selous, Hemmingway, and yes, Akeley, had to say about the beasts. How they ganged up on prey and either tore chunks out of it until the animal died, or gruesomely disemboweled it, depending on the authority you believed.

  He was damned if he was going to let them do that to him, or especially Ann, and he backed up even further, trying to keep all the pack in sight. Jack felt his shoulders touch the unyielding rock of the kopje surprisingly quickly then. Instead of feeling cornered, the soft impact of granite actually made him more confident. That way, he could use his bone club to deal with the dogs one by one, without having to worry about being attacked from behind.

  But there were still fifteen of them, and only one of him. Just like that nightmarish battle against gruesome death and crushing despair in the chasm, this would be a fight that no man could possibly win, just survive. And this time there would be no Jimmy or Englehorn showing up with a Tommy gun to assist-or nearly assassinate-him here. Still, for Ann’s sake, he knew he’d literally die trying. 

  “If you beasts know what’s good for you, leave us alone!” he threatened, holding the bone like a baseball bat. The painted wolves were only ten feet away-and then did something unexpected. The whole pack suddenly began to trot off to the left, acting as if the encounter was too stimulating to stand. Laying back their big bat ears, they licked each other’s faces, twirled their tails like propellers, licked and bumped each other’s throats, and all the while made bird-like twitters and squeals.

  Now they were talking among themselves, and Jack listened as best he could. Strange how quickly one can become familiar with even the most incredible things, he warily thought as the dogs spoke among themselves.

“Wow! I never thought I’d ever see a human in my life.”

“Definitely not this close.”

“They look a bit like a monkey and a plucked ostrich crossed together don’t they?”

“These are the neatest, and weirdest creatures I’ve ever seen!”

“Think they’re looking to form a pack of their own?”

“Do you think they can communicate with us?”

The gossip was cut short when Jack felt one of the dogs, an adolescent animal, closely approaching him. Immediately, he turned and lashed out with the bone club, hitting the animal in the shoulder muscle. Giving a yelp, the young dog rolled away, got up, and ran to a safe distance, where it favored the stricken, but not seriously damaged, shoulder.

  All the dogs jumped back then and looked at Jack in something much like shock. Now I’m in for it, he thought. I just went and made things even worse. But instead, one of the older male dogs, apparently the leader, turned to face the adolescent and criticized, “See Pekuzi? We’ve been telling you all along something like that would happen.”

  A female dog then addressed Jack in an apologetic tone, saying “Sorry about our son Pekuzi spooking you like that human. We love him, and he’s growing out of it, but he still has a tendency to poke his nose in places where it doesn’t belong.”

“Learn your lesson?” she asked the younger dog. “Ooh..Ouch..Yes Mother.” Pekuzi said meekly. “I hope so, because next time it might be a lion,” his father reprimanded.

  Ann warily came out of the thicket then, the dogs turning to look at her as she sidestepped over to Jack. “I can see both of you are somewhat nervous in our presence,” another female perceptively stated. “Don’t worry, we won’t harm you.”

 “I know,” Ann replied, “but its just instincts that we can’t help.” 

“Let’s all lie down everyone. Show them there’s nothing to fear,” the lead male commanded. Fifteen painted forms lowered themselves to the grass. 

  And Jack did feel more at ease. Plus, instead of being wild and feral, he was starting to get the impression that these animals had the same gentle, decent, happy-go-lucky nature of domestic dogs, and probably could be trusted.

  “I suppose we’d better show politeness too and introduce ourselves,” Pekuzi’s mother commented. “My name is Zuri. I’m the pack’s alpha female.”

  “Pleased to meet you Zuri,” Ann replied with a smile. Jack nodded in guarded agreement.

   “And I’m the pack’s alpha male, Jack,” her mate said. A remarkable coincidence, the playwright wryly thought, lightly grinning at the serendipity. 

   “You know, that’s rather funny,” he told the dog, “since that’s my name too.” Not to mention that I’m holding a conversation with an animal to begin with.

   “Really?” the hunting dog said in amazement. “Well, who’d of thunk it? But hey, I guess that makes us like equals. We’ll just have to be careful about which Jack we’re talking about though,” he added with a grin. “And who is your lovely consort here?”

   Giving a brief blush, Ann replied, “I’m Ann Darrow. Pleasure to meet you and your friends.”

   “Hmm,” one of the younger dogs, an almost yellow animal thoughtfully said as his eyes met Jack’s, “from your size and tone of voice, you must be the sire of this pair.”  “I suppose you could say that,” Jack answered with a small grin, amused at how the dogs were employing their own little form of personification. 

   “And you,” the dog commented as he turned to Ann, “must be his…” “Lady,” Jack brusquely interjected, having a pretty good idea what was coming next. “I don’t want to ever hear you use that other term about her, no matter how much you’re used to it, got that?” 

“Thanks Jack,” a relaxing Ann said, pleased at having her honor defended, and favoring him with that enchanting soft smile. “Well, um, okay,” the dog said, somewhat taken aback and confused. “Lady it is then,” Zuri accepted. 

  The introductions and small talk continued.

“I’m Lotus.”

“I’m Wu.”

“I’m Havoc.”

“I’m Mbawa.”

“I’m Moja.”

“I’m Binky.”

“I’m White Dog.”

“I’m Dalia.”

“I’m Sadiki.”

“I’m Jumbe.”

“I’m Matata.”

“I’m Hodari.”

 And so it went, until all fifteen pack members had gone through the pleasantries. 

   “Now Ann and Jack,” Dalia commented, a puzzled expression on her face, “I hope you don’t mind me asking, but how did you two end up here? It’s our nature to be nomads, so we’ve seen many strange things in our wanderings, including a few humans, but never any in your circumstances before.”

  Just like that elephant Indlovu, Jack thought, as he decided to sit down, still holding the elephant bone in his lap. It was amazing how used he’d already become to the concept of talking to sapient English-speaking animals, yes indeed. 

  “You see Jack and Ann,” Jack continued, “we can tell that you’re both totally lost, and also that you had a pretty traumatic time of it shortly before we stumbled across you.” 

  “To say the least,” Ann gently said, and Jack felt her hand take his. You’re very perceptive beasts, aren’t you? he thought in surprise as his own enveloped hers in response. But then, all dogs were.

  “However, we don’t know anything about you two, what exactly happened in your recent past, or where you came from. We would like to help you as best we can, in any way that we can, but we need to hear your side of the story first.”

  There was a silence then, broken only by the cooing of ring-necked doves and the chattering of mousebirds as Jack and Ann hesitantly looked into each other’s eyes. Even if they were animals that would probably forget the whole thing by sunset, even if so many things had come at both of them during their time on the hellish island that he couldn’t possibly make sense of it, much less sum it up in a coherent tale-Now that’s quite a paradox, he thought, a professional writer who can’t be articulate with a story-he suddenly so badly wanted to open the gates. He badly desired then to just let the terror, the horror, the despair, the rage, and the betrayal, all come pouring out in a sweet release. 

  So many times, when he’d heard Ann scream, saw some of her hair among the bones of the ape’s previous victims, finding one of the islander’s necklaces on the Venture, it had felt almost exactly like he’d been stabbed, and Jack had to admit that to the world. He didn’t have the luxury of paper and fictional characters to act this time as an unconscious safety valve, so the voice was the next best thing. 

  But there would be a price. Jack didn’t know exactly what horrors Ann had gone through herself as a helpless captive, except for the ones he’d witnessed or experienced himself, but he suspected her own paled in comparison to his. 

  He didn’t doubt for a moment that she’d be very upset on hearing what had happened to her savior, especially in the hadal pit of insects, and for a few moments deeply considered either telling the hunting dogs it was none of their beeswax or telling them safely out of Ann’s earshot. They’d both gone through hell and hot water, and he didn’t relish the idea of heaping even more pain and suffering on her, ever.

  But if Ann didn’t hear about it now, she would sooner or later anyway. He couldn’t feasibly or rightly shelter her from the awful truth forever. “Ann,” Jack said softly as he turned and looked into those vulnerable, haunting blue eyes, “I’ll tell them my side of the story first. But I just want to warn you dear, some of what happened to the others and I will be-very tough to listen to indeed. And I admit, there were times when I thought I’d never see you again. If you find it too disturbing, I promise that I’ll stop. Think you can take it Ann?” I hope you can sweetheart.

  As he reassuringly caressed her blond hair, he could see Ann pondering. She sighed thoughtfully, responding, “After what I went through myself on that island Jack, I think I can take and accept anything. And you passed through the valley of death alive, so that’s what’s worth dwelling on, no matter how disturbing they were.” 

  Nodding, Jack hugged her then, kissing her forehead softly before turning around to face the patiently waiting dog pack. Seated, he held Ann’s hand and inhaled deeply, saying “Here goes then,” before telling Jack’s pack and the woman he’d fought for the whole entire sordid, mind-boggling affair, right from the beginning.

  He told them everything: How Carl, the man who he’d thought as a somewhat manic, but generally trustworthy friend had more or less kidnapped him. How he’d spent the voyage in a fetid lion cage as his quarters. How he’d met Ann, and with an intensity that shocked even him, against his better judgment, and despite his efforts to remain cool and aloof, he had utterly fallen for her, even writing a stage comedy for the woman he fancied. How they’d been run aground on Skull Island’s jagged shores, and had soon found out why the isle was forbidden. 

   How when the natives had attacked and gotten a hold of Ann, he’d fought them like a tiger, until he’d felt the explosive pain of the club slamming into the back of his head, and knew no more. How there had been such insane chaos that night, and in all the bedlam, still bleeding from his head wound, Jack had found the necklace-and known.  How he’d rallied everyone to rescue Ann after finding her gone, and desperately torn through the dispersing natives to the gate where he’d heard that ringing shriek. How Carl, in shock, had tried to explain what he’d seen, and instead of admitting defeat, Jack’s resolve only became the stronger. 

  How the party had suffered so many losses as they’d hacked and shot their way through the jungle, first in a stampede of Brontosaurs-and at this Jack had to do some real explaining to help the dogs visualize the beasts, -with huge predators that were part eagle, part leopard, and part crocodile attacking both human and dinosaur alike.

   How the gorilla colossus had come to shake loose the log they’d been crossing, sending him down to the bottom to be knocked unconscious. And worst of all, how when he’d woken up, how he and the surviving party members were not alone in the chasm, with gigantic insects, spiders, and other multi-legged abominations trying to kill them in the dark.

 That too, was difficult to get the dogs to comprehend, although a shocked Ann did all too well. “So you were attacked by huge spiders?” the female Havoc said in amazement. “Must’ve been those nasty king baboon spiders that we see moving around at night sometimes,” she concluded. 

“Yeah, they’re like this wide” Wu said, holding his paws about eight inches apart, “and they’re as creepy as can be. Dad saw one catch and kill a rat once.”

 That’s nothing. You don’t know the HALF of it. 

 “No.” Jack empathetically said as he tried to throttle a shudder at the memory. “These beasts were as big as the boulders behind us,” as he felt Ann’s grip become even tighter in worry.

   He continued, telling how a well-timed rescue had saved them, how he’d pressed on alone, undergoing the arduous climb up the crumbling mountain, and his near-fatal rescue of Ann from the ape. And finally, he told the dogs, as best as he could understand, of how they’d both arrived in their world.

  Catching his breath, he looked around at the dogs as he heard Ann lightly sob, her body pressed against his. Despite her tears, she’d taken the news much better than he thought she would, and if anything, seemed to admire him all the more as a hero. 

  And he truly felt better for having gotten the whole thing off his chest. It was therapeutic, a cathartic way to deal with what had happened to him.

   “I suppose I should tell you what happened to me then,” Ann haltingly said, stopping to wipe tears away with the back of her hand. “You absolutely sure you want to Ann?” Jack warily pressed. “We can always do it some other time if you please, when you’re ready.” 

   “No, I’ll just get it over with,” Ann dismissively replied as she shook her head. And she did, telling Jack and the listening dogs what had happened to her as the ape’s prisoner.

   She told of how like demons coming in from Hades, a group of natives had burst into her room during the night, killed a crewman who had tried to defend her, and dragged her on a rope through the freezing surf, choking and desperate as she struggled in vain. How she’d believed that the hideous natives surrounding her would almost certainly rape her first, then either burn or butcher her alive, and eat her flesh for a gruesome feast. How the old witch-woman slapped her face with a stinking ointment, intoning phrases to her in a malicious, almost feline, voice. How a bizarre necklace of hair, rib bones, and other things had been religiously laid around her neck, and she’d known that this was a sacrifice, the end of her road.

  How the savages had begun beating log drums and poured what seemed to either be burning oil or lava over the gate as her wrists were bound to a levering bridge. And how, fighting, shrieking, straining, she had resisted as she went across the chasm. How everything had stopped then, there had been a crunching, and a gorilla the size of a house had burst out of the jungle. And without any further ado, he’d plucked her from the post in that massive hand, and run off with her his helpless captive. 

  How once again, she’d known with grim certainty, that she was going to die, especially when she saw the charnel house of previous victims, and the ape had shook her around. How, amazingly, he’d warmed to her, and had shown interest, then amusement, in her impromptu vaudeville routine. How when she had told him no, he’d sulked, then become angry, trying to intimidate her into more displays. And how he actually became frustrated at her and embarrassed at himself, going off and leaving her to go her own way in the jungle.

  How Ann then tried to find the rescue party, but stumbled across a huge land crocodile, which she escaped after a hulking predator dinosaur took it-and then went for her next. How again, faced by an animal that was all killer instinct, far too big to fight off, outrun, or outmaneuver, and utterly emotionless, she’d known that this really was it, that the island would take her at last.

  And how the colossal ape, like an avenging demigod, had come and fought for her, holding her in a hand or foot as over cliffs, on a plain, down a hill, and among thick vines like mammoth trapeze artists, he’d fought a vicious, desperate, jarring, three-way fight as the tyrannosaurs snapped at her like giant crocodiles, or bit her defender to the bone. She’d felt like she’d been shoved in a running washing machine and swung around on a long rope at the same time. 

  How he’d given her the option of again, choosing her own path, respecting this creature as a being with thoughts and desires of her own. And how, awed, grateful, amazed, realizing that this greatest of the great apes wasn’t very different from her at all, and not exactly optimistic that she’d be able to last three hours without the type of protection he had just demonstrated, she went with him.

  How she’d seen the bones of his kin, and understood, with a crushing finality, that he was a solitary orphan just like her, badly needing someone, anyone, who could assuage that wrenching loneliness and maddening, despairing, isolation. How she watched him watch the sunset from the great rock outcrop that served as his lair, and saw that he could find beauty in it, even providing him with a way to express that feeling and appreciation.

  Finally, Ann told both her listeners about how she’d fallen asleep in the gorilla’s hand, and then, to her astonished delight and trepidation, had been woken by sensing Jack’s presence and hearing her name spoken like a whisper on the wind. She’d wanted to leave without incident, but the great beast had woken up, jealously grabbing her as she watched in helpless horror while he tried to kill and pummel Jack in a misguided display of protectiveness. And then, the flying, reeking, startled rat-bats had attacked, forcing the animal to put her down to ward the demons off as Jack reclaimed her and they fled. Then, they somehow ended up here.

   That explains a lot Mr. Driscoll, Jack thought, rendered totally speechless. Oh God, Ann, that you had to go through that…. When Ann had given him that reluctant, inscrutable, almost accusing look when he’d arrived to get her out of there, it had confused and even shocked him for a few brief moments until the playwright had snapped back to the here and now of what he had to do. 

  But now he understood, a bolt of torment going through him as he tried to contemplate being in her shoes, so to speak. Englehorn had barked out that if they didn’t find Ann within twenty-four hours, there would be nothing left of her to find. Well, if the ape hadn’t showed up to engage the rex trio in that brutal, snapping of jaws, fever-pitched battle, there truly would’ve been nothing left of her to find.   

  And even though it had come damn near to killing him twice, the ape wasn’t doing it out of hatred. Like Jack himself had been on that atrocious quest, he was just merely protecting his own, a being who had shown him in Lord knows how long, companionship, acceptance, and love. 

  Ann had stopped often to take sanctuary in his stalwart embrace as she’d told her tale, but like him, also seemed relieved to have bared everything to someone as she leaned against his side. He looked up from her then to gauge the pack’s reaction to their harrowing, near-fatal experiences.

  What Jack saw blew him away. He’d assumed that the wild dogs would be mildly disturbed by and perhaps even a little sympathetic to their respective accounts, but ultimately it wouldn’t make much of an impression on them.

  All the dogs to the contrary however, were feeling his and Ann’s pain and terror very acutely. Some, like Lotus, Jumbe, Moja, and Binky, were actually weeping for them, tears running down the sides of their blunt muzzles. Jack had never seen any animal shed tears before. Kindly, White Dog walked up to Ann’s right side and licked her hand. Hodari was muttering with Wu something to the effect that even though wild dogs weren’t and never had been man-eaters, he’d make an exception if he ever clapped eyes on Denham.

   Dalia shuddered with a disgusted look on her face as she contemplated the huge insects and spiders, and Zuri told her nodding, glum-looking mate that if she’d been with the filming party when they landed on the island, she would’ve gladly shown those natives what the wild dogs were made of. Havoc was giving Ann a piteous look with her brown eyes, obviously disturbed by the thought of someone so gentle, innocent, and sweet having to undergo such an experience. Jack agreed.

  Sadiki said the most touching sentiment of all though, when he shook his head and declared, “It will never happen again. You’re safe with us now, and we’ll protect and look out for you the best we can.”

  Mbawa added, “And you should never blame yourselves for what happened on that island Jack and Ann, or let it consume you too much. Both of you have more strength and virtue than you know, and even we can see that. You’ve got a courage that would make any pack leader proud indeed to call you his friends.”

  And if I hadn’t been suckered into this escapade, I wouldn’t have known that I even had it to begin with, Jack thought with a tinge of modesty. Nor would have he met Ann at all, someone worthy of loving and dying for. And those two denials would’ve been even greater tragedies than anything Shakespeare had written.

  “Thank you. Those are very sweet words,” Ann gently said, and he could tell her response was for the both of them. 

  Holding out his paw then, Jack’s hunting dog namesake cut in, “And I’d personally like nothing better then if you would accept that title, and give me that wondrous honor Jack and Ann. Of all the creatures I’ve ever seen, and all the deeds I’ve ever heard done, you two are among and have done the most noble and inspiring and heroic of them all.”

  At that, deeply touched, Ann again began to softly cry.

  “I think this kind of bravery clearly calls for the ultimate honor,” Zuri cryptically told Jack as she looked into the two pairs of human eyes. “Absolutely.”

   Honor? What kind? Why? I was just doing what I had to.
   “Ann, Jack, we are going to pay homage to the two of you. All you need to do is say ‘I feel it,’ when we carry out the ceremony’s action, alright?”

   Unsure, Jack shrugged his shoulders and said, “That’s fine then.” 

   “Whatever you say,” Ann accepted in confusion.

   “Good. Now bare your throats to us.”

   Ann and Jack both looked at each other in trepidation. Although the hunting dogs clearly were behaving in a very civilized, friendly manner towards them, they still had quite sharp shearing teeth, and it would be the easiest thing for the animals to slice their throats with them. Plus, Jack remembered hearing once that some human tribes would eat the bodies of dead warriors to absorb their power and courage. Were the dogs planning a more perverse, bloodier version of this practice?

   Like he’d gallantly done so many times before, Jack willingly chose to go first for Ann. The pack leader who shared his name came up to him as he exposed his neck to those fierce teeth. Shutting his eyes, Jack Driscoll waited for the inevitable-and felt five gentle licks across the sensitive skin, accompanied by that birdlike twittering. 

  “I lick your proud throat great hero,” the senior male intoned. 

 “I feel it,” Jack replied, as the incredible truth and full weight of what this honor truly meant hit him. Even though he still didn’t think of himself as really deserving of this reverent display, he certainly didn’t eschew it either. 

  Backing away, the dog then bumped Jack’s hand with his beautifully marked face before sitting down again. Zuri then did the same to a slightly nervous Ann, who hugged her in warm acceptance of the tribute when the deed was done.

  “You are now both officially friends and honorary members of my pack,” Jack proudly told them, that classic big dog grin spread on his face. “And now, let’s all rest as a pack together.” At this point, Lotus came over to her father, nudged him respectfully to get his attention, and whispered in one of his big bat ears. Jack got a look of dawning awareness on his canine face. 

  As Ann and Jack tried to figure out the reason behind it, the hunting dog said “Oh yes!! You can’t survive on honor after all, and they can’t run anywhere as fast as we can.” 

   Turning, Lotus calmly told them, “Jack and Ann, open your mouths.” 

   Ann gave the wild dog a look of pure puzzlement that matched Jack’s own, but acquiesced, “Well, okay,” parting her jaws. What the hell, Jack thought dismissively, and showed his palate to the pack.

  Lotus and several other dogs came up to look closely for a few seconds, and then nodded, Jack taking that as the cue to shut it. “You’re omnivores, like the baboons. I thought as much.” 

  “Except you two humans look much more handsome and are far more polite,” Pekuzi added. 

  “And you don’t have big scary fangs or throw poo around either,” Binky said in an attempt at a compliment as Ann and Jack laughed. 

  “I should sure hope not!” Jack shot back in mock indignation as Ann tried to mimic a baboon’s surly, grave expression while chuckling at the same time.

  “So this means they can eat meat then,” Hodari commented to Wu. 

  “Sure looks like it.”

  “Then they haven’t had a good meal for a while,” Matata said worriedly.

   As the truth of what their well-meaning but unnecessary plan for assistance dawned on Jack, Zuri shouted out, “Than what are we waiting for? Let’s go hunting for them!” “Hi baba qhubekeni siyo zingela!” Hodari said in some bizarre phrase of excitement that Jack didn’t understand.  Immediately, the dogs gathered around their alpha male and female, licking faces, making those hysteric yitter-chitter-chitters, and moving their tails like flinging rags before running out of the riverine forest, out of the scrub, and out onto the East African plains with Jack and Zuri in the lead.

   Jack had already eaten a nice meal of wild fruit with Ann, thanks to Indlovu’s efforts. He liked meat, but didn’t need it to live, and would never stoop to eating the stuff bloody and raw. That wasn’t what a civilized man did. Nor did the playwright want to see some creature going about its life, its business, be graphically slaughtered on his and Ann’s account, especially if they couldn’t eat the raw flesh anyway.

  So, long legs pounding over the grass, he ran like he had during the Brontosaur stampede, Ann following him as he half-panted, half-shouted, “Stop! We don’t need you to hunt just for us! Stop! We’ve already eaten and we’re fine!” But the dogs were already too caught up in the excitement, too focused and far away to hear or pay heed.   

   Running up over a tall ridge mantled in short Rhodes grass and dotted with clumps of Sodom apple bushes, Jack shouted again, “You don’t need to do that!” 

   Ann desperately shouted then, “We don’t eat meat that’s…” “Raw,” they said in resignation together as they turned to meet each other’s defeated gaze. All they could do now was watch the spectacle below them unfold.

  From the ridge top, Jack could see all fifteen wild dogs approaching a mixed herd of prey animals in a loose line of dappled forms on long, lean legs. There were Thomson’s gazelles, sheep-sized animals about two feet high with russet-brown coats above, ivory white bellies, and a thick black bar on the flank. With them were the larger Grant’s gazelles, stockier animals with fawn coats and extensive white underparts, the males having very large, thick, strongly ridged horns. 

  Black streams of wildebeest were lightly cantering behind the two species herd, and could also serve as a meal. With Jack at the front, Zuri behind him, the dogs quickly trotted towards the herd in a general line, ears laid back, muzzles thrust forward, their posture in a slight stalking crouch.

  Moving towards the scattered gazelles at an angle, their wary antelope targets began to run then when the pack got about a hundred yards away. The chase was on.

   One couldn’t help but not get caught up in the spine-tingling excitement of the hunt, and Jack was surprised to have it seize him as well in that intense, primitive way. Perhaps, a part of him felt, it’s from the time when we were the prey ourselves, and we had to run for our lives.
  As they ran, the Tommies and Granti’s, especially the males, started pronking, that stiff-legged gait where they would suddenly spring up into the air like a rubber ball, run some more, and do it again. It took strength and athleticism to pull off, and was a way of telling the wild dogs, “I am healthy, powerful, and agile. Someone else would make a far easier catch,” although the hypnotized Jack and Ann couldn’t know that. 

  Now, the coursing dogs had spilt up into smaller groups of a few animals, each running among the fleeing antelope or pursuing fragments of the herd at a steady speed of maybe twenty-thirty miles per hour, looking at each one as they tore over the green grass.

  As the dogs rushed across the plains in a way that almost seemed casual, Jack got the impression that they were just running the herd, seeing how each gazelle ran, checking their condition. They had a way of running, ears laid back, tails streaming behind them, that was beautiful to see in its effortless economy of motion, lean and easy, but also chilling in its unremitting momentum. Africa’s plains are home to many formidable killers, lions, leopards, spotted hyenas, cheetahs, caracals, martial eagles, tawny eagles, black mambas, rock pythons-but the painted dogs are the deadliest of them all. 

  One male Grant’s gazelle was marked out, and the pack converged on him, each dog breaking off its chase. Instead of running in a relay system like he’d read about, Jack was surprised to see the dogs cutting corners instead, as the hundred and fifty pound antelope fled before them, jinking and swerving. 

  The ridge he was standing on was a high one, so he and Ann could see for almost two miles in the heady air. They could see as the pack chased the Grant’s stag across their field of vision. “Oh God Jack,” Ann softly said in horrified sympathy, knowing what would come next.

   As the black masses of wildebeest dispersed before him, the gazelle ran over a smaller, rock-studded ridge as Zuri closed in. The ridge thankfully helped obscure some of what happened next, but as Ann turned away to put her face in his shoulder, Jack could get good half-looks as the antelope was seized by the back of the thigh, and yanked off his feet. 

   Remembering all too clearly how the massive crickets had swarmed him on the island, clawing and slicing into his skin with their wicked jaws, the playwright’s heart went out to the Grant’s gazelle, trying in vain to get up and fight free with horn and hoof all at once as the dog pack fell upon him and tore at his hide. Then, the words of the great safari personages were proven to be brutally true as the wild dogs proved before Jack’s own shocked eyes, that they did open up their prey’s belly and eat it alive!! 

  He couldn’t watch the sickening sight of them eating into the antelope’s groin anymore-one of the crickets, the last one Jimmy had shot off, had seemed to be trying the exact same thing-and turned away too, telling Ann “Don’t look.” These were the same creatures that had offered them friendship and sympathetically listened to their stories just twenty minutes ago? If so, I’d hate to see what the other predators around here are like. No wonder people loathed and persecuted the creatures with a vengeance.

  Stealing a glance back over his shoulder, Jack saw that the gazelle was down. Although it had seemed horribly long, the animal had actually died quickly, and very likely in deep shock. So he probably didn’t feel much of any pain, which was comforting. Just like Dr. Livingstone was in deep shock when that lion mauled him, and didn’t feel any real pain until later, Jack thought, recalling the famous explorer’s encounter.

  Besides, the dogs had just killed for food, nothing more, in the only way they were equipped for. Like Ann’s ape abductor, they didn’t do it out of malice or for sick enjoyment, just as a matter of course, in a thoughtful gesture on his and Ann’s behalf. Only man, he shamefully thought, killed for the pleasure of witnessing suffering, the demented thrill of causing pain and snuffing out a life. 

  And as a fellow meat-eater, a predator yourself Mr. Driscoll, where do your sympathies really lie? Grudgingly, he admitted that they did veer towards the dogs, and he really had no right to condemn them for something he did too, except the killing was done hidden away by someone else, where he didn’t have to look at it and be upset.

   The painted dogs were gulping down meat swiftly now, almost as if they too, found the butchery to be unbecoming and distasteful. The hideous forms of griffon and white-backed vultures were descending, landing to half-hop, half-run over the grass with obscene haste to gather in a waiting circle around the pack. A black kite swooped low at the kill, checking its rush when an irritated Moja yelled, “Get away!” leaping up to snap at the bird.

  Having had their fill, the dogs, now matted with blood, came cantering back to where he and Ann were standing, bellies bulging with meat as the delighted vultures hurled themselves at the remains. Curiously, even though they’d gone out to kill for them, they weren’t holding chunks of meat in their mouths. 

  “Did it slip their minds?” Ann whispered to him.

  “I don’t know,” Jack responded. Perhaps their greed had taken over. At any rate, they wouldn’t have to go through the awkward situation of telling the dogs that they couldn’t eat a bite of their offering, as nice as the act was.

  He saw that the dogs were grinning proudly, excitedly now, in victory. Combined with the blood staining them, it made the dogs look almost demonic in nature. Unaccountably, it made Jack angry and dismayed again. It felt like stumbling on a torture chamber, gazing on their merriment.

   Although the playwright managed to hold his tongue, he thought to himself, That’s obscene. What the hell are you guys so jubilant about? You ran down an antelope, ganged up on it, and gutted him alive. Big fat damn deal.  

   Ann had stiffened in shocked horror. “Ann, what’s wrong?” Dalia asked as they came up to the humans. 

   Self-conscious then, Sadiki said, “I think it’s her first time, if you get what I mean.” 

  “Oh.”

  “Be at peace Ann and Jack,” Jumbe reassured them. “It may be disturbing, but again, you are our friends now, and we will never do the same thing to you.”

  “But the blood-how you killed it,” Ann choked out, staring at the matted coats as Jack could now smell that sharp, sickly metallic scent. 

  “Maybe you guys had better clean yourselves,” he said in a low voice that was not a suggestion. 

  “We will in a bit,” Wu said kindly. 

  “First though, we need to give you your share,” Zuri said. And to their disgust, she and several other dogs purged mounds of raw meat onto the grass before them. “Here’s your meal.” 

   “Oh Jesus no,” Jack cried out, gagging and swiftly turning away to look at something else as his fruit meal threatened to come up his gullet in reaction to the nausea he felt washing over him. Ann didn’t even make an oath, but just clamped her hand over her smooth lips, closing her blue eyes and hyperventilating as she too turned away from the repulsive gift.

  The dogs were shocked, totally taken aback. “You don’t like this stuff?” Havoc said in amazement, blinking. 

   “This is good, wholesome meat. You will enjoy it, trust us,” Hodari urged. 

   “We killed it for you. Surely you can eat at least some,” White Dog muttered in disbelief. 

    Jack came up to them with several meat chunks lightly held in his front teeth, but the playwright just said “Sorry,” and turned his head away in a different direction.

   The look of disappointment, and shock at the human’s perceived ingratitude stung badly. Pulling himself together and giving the regurgitated meat piles a sidelong look, Jack said in a mixture of shame and frank wariness, “We tried to tell you guys that we didn’t eat raw meat before you took off hunting, but you all moved out of earshot too fast.” 

  “That was a very kind action on your part,” Ann added, “but we sadly can’t dine on your offering.”

  “Aw damn,” Mbawa said, kicking a rock in frustration. 

  “You mean to tell us we just did that for nothing??” Lotus said in stupefied dismay, gesturing at the meat mounds with her head, as Binky growled in annoyance and Zuri took on a literal hangdog expression. 

  Every word seeming like a traitor’s dagger, Jack simply told them, “I’m afraid so. We can’t eat that.”

A cosmically awkward silence settled in then, disenchantment seeming to permeate the hot air. 

  “Why not?” Sadiki interjected, looking from the meat to their eyes.

  Thinking for a moment and briefly gazing at the clear blue sky, the writer candidly responded, “It’s because eating raw meat is seen as disgusting and uncivilized where we come from for one thing. It also often has diseases or parasites that can make us extremely sick and weak.”

  Showing some reluctant understanding, Wu nodded his head, saying, “And if you’re weak out here, you are likely to die. We know that quite well.”

  “Exactly,” Jack said. “Finally, raw meat is more difficult for us to digest, harder for our bodies to process, than cooked meat is. So that’s why we have to use fire or any heat on it first for a while before we eat.”

  All the dogs nodded, then sighed in resignation. He’d just let them down, albeit unwittingly, and felt guilty about it. 

  “Guess we just leave this for the vultures then,” Jack said, his big ears swept back in a crestfallen pose.    

  “We’re very sorry,” Ann said, gently touching Dalia’s side.

  Then an idea hit Jack, with the speed and power that an idea for a new play or an act for one would back home. The sheer simplicity of the thing made him chuckle, slapping his hand over his face in mortification. Why didn’t I think of that before? 

  Turning and standing up, he suddenly jogged back to the streamside forest a couple hundred yards away. Trusting her paramour’s judgment, Ann followed, the dogs coming behind. Finding a dead branch on one of the trees that was low to the ground, he tensed his muscles and snapped it off.

   Grinning, he told the dogs, “I think there’s a way we can eat your food.” 

   “There is?” Ann said in puzzled amazement.

   “Yes,” he replied in affirmation.

   “You remember that we showed up here in the Elephant Graveyard? Well, if you guys don’t mind, we saw a lot of heat vents there. You’re all fast runners, so if some of you could take this branch there and light the end on fire, we’d be very much obliged.”

  “And,” Jack added, “Ann and I will have the fire we need to cook and eat your meat.”

  “That just might work,” Havoc said in awe, the realization dawning on her.

  “I promise you, it will work,” Jack told her with a confident grin.

  “Then let’s go!” Binky said in hyper excitement. 

  “Remember though,” Jack told his son, “there are lots of hyenas living there. So we’ll need half the pack when we go there, in case we get attacked.”

  “Zuri,” he commanded, “I want you and all the other females to stay here. Guard both the meat and our new friends. All you others come with me.”

   Then, Jack personally took the branch from his playwright namesake in his teeth, and with amazing swiftness, the pack’s males were gone. Making good use of his time, Jack resourcefully collected more dead branches, dead grass, twigs, and slabs of bark from the trees, gathering them together in a pile out on the short grass as Ann took the opportunity to doze in the hot African sun. Fortunately, they were on the leeward side of the great ridge, so they didn’t have to move far at all.

  Soon enough, Jack and the other males reappeared, loping back towards them. Happily, Jack and Ann could see flickers of fire winking on the twigs and glowing on the wood as the dogs came closer.

  After he’d given Ann the branch, Zuri asked her mate, “How did it go?” 

   “Well, we got the fire from a vent just fine, and although we did come across four or five hyenas there, the guys gave ‘em what for with a set of bites to their rumps. Good thing there weren’t a whole bunch though.”

  “Great to hear Jack,” Zuri said with a smile. 

  Meanwhile, touching the glowing branch to the kindling in the center, Jack, recalling what he’d learned from the summer boy’s camps he’d attended as a child, blew on the dried grass. Quickly, the fire caught, then sprung up.

  As the wild dogs instinctively backpedaled, he laughed and grinned in elation at his accomplishment. He and Ann now had man’s cornerstone, the first great tool. 

   “You did it Jack,” Ann said beaming happily, knowing that as he always had, he’d come through for her. “Resourceful as ever.”

  Now, going over to where the dogs had disgorged the gazelle meat, Jack shut his mind to the task, and picked up as much of the slippery meat as he could hold in both hands. Bringing it to the fire, he put it down. Piercing each chunk with an acacia thorn, he then slipped a thick twig through each hole. His clever versatility secretly impressed him.

  Holding several of the sturdy twigs in his right hand, he sheltered his face with the left, roasting the meat in a more primordial way of cooking hot dogs. As he and Ann sat, he resolutely kept holding out the gobbets of gazelle, ignoring the sun’s pounding heat and the sharp bites of the bullet-gray tsetse flies as he kept his position. The meat sizzled, sending out a pleasant aroma as it charred, and Jack soon forgot that a wild dog had puked it up in his craving.

  When he decided it was cooked plenty well, he removed the now blackened twigs. After giving them time to cool, he plucked one hot chunk off and tentatively bit into it. His green eyes widened, and Jack looked down his big nose at the morsel-but not in disgust. All things considering, it hadn’t turned out half bad at all, and actually tasted quite good. “Not bad at all for a first try,” he commented.

  “Your verdict is encouraging, Mr. Driscoll,” Ann interjected, taking a skewered lump herself. Taking a bite herself and chewing slowly, Jack watched an expression of startled pleasure bloom on her face. She was enjoying it too. “You’re not a bad cook Jack,” she smiled.

  Smiling back, Jack locked eyes with her as he raised another chunk of charred, but wonderfully gamy gazelle to his lips. It tasted quite good indeed. Even better, although he hadn’t killed it, in his own way, he had provided for his beauty.

  Having had his fill of Grant’s flesh, Jack flicked his hand at another tsetse that had just bitten him on the shoulder, pinning it and briefly regarding its hot, gleaming red compound eyes before finishing it with his knuckles. He and Ann had eaten about three-quarters of the meat the dogs had brought them, resulting in him having to roast a few more batches of meat, as well as finding more thick twigs when the others had burned up. 

   All the while, their new companions had watched this weird culinary practice in wary fascination. Apparently, just like Tarzan of the Apes had when he saw the black hunter cooking boar meat, the dogs were surprised that he’d choose to burn and ruin perfectly good raw flesh that way. He’d noticed that Ann had been especially enthusiastic, to make an understatement, when it came to consuming the meat, and he knew with a wisp of glum pity that it was because she hadn’t had the chance to eat it often during her life. 

  When we get out of here and back to New York, he resolutely said to her in a silent promise, I’ll see to it that you’ll be able to eat meat every single day if you want to sweetheart. 

  The sun was pounding down like a sledgehammer now. Heat haze throbbed on the horizon like molten glass, sending mirages to cover the far plains and hills. All the other animals were lying up in the shade of trees or termite mounds, standing or lying down on high places or any other sites where they could catch the cool breeze, gathered around water, or just standing still in the open, conserving energy as they stood like statues, as if lost in some profound reverie. 

  It felt like a blast furnace, and the fire’s heat hadn’t helped either. Despite the dry heat, Jack and Ann were trickling sweat like mad now, just as they had on Skull Island. Most of the wild dogs had drifted off to the woodland’s shade, but a few stayed with them, although they were panting madly and fidgeting in discomfort.

   So naturally, Jack got to his feet as Ann rose as well. “Ah, I could use some water in the worst way. Let’s get into the shade,” he commented. The remaining three dogs followed them gratefully. Too hot to want to talk more, Jack entered the blissfully cool shade of the forest, going right to the crystal stream with Ann jogging right behind him.

  Immediately, he drank deep of the refreshing water with her alongside. The dogs lapped up their balance as well. Not feeling satisfied quite yet, Jack stripped off his shoes and socks. Rolling up his pant legs, he led a ready and willing Ann over the smooth gray hardness of the rounded pebbles until the water was knee deep on her.

  For a few minutes, they both stood, feeling the cold flow into their bodies like a tonic. Then, having had enough, Ann lightly kissed him and walked out of the water, turning to comment, “I feel so sleepy again. Time for a siesta I think.” 

  Having had only a few hours of sleep over the past two days, and feeling drowsy from the energy-rich, filling meat, Jack agreed. “I think I’ll take you up on that.” 

  Picking out a large, dense, shady thicket of croton bush, he laid down on his back. Coming to join him, Ann laid down herself, affectionately laying her head on his abdomen as she blissfully stretched out. For a while, Jack just ran his fingers slowly through her curly blond hair, looking at her with a soft, protective gaze as he contentedly smiled.

  So many times, a terrible death had come leaping at the two of them, and by all rights, they should’ve been dead as dingbats by now. But even though he didn’t, couldn’t, and probably would never know or understand how they’d ended up here, they were off that terrible island, together again. And for the moment, they could call themselves safe. That was what counted.

  Jack caressed Ann’s silky cheek one more time, a flood of emotions leaping from the skin to his soul. He didn’t know if he’d have to end up adopting a Tarzan lifestyle out here, like in Edgar’s pulp novels. But as repellant as their ways of killing were, the hunting dogs seemed quite willing to fill the role of the apes for them, hunting, guiding, protecting, comforting, or simply just being there.

  For his part, even if Jack belonged more to the realm of the scholar than the safari hunter, a creature totally alien to the African bush, just like Lord Greystoke, he would do whatever was needed, even if it meant laying down his life, to protect and provide for his Jane.

  Feeling the bruises peppering his body, but too worn out to care, the playwright laid his head back then, his last sensation before drifting off the warm pressure of Ann’s head pillowed in his belly. In a strange, yet touching tableau, they slept through the heat of the afternoon in that tender position, guarded by a pack of painted dogs that wouldn’t let predators come near.

  Animals are such agreeable friends…George Eliot.

  In the croton thicket under the dappled shade of the great fig trees, sleek, soft stomach muscles acting as her pillow, she dreamt of green. Sometimes it was in a good way, sometimes in a bad. Ann dreamt of Jack’s stunning, softly humorous eyes, the color and shine of emeralds, ones she could easily lose herself in. 

   She dreamt of the island’s unforgiving, savagely primordial jungle, where death waited behind those screens of undergrowth and lurked behind logs covered with brilliant mosses at every turn. She dreamt of the land crocodile’s muted green form, how its eyes and its satanic, almost amused grin had been like the expression of an ogre contemplating a fresh victim, both of them knowing what would happen next. 

   She dreamt of green and black and silver and midnight blue, all swirling together in a petrifying, streaky, crazy blur as the ape rushed through the jungle. Oddly, it was remarkably similar to when Greg Manion, one of her previous lovers, would take her riding on one of his horses at his country home in upstate New York, the fences, fields, trees, and the Hudson River all rushing by as she sat in front of him, feeling the joyous animal power beneath her. 

  It had been a sublimely happy occasion, one that as a mere vaudeville actress-and she was all too aware that many outsiders regarded people in her profession as just glorified clowns or chorus girls- she could never have dreamed of experiencing. And she remembered that verdant summertime green too.

   She dreamt of the open spaces of green star and Rhodes grass she and Jack had been traversing for the past few hours, and the cool, leafy green of the acacia woodlands and thickets, feeling so relieved and safe to have him with her again. And as if going full circle, she dreamt of those green eyes again, looking into hers as he’d said, “…I’ll always do my damnedest to keep you safe. Until my last drop of blood is shed, if need be.” 

  In her sleep, she smiled.

  Dreams are how the subconscious mind processes and sorts through a day’s sensory experiences, trying to make rhyme or reason out of them. The first two times she’d been able to sleep, first in the ape’s gentle hand, and then in the thicket where they’d met the dogs, Ann had been every bit as exhausted psychologically as she had been physically, dreams too much of a luxury for her shocked psyche.

   But now for better or worse, that psyche was replaying those shocks, like the sheet in one of those automatic pianos, and now the worst memory of green came, hitting her like a train. It was the picture of the tyrannosaurs, jaws agape and snapping, green jungle rushing by in crazily quilted blurs as the ape king desperately held them off-

  She would’ve woken herself up with a bloodcurdling shriek then, the dream so real it felt like it was happening again, right now. But ironically, it was Jack who tossed her back into reality with a nightmare of his own.

   As Ann crossed from the dream world into the real one, she realized in hazy confusion that Jack had just lurched right underneath her, giving a strangled cry of “Oh GOD! Get them away!”

  Resting and sleeping hunting dogs got up and backed away in startled fear, and Ann was dimly aware of a whole host of birds, all shapes and colors, bursting into panicked flight as Jack bowed his spine against the ground, rolled over onto his side, and kicked out with his legs together like a rabbit caught in a snare.

  Grabbing his broad hands as they flew out-and Ann knew with a terrible, sick knowledge what they were almost certainly trying to defend against-she gently pressed them together as Jack’s eyes flew open then, their expression desperate and wild. He had the screaming meemies. 

  For a fleeting few instants, she had to bear down as Jack’s lanky frame struggled against her delicate one, unknowingly verbalizing the stare he was giving her with a haunted, “Dead eyes.”

  Then, as suddenly as it had come, the look of frantic horror left Jack’s eyes, the grass-green orbs reverting to a look of mystified confusion as Ann stroked his hair, calmingly whispering, “Shhh. It’s all right Jack. I’m here. You’re all right now. They aren’t here anymore. Just me and the dogs.”

  “Dogs?” Jack said in pure puzzlement, raising himself up on an elbow to look around at the pack of painted dogs silently sitting in a circle where they had retreated. Despite the obvious looks of concern on their faces, they’d stayed put, wisely and considerately recognizing that rushing forward would just frighten the writer even more, and that Ann would know best how to deal with it.

  And they were correct.

  His memory returning then, Jack muttered, “Oh yeah, you guys. That’s right.”

  Still sensing it wasn’t an appropriate time to talk, Jack and the rest of his dog family just nodded and gave reassuring, open-mouthed doggy grins. 

  Running her soft hand along his brow, Ann quietly asked Jack in the meantime, “It was the pit, wasn’t it? Oh Jack, I’m sorry.”

  Giving her a resigned look, Jack nodded. “I dreamed of their eyes looking into my own, their legs everywhere. But what was really horrible…” He trailed off, avoiding her gaze.

  “What Jack? You can tell me. Let it out. I want you to.” Her mother after all, had told her that no good ever came of bottling things up, even if your heart was in the right place.

  “I dreamed of how Lumpy died, and those crickets working me over, and that was horrible enough…but instead of those slug abominations killing him, they were eating on you. And that was what I truly couldn’t stand,” he finished, a soft, quavering note of horror to his voice as he ran the back of one hand along her cheek and lower jaw.

  “Well, if it’s any consolation, I was having a nightmare too you know Jack-about the Tyrannosaurus-when yours woke me.” The memory shot through her head like a bullet, and she knew that she was visibly blanching. 

  As Mother had said once to help keep Ann and her sisters from investigating a man’s limp form in the winter street, death was the most private and intimate experience of a person’s life, and she hadn’t been looking forward at all to a death as brutal and intimate as being devoured by a dinosaur. 

  Thank God the ape had come.

 We’re both going to need a lot of post-nightmare support after those horrors, a shaking, pragmatic part of her brain commented.

  “I suppose that proves great minds like ours truly do think and even dream alike, huh?” Jack remarked with a sly grin, which Ann knew was meant every bit as much to make his terrified tension subside as it was for hers. “Plus,” he added, looking at his Rolex Oyster-which in a miraculous irony was still functioning nicely-“looks like it’s a quarter past three at the moment, so perhaps it’s erroneous to call it a nightmare.” 

  At this, they both laughed, briefly taking Ann’s mind off the idea of Jack in that chamber of horrors.

  “But we’re out of there now Ann, and back in the real world, where we’re safe,” he gently dismissed, raising his bruise-mottled body of the grass to a seating position, lightly taking Ann’s hands and holding them as they briefly touched lips, the ecstatic contact successfully both calming and distracting them from the terror of their respective nightmares.

  Separating, Jack smiled at her, a tender warmth entering his eyes as he added, “Besides, you know what? It actually turned out to be a good dream for me.”

  A dream where you saw me get killed by giant slug beasts and were swarmed by cat-sized insects was a GOOD one for you Jack? Have you gone daft?, Ann thought, shocked and bemused. You screamed to wake the dead.
  “How on God’s green earth could that possibly be good Jack?!”

  “Because,” he solemnly replied, “I was able to escape from it by waking. And especially,” he said as he reached out and caressed her shoulder, “since I woke up to find you, the most beautiful, angelic woman I’ve ever known beside me.”

  And you are absolutely beautiful too Jack. 

  Touched deeply, Ann melted at that, and she could only smile, bending forward to initiate a longer, more passion-filled kiss this time, acting like a balm for her unsettled heart. 

  Necking, they called it, and ordinarily, Ann would’ve been both mortified and disturbed by the idea, especially with such a prominent social figure like Jack Driscoll. But this time, she didn’t mind in the least, as the wine of ardor flowed through her veins.

 It drowned everything, the fear, the tension, the terrible uncertainty about the future, and her guilt about how so many others had bled and died on her behalf.

  In the background, a moved Binky said “Awww,” only to be silenced by his father sternly saying, “This is a private moment between them. Be quiet.”

  The humans couldn’t have cared less about the interruption however, and when they did part, Jack, despite the obvious discomfort from his livid bruises, leant back, just regarding her fondly with a thin smile for a minute before gently saying, “You’re pretty good at paying cash, you know that doll?”

   Nice to hear I’m a great kisser, especially since I haven’t done very much of it at all.

  Giving her chiming laugh, Ann then responded, “Me a doll?  Here in these circumstances?” gesturing at her bleeding feet, and filthy, embarrassingly sheer slip-thank the Lord she was only with a man who she knew wouldn’t care and animals who couldn’t possibly comprehend nakedness as being banal-“What an idea Jack Driscoll!” she grinned. 

  “Well, let’s just say that appearances can be deceiving,” Jack instantly replied, gesturing outward with his palms up. “Plus, after God knows how many hours of chasing after a Brobdinagian gorilla, running from dinosaurs, and fighting everything from cannibals to colossal crickets, I don’t exactly look like a prize stallion myself,” he smirked, pointing to the oozing wound on his shoulder, then his grimy undershirt, to get the point across.

  This time, everyone, even the painted dogs in their yitter-chitter-chitters, broke out into chuckles.

  When things settled down, Jack unsteadily got to his feet, and turned on his heels, walking out of the thicket and towards the right.

  Puzzled, her euphoria and sense of delighted contentment gave way to apprehension as Jack unsteadily walked towards another thicket, Havoc, Dalia, and Sadiki rising to step aside and let him pass. 

  No, don’t leave Jack, what are you doing, an emotional response pleaded in her.

  Sensing her mood, Jack turned around, modestly saying, “It’s alright Ann. I just need to go iron my shoelaces, that’s all,” finishing with a thin smile.

   Briefly confused, Ann thought, but your shoes don’t have any laces Jack-oh, I see. I’ll be ladylike and look away.

   On his quick return, finally feeling recharged, Ann realized she was getting somewhat bored now. “Jack,” she questioned as he sat down again, “would you like to go for a walk with me for a bit? It’s nice and cool under the trees, and there’s just dead leaves and mud around, so my feet will be alright.”

  As if stupefied, he looked down his aquiline nose at her feet, terribly abraded, cut, and bleeding after her ordeal on Skull Island, an expression on his features as if he was seeing them for the first time. A look of sympathetic regret entering his soulful eyes, he softly said to both himself and her, “You poor thing Ann. We’ve got to wash and make some kind of shoe or sandal for them.”

  Coming back to her real question, he breathed in and shook his head, black bangs flopping as he regretfully replied, “Sorry Ann, but I think I’ll have to take a raincheck on that. I don’t feel in any shape for walking, and with your feet looking like that, you probably shouldn’t be doing it either if you don’t have to,” he said matter-of-factly. 

   “I wish I could though,” he added, yawning with a gentle shrug. “I hope you understand.”

  A little flash of disappointment shot through Ann, but it soon gave way to reluctant understanding, which she expressed with a soft nod. Heck, her whole body hurt and ached all over itself. 

  The terrible burning in her slender feet-Good blessed God, they would just be covered with scars by the time this was over-, the dull, sore pain from her bruises, and the pain radiating outwards from myriad bites where both the gigantic mosquitoes of Skull Island and the local tsetse flies had rammed their stiletto mouthparts into her, seeking their pint of blood, completely filled a sector of her brain now. To tell the truth, her disassociation skills, honed to perfection as part of the actor’s lifestyle, were more or less the only thing allowing her mind to block out that insistent throbbing, although granted, it was diminishing on its own.  

 And even if she was no nurse, she could see perfectly well that Jack was three times worse off than she was, not to mention that he seriously needed to catch up on as much sleep as possible after his frantic quest, now that the panic and adrenaline had worn off.  

  “Yes, let him sleep for a while more Ann,” Lotus wisely interjected. “The best thing you can do after a battering like you two had is just to rest.”

  “I know that,” Ann said. “I sure do Jack,” she responded with a smile, “ You need all the shut-eye you can, and I’ll just find another way to occupy myself.”

  His green eyes widened in mock surprise and he compressed his lips then. But the ruse of disbelief couldn’t be maintained any longer, and her love gave that alluring Cheshire Cat grin before responding with, “Oh, are you actually giving me permission to have additional sleep time Miss Darrow? How gracious of you Teacher.”

  “Well, I’m no Lady Macbeth,” she chuckled out, knowing Jack would enjoy the Shakespeare reference. 

  “No,” he said, stretching languidly out again with a deep yawn, “You’re my Juliet instead,” giving her a look of soft protective fondness. Then he said the profoundly sweet and thrilling words again, “Yes, my Juliet. My Desmonda. My Ann,” before those exhausted eyes closed again, and his lean body went still in sleep.

  My. One little word, but it had filled Ann Darrow’s heart and soul with grateful amazement. It was the first time he’d ever referred to her in the possessive. She could hear the blood pounding in her ears, and feel the warmth in her forehead, as the rush of something sweet, pure, and pleasurably hot washed over, around, and through her. It didn’t compare to that ecstatic, almost earth-shattering first kiss they’d shared on the Venture, but it was a close second.

  Looking at the man’s bronzed body, accented by the dappled light-even filthy and battered, she still thought it was the most stunning figure she’d ever clapped eyes on-part of a line Juliet said came unbidden to her, blossoming like the loveliest, and yet most unexpected, flower.

  …And I’ll follow you as my husband anywhere. 

  Huh? Where in Christ’s name did that just come from? As contenting and appealing as it was, the possibility of her taking the hand of Jack Driscoll, eminent writer of plays, upper-crust citizen,-hypothetically assuming of course, that they actually found their way out of the middle of nowhere, survived long enough to encounter friendly help, and returned to the docks of Manhattan alive-was about as realistic as her suddenly being able to fly.  

  Yes, that was sure a new idea, an ultimate step as small, and yet as huge, as when she’d taken that first wary step onto the Venture’s gangplank, unknowingly taking a mad, wild dash into atrocious terror, desperation, and pain, physical as well as psychological. What she’d delightedly thought a golden opportunity, the thrill of a lifetime, had turned out to be a bitter, poisonous pill, like the crocodile that drew you close with platitudes and pitiful tears-then whipped around and savaged you. 

  As much as her mother would’ve been horrified at the idea of her Ann daring to even think such a thing, her eyes narrowed and lips tightened in sudden wrath as she engaged in some distinctly unladylike mental phrases.     

  That goddamned liar. She should’ve figured it out far earlier from the looks in the crewmen’s eyes and their tense demeanor, even Englehorn, who would probably go up to an escaped lion and drag it back by the ear like a bratty child.

  Child. Mother… That got her mind on a new, but related tangent. Once as a girl, only ten years old but already far too wise in the hard, pitilessly indifferent way of the world, she’d asked her mother in distress why they could never get a break, why things came that looked so hopeful and promising-but it invariably turned out to just be more hardship veiled by attractive trappings.

  After a tight, long hug, Melissa had taken her daughter up onto her lap, despite her weight, and tiredly, sadly told her, “I know how you feel honey. There are some people out there who walk a golden path, leaping over obstacles like they were logs, and getting close to everything their heart desires.

  But then there’s also people like us, who have to sweat and bleed, scrabble and push ourselves to the limit. I wish that we didn’t.” 

  “It’s not fair,” Ann had answered despondently, starting to cry in helpless frustration. “I mean, how those people have everything they want, and all the luck too. It’s like God hates us or something, and we’re headed for trouble right from the start.”

  “Don’t say that Annie,” Melissa had said with a stern, yet soft voice. “God doesn’t hate you, me, or your sisters for a moment. He loves us, because we’re his children, and loves the downtrodden most of all.”

  “I sure know how you feel though baby,” Mother had continued, giving a despairing sigh. “You don’t get rich in vaudeville to be honest, and I don’t blame you for thinking that as soon as we can start walking, someone or something, or just the whims of Fate, is out to get us.”

  Well, fate sure had had a lot of fun being cruel to Ann then. I’m no child of God, she thought with a twinge of bitterness. I’m not a child of anybody, Mother least of all.
  When she’d been thirteen, Melissa had simply left one fall day, leaving Ann and her two older sisters to desperately fend for themselves, no one to rely on but each other. The hideous wrench had been unbearable. It seemed to cause the earth to lurch from its path.

  A few months later, Ann had found out that her mother had actually abandoned her not out of selfishness, but out of selfless love. Poor Melissa had, unknowingly to her daughter, caught a terrible case of typhus. Knowing that her condition was deteriorating swiftly, and not wanting to have to expose her children to either her own death or the ravages of the germ itself, she’d done what made the most logical sense to her. And like a mortally wounded animal, she’d just gotten up and left their apartment, crawling off to die in a distant infirmary.

   But the damage had been done by then. That was a wound that had never completely healed, leaving an unseen, but ugly, jagged red scar where it had.   

  The feeling of a furry blunt muzzle nosing under her arm, and another touching her back interrupted her darkening mood then. Startled out of her own little world, Ann turned to see Wu looking into her eyes, big radar-dish ears at half-mast with Zuri, Havoc, Moja, Binky, Jumbe, Jack, and Mbawa all standing behind him, the dappled coats blending with the patches of sunlight.

  “Having troubled thoughts Ann?” Wu questioned softly.

  “Unfortunately, I am,” Ann said with a sigh, lightly running her fingers through her hair. “Comes of boredom and having too much time to dwell on things, I suppose. With Jack asleep, there’s not much else to do.”

  “Ah, but you have plenty of things you can do right here and now during that time,” Havoc replied, giving a knowing smile. Gesturing to the rest of the pack, all of them awake and gathered around now, she pointed out “You always can do things with us.”

  That’s true, Ann thought, nodding thoughtfully. Ann had always been good at forming relationships with others, not just in a friendly way, but also in making an impromptu family. She’d done it with her fellow performers at the Lyric Theater, she’d done it with the movie crew and the uncouth, coarse, but good-hearted crewmen on the Venture, and against her wildest hopes, had even done it with the massive ape to a degree. And she’d always been quite skilled at connecting with animals.

  Everybody back at the theater had known that the trained dogs, the ponies, the cats, the rabbits and doves and parrots the magicians and entertainers used in their acts all just absolutely loved Ann, greeting her in their own respective way whenever she came by. Zoo animals, perhaps sensing her respectful, gentle nature, would often get up from where they were hiding or stop their pacing to approach the bars and make eye contact.  

  The most successful way to bond with others of course was for both parties to mutually participate in a pleasurable activity or conversation together. 

  Fine, I’m sure that won’t be much of a problem. 

  Racking her brains briefly for something she and the painted dogs could do together, something that wouldn’t wake Jack up or cause him to find her gone and make him anxious, Ann decided that telling them a story would be a good choice.

  In a cautious, yet confident voice, she suggested, “How would you like it if I told you all a story?”

  “That would be wonderful,” Jack replied with a smile. “Us painted dogs enjoy hearing and telling stories a lot you know.”

  “Good to hear,” Ann said with a delighted soft smile. It was pleasing to have a receptive audience. Taking great care not to wake Jack, she slowly, creakily, levered herself back up to a standing position, and strode eighty feet away upstream as wire-tailed swallows cruised back and forth over the small river for insects, their rusty caps standing out against their dark blue faces and upperparts, occasionally showing their white bellies as they swooped.

  Now there was just the question of finding a tale they’d understand. She understood that as animals that weren’t very familiar with human beings, something like a classic fairytale would only confuse them, and she’d have to do a lot of tiresome explanations about human behavior and creations. 

   Thankfully, she was resourceful as ever, and settled on one of her favorite tales, by Kipling. Even better, it took place in Africa. Yes, very appropriate.
  Taking a deep breath of warm, humus-scented air before sitting down and continuing, Ann told the painted dogs, “I’m going to tell you one of my favorite stories as a girl. It’s called The Elephant’s Child, and it’s about how elephants got their trunks.”

  “We’ll definitely enjoy that,” Zuri said, and as the fifteen lanky canines listened expectantly, Ann got herself comfortable, shuffling into the leaves, and began, slipping into the storyteller’s role and retelling the tale from heart as best she could as the butterflies flapped around her.

   “In the High and Far-Off Times the Elephant, O Best Beloved, had no trunk. He had only a blackish, bulgy nose, as big as a boot, that he could wriggle from side to side; but he couldn’t pick up things with it. But there was one Elephant-a new Elephant-an Elephant’s Child-who was full of ‘satiable curiosity, and that meant he asked ever so many questions. And he lived in Africa, and he filled all Africa with his ‘satiable curiosities…” 

   And so it went, until Ann found herself finally uttering, “…And ever since that day, O Best Beloved, all the Elephants you will ever see, besides all those that you won’t, have trunks precisely like the trunk of the ‘satiable Elephant’s Child.” 

  Catching her breath, she was delighted to see that her listeners clearly thought the story was the cat’s meow. They’d been impressed at Rudyard’s language, chuckled at the pragmatically intellectual way the Bi-Colored-Python-Rock-Snake talked, listened with baited breath and then gasped in horror when the Crocodile tried to make a meal of the naïve Elephant’s Child, and had a supremely difficult time controlling their laughter on hearing about how that naughty Elephant’s Child got back at everyone for spanking him.

  “O Bananas! What have you done to your nose?” Pekuzi chortled.

 “I liked the part where the baboon uncle told him his nose looked ugly and he got thrown into the hornet’s nest, mean as it was,” Havoc smirked, amusement lighting her features.

  “Rash and inexperienced traveler, we shall now seriously devote ourselves to a little high tension,” Zuri pretentiously said, mimicking the Bi-Colored-Python-Rock-Snake wonderfully before she and her mate broke into strangled chuckles. “Although I’ve never actually heard a rock python use nearly so many words,” she offhandedly remarked.

  “Think the crocodile ever caught on and started demanding payment for each trunk stretched?” White Dog queried of Wu. “I’d be demanding a full helping of meat from the lot myself.”

  “Ah, that was a grand story, Ann,” Jack sighed with pleasure as he smiled, once everyone had settled down. “And almost too funny to stand.”

  Elated to hear that, she favored them with a pleased half-grin before shyly commenting, “Well, being funny is just what I do.” I make people laugh and I do it well, so well even the beasts enjoy it. At least someone hung on every expression of her talents, although she’d never actually told stories as part of her previous career.

  “You know,” Dalia said thoughtfully, “that was so good, I think we should reciprocate with one of our own. How about it Ann? One good turn deserves another.”

  Charmed thoroughly at such a sweet offer, Ann timidly smiled before answering, “That’s a terrific idea. I’m sure you must have fantastic tales of your own.” They were all just so gentle and thoughtful. She’d never believed, wonder and awe resounding in her, that she’d be telling stories to and hearing stories from absolutely wild creatures that could think and speak for the love of God.

  This has to have been what it was like for Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden, Ann mulled, enchanted. She even had an Adam of her own to complete the analogy, flicking a blue eye in the direction of her sleeping companion and protector. 

  The confident response of “Fantastic tales? You sure bet we do,” from Lotus’s mouth snapped Ann out of her awed reverie then. “Would you like to tell the story Binky?” Jack asked his son. “Sure I would. You know I’m game for telling a tale,” Binky enthusiastically answered, tongue lolling in joy.

   Excited, the rest of the pack began to put forth suggestions.

  “How about the one where Crimdu, the sun, creates the world?” Sadiki said.

  “Or the story of Dume and Nina, the first wild dogs?” Matata suggested.

  “I’ve always liked the one where Asande goes on a quest to find the Tree of Wisdom and splits it to release wisdom to all the world’s creatures.” Jumbe remarked.

  “Ha! You can’t beat the one where the brothers Tooth and Snarl fight off the hugest clan of hyenas anyone ever saw single-handedly!” Hodari proclaimed.

  “What about the one where the hero Fahari and the lioness Kali form a partnership to survive the howling desert?” Havoc offered.

  “Whoa, whoa, whoa, one story suggestion at a time please!” Binky cried with a look of pretend panic, putting his paws over his ears and sinking to the ground in a faked display of defeatism before sitting back up.

  “I think our audience here, since her story was so amusing, would like to hear an equally funny story. A nonsense story featuring yours truly to be exact,” Binky continued, giving Ann a sly, sideways grin.

  “Sounds like it’ll be interesting,” Ann answered. After those dreadful hours on the island, she could use a laugh or two or three in the worst way. Gently leaning against a wild olive’s trunk, she relaxed and listened.

 “Welcome to the jungle/ We’ve got fun and games/”  Welcome To The Jungle, Guns n’ Roses.

 “Now,” Binky announced, “this is a story about a monkey…Uh wait, it’s about a rhino… Actually, it’s about a crocodile that ate stuff…No! It’s about me!” he said with mock pride. You just had to love the fella’s playful enthusiasm.

  “One day,” he began, “I was resting in the shade of a clump of trees with the family. Not very much was going on, and I was watching the griffon vultures soaring around in the sky.  It passed my mind how wonderfully advantageous it would be if we dogs could do that too. I mean, it would just make hunting so much easier, we could cover more ground faster, escape from those darned lions and hyenas if in a pinch, glide up to where the air was cool when it was really hot, and especially enjoy that feeling of pure freedom.”

 “So,” Binky continued, “I got up and searched out the nearest tortoise. They’re very wise and old creatures you see, and they would know what to do. To my joy, I soon found one. She was slowly traveling over the plain at only thirty miles an hour. I somersaulted up to her, played a drum to get her attention, and asked the tortoise, “My name is Binky-but you can call me Jeff The Wonder Dog-and I want to know how to fly like a bird, if you please.’ ”

  Covering her lips with her slender hand, Ann had to choke back a chiming peal of laughter, turning around self-consciously a second later to see if she’d woken Jack. Thankfully his long form sprawled in the dead leaves and mottled by specks of sunlight, still showed no movement other than the slow rise and fall of his ribs as he breathed. He’d faced virtually certain death for her after all, so he deserved at least that much.  

  Deeply relieved, she again turned her attention to the painted dog’s story.  And how uproarious a story it already was, right up there with some of the ones Jimmy, Paulsen, or that Mexican sailor Carlos-but everyone called him Coyote-would tell after dinner when sea conditions were good, leaving the majority of listeners smirking, if not in stitches. There’d been one involving a goat and an umbrella that she’d especially enjoyed, causing her the embarrassment of hiccups. 

  A plodding tortoise slowly traveling at thirty miles an hour! And the moniker Jeff The Wonder Dog! This was definitely total baloney, but would clearly be a rib-splitter for sure, to use her late grandmother’s words. 
  Even Lewis Carroll would’ve been proud, she thought through her laughter. If only I could tell tales like that.

  Pleased at her fervent response, Binky gave that appealing dog grin and continued, “The tortoise replied, “Salutations, Jeff The Wonder Dog. My name is Warthog, and although I can’t tell you how to fly, I can direct you to someone who can. He’s actually located in the Flight Department, you know.” 

  Once more, considerately trying her best not to wake her playwright companion, Ann smiled widely then found herself chuckling again, the sound now mixed with some of the pack’s own squeaks and muted expressions of amusement. A tortoise named Warthog! That was just far too funny.

   Feeling anxious about it again, Ann looked back over her gracile shoulder at Jack. To her relief, the only creature moving on its legs there was a flap-necked chameleon, turret-shaped eyes twitching independently of each other as it tentatively crossed the forest floor on its tonglike feet, rocking back and forth to seem like a brownish leaf. 

  “ ‘What’s their name?’ I asked her frantically. I just had to know, you see,” Binky continued. “The tortoise put her forefeet against the sides of her head, stuck a nail into each ear, flipped over on her back, and began twirling around in a blur, making meep-meep-ooh-ooh-neenork noises.”

 Now Ann was almost tearing up from her suppressed laughter. The mere thought of those robot-worthy noises were hilarious.

  “ ‘What in the name of Dume and Nina are you doing!’ I said in worry and shock,” Binky went on. “‘This is what I always do to help myself think,’ the tortoise said, breaking off from making her meep-meep noises. “ ‘It does great wonders for the blood circulation to your brain, you know. Try it sometime.’

  Finally, after ten minutes or three hours, whichever comes first, the tortoise did a flawless backflip and landed squarely on her feet. Drooling and with eyes staring in different directions, she told me, ‘The shaman you seek is an elephant named Staarabu. He lives in a forest many day’s journey from here, where he can often be found trumpeting violently at nothing and playing with fire in his spare time.”

  “Sounds like a rather interesting character,” Ann responded, showing her teeth in a girlish grin. “Although playing with fire doesn’t seem a very wise thing to do.” Trumpeting violently at nothing! A clumsy, painfully slow tortoise doing a backflip like she would so often do on stage! 

   The madcap tale of Binky’s continued on for about forty minutes, until the story began to come to a close, and by this time, as much as they were trying to be quiet for Jack’s sake, Ann and the painted dog pack were thoroughly beside themselves with hot, burning, strangled laughter. Her cerulean eyes were literally watering, she was having trouble sitting up, and she was laughing like she hadn’t laughed in quite a long time.

  For years, her mission in life and as an actress had been to be comedic, to encourage laughter and high spirits in an audience. Not very long ago,-although it certainly seemed that way now-she’d had to do it in deadly earnest for the most unusual and fiercest audience of all. It was both oddly quite pleasing and rather strange to be on the other side of the fence, listening to and watching someone else’s efforts for a change, even she was in the surreal position of having talking animals performing them.

  And what efforts! How could you possibly beat a story where the narrator flew by eating a whole bunch of feathers, then flapping his ears like butterfly wings-and these dogs sure had huge ears-as well as his forelegs, defeated a whole pride of lions with his mystical, lightening fast Shaolin kung fu moves, flew with both the pink flamingos and the blue flamingos, played that annoying “Shadow Game,” with the elephant shaman, walked around on his hind legs or rode on tiger-striped rhinos when he got tired of trotting, roosted upside down with the fruit bats, grabbed a huge Cape buffalo bull by the horns and flung him away into a pond, magically defeated even more lions by shooting lighting bolts and rocks from his paws, got as big as a hill, met a group of cheetah brothers who were trying to kick the carnivore habit and become vegetarians, was attacked by a herd of meat-eating spearmint green impala,-“Hey, I should be trying to eat you, not the other way around”- flew high up to the sky to meet the sun, and was challenged by a crocodile to see who could roll down a steep riverbank and stand on their head the longest. Naturally, Binky won the contest.

  “Then,” Binky continued on, “I flew the whole way home in two different directions at once with the storks and the vultures, some of which were flying upside down, while I flapped my ears and forelegs like crazy. When I was thirsty, I skimmed the ponds like a swallow. When I was hungry, I plunged on antelope like a hawk. Sometimes if I was bored, I’d dive at the grazers, just to see them mill around in confused panic, and tease the lions from above. They deserved it.”

  “Finally, I returned and learned from a big little bird where my family was. I couldn’t wait to teach them the secret of how to fly! I wanted to surprise them after my journey, so I ducked low and began to weave through a stand of fever trees. But wouldn’t you know it, a storm suddenly rushed over, and I had the misfortune to run into an elephant, a tree, and get hit by lightening all at the same time!”

  “Oh my, you poor thing,” Ann replied, bringing her hand up to her mouth, playing along perfectly.

  “But I was all right, just stunned a bit,” Binky gently continued. “Somewhat warmer, singed, and a bit swimmy, I shook myself, stood in the rain a bit to cool off and clear my head, then trotted of to reunite with my family again.”

  “Oh, they were very glad to see me. After all the ‘How are you’s, and ‘Where have you beens’ and affectionate greetings, I intended to tell the pack that I’d discovered a way to fly on my journey, and that they could do it too if they just followed three easy steps.”

  Three easy steps! Ah Binky, you just sounded like a hawker.
 “But unfortunately,” Binky sighed with a practiced look of disappointment on his face, “that lightening strike and running into the tree and the elephant at the same time had addled my knowledge up so much that I just couldn’t remember how to fly anymore. Sometimes I thought I knew, but whenever I tried I failed, and never flew again. It was sure a big letdown, and I just went back to somersaulting and running across the land again.”

  Although it was meant to be funny, the painted dog’s words struck a chord in Ann, and for a moment, forgetting it was just a made-up tale, she softly said, “I’m sorry about that Binky.”

  The ochre eyes changed suddenly from delighted, riotous amusement to confusion, and there was a silence as the whole pack’s demeanor switched to a similar state. Ann thought she could hear Lotus whispering to Jumbe, “Oh nice, we slipped up and made her gloomy again.”

   Bouncing back quickly though, Binky held his head down in thought for a bit, and then raised it again, adding jovially, “But there were other, newer experiences to have, new things to discover, some almost as good as flying, like crocodile wrestling for instance. A dangerous game, but great fun.”

  Ann gave a barely perceptible sigh of relief. For those few moments, she’d been deeply worried, a knot in the pit of her stomach, that she’d just accidentally been a major killjoy. And as far as she as concerned, that was every bit a deep violation of who she was as being a burlesque girl. 

  I make people laugh, she chided herself with the familiar mantra, sure has heck not gloomy or depressed.       

   Binky paused at that moment, apparently thinking of another thing to add. “And then,” Binky said, his voice taking on a new, more serious tone as he looked into Ann’s eyes, “Crimdu came to tell me that there were two new creatures in the land. These creatures were called humans, one being male and named Jack, the other being female and named Ann.”

  How absolutely adorable, to put her and Jack in his story. Touched by that, Ann felt both the flush of blood in her cheeks from the embarrassment that comes from being singled out, and the sting of tears suddenly threatening to burst from her eyes at such a moving gesture. These wild beasts truly did feel for her.  

  “Both of them were hurt, lost, and tired,” Binky softly continued, “and I could tell that Ann especially was so horribly lonely and sad, badly needing a friend.”

  Oh God, yes, yes. How could they hit it so perfectly on the mark? Now, she could feel her lips begin to quiver. 

 “So, I guided them through the savannah to my pack, as Great Crimdu showered down blessings of fruit, milk, honeycombs, cooked meats, cooked fish, and whole francolins down in his kindness, all just for them.”

  “When we arrived, Zuri and Jack and all the others were moved by Ann’s distress, and cried out ‘By the sky above, look at that poor lady Ann! She and her Jack are so just lonely and lost! But we’ll adopt her and her mate into our pack, so that they may be members of our family. We’ll take care of them as if they were our own pups!’”

  I can’t stand it anymore, she thought, and Ann gave vent to her grateful, moved tears. 

  “From that day on,” Binky gently said, looking at her over his blunt muzzle, “Ann never knew loss, hurt, sadness, or despair ever again, for she continued to live in these lands for the rest of her days, with the painted dogs as her family, and Jack as her husband, partner, and most of all friend, loving, protecting, and providing for her always.”

  Oh fellas, you can’t know how deeply I want that to be true. That would be everything, everything…Of course, it would be even better if he and I were back safe in New York, and he told me the three magic words as proof, a treacherous, realist part of her psyche added. 
 But in truth, Ann didn’t mind at all right then losing herself in the task of building herself those airy mountain castles in her mind’s eye, made of hopeful dreams and as grand as a Baroque hall. 

  Taking a deep, shaky breath to get her emotions under control, she reached forward to hug Binky, wrapping her thin arms around his short, sleek tortoiseshell coat as he tried to copy this weird new human custom as best he could.     

   As she began to draw back, to her surprise, another pair of arms, much stronger and ending in smooth, expressive long-fingered hands, suddenly slithered around her slim torso like a python’s muscular coils. Startled, she gasped and released her hold on Binky and turned to see Jack’s fondly smiling face, those sparkling eyes glinting in a shaft of sunlight as his lean frame arched above her. “Is there enough room for two here?” he playfully queried.

  Surprise and longing quickly gave way to a stab of guilt and regret. “Oh Jack, we woke you, didn’t we? I’m sorry about that,” Ann remorsefully said, turning her gaze onto the chestnut-gray leaf litter. 

   “There’s nothing to be sorry about Ann,” Jack reassuringly replied, sliding his rough fingertips under her chin and forcing her to meet his gaze, as if he was slowly, thoughtfully picking up some priceless crown jewel to admire it all the better.

  The warmth in those soft eyes was comforting, and Ann gave him a weak smile in return. “How long were you awake?” she said in slight shame, hoping it hadn’t been too long. It would be just like him after all to have woken up, but slyly not made one sound, just listening and observing until he chose an opportunity to make his presence known on his own terms. 

  He’d done it so elegantly and perfectly at their first meeting on the Venture after all, when she’d mistaken poor departed Mike for him, and there was no reason to assume he wouldn’t pull the same trick twice. She couldn’t have felt more hideously humiliated or turned a brighter shade of scarlet than if she’d accidentally dumped a load of garbage on Mr. Carnegie.      

  “Well,” he candidly replied, “I think I woke up when Binky here was telling you and his family about how he shot high-velocity rocks and sizzling lightening bolts at the pride of vicious lions that had him surrounded,” showing his white teeth in that crooked grin.

  Laying his radar-dish ears back in embarrassment, Binky hung his head then, saying sheepishly, “Sorry for causing you to be woken up, Jack.” “We kind of got a bit too caught up in the story’s humor to help ourselves,” his four-legged namesake apologetically explained, shrugging his variegated shoulders.

  “No, that’s all right", Jack said with a smile, flicking his wide hand in dismissal. “Heck, there’s so little laughter in the world these days, that it’s always welcome as far as I’m concerned, no matter what the time or place.”

  Relived he wasn’t cross, and seeming to understand the truth of that statement, the dogs all congenially nodded. “Yeah, laughter is always welcome,” White Dog concurred.

  And New York is a place where laughter is especially welcome, Ann dolefully thought as she inhaled deeply of the musky air, remembering back to that now so far-off city that she’d been so desperate and happy to leave.

  Breaking her nostalgic thoughts, Jack sat down by her side, folding up his legs and taking her hand as he complemented Binky, “You have a pretty good sense of humor you know buddy? If I ever decide to break from my melancholy pattern and write a comedy again, you’ll be the one I send for,” smiling as the dogs gave their appreciative squeaking laughs and Ann unhesitatingly joined in. 

  Not only was his comment hilarious in itself, but it had unaccountably made her think of the lines from Cry Havoc where Edgar, totally flustered at being caught right in the middle of a heated argument between his pregnant sister Charlotte and expecting aunt Leah, shouts out in exasperation, “Can it, both of you! One pregnant lady at a time!” How she’d loved that little scene!

  Still holding up his end of the conversation and giving that captivating grin, Jack told Binky, “That part with you using magic to defeat the lions was quite good you know. I enjoyed the part with the carnivorous impala too. Very well done.” 

  “Aww, thanks,” the wild dog said. Unlike humans, it is impossible for canines to blush, but if Binky could’ve, he would’ve.

   “That last part though, with me and Ann…” Jack softly, shyly said, sinking his head into his shoulders slightly as he turned his attention back to her and wrapped one of those long, muscular tan arms around her narrow shoulders, Ann responding by warmly leaning into his solidness, “That was very sweet. Very moving. Thank you. I’m glad you think of us that way.”

  “You’re welcome indeed,” Binky solemnly responded. “It came from all our hearts,” Lotus amended tenderly, coming forward herself to receive an affectionate series of strokes from both him and Ann.

  After that, she and Jack and the pack just sat for a bit together under the mottled light, simply enjoying the presence of each other and the warmth of their new friends in this enchanting wonderland.

   It’s not about the words, Ann blissfully thought as she leaned harder into Jack’s torso, taking care to be considerate of his injuries as his graceful writer’s hand responded by wrapping around her nape and delving into her curls. 

   Deciding to break the stillness, Jack lightly scratched a tsetse bite on the small of his back under his shirt, then inquired of the painted dogs as a whole, “I’m just wondering-since I went and slept through most of it after all-what was the motivation behind that nonsense story’s telling anyway? Just curious,” he added.

   “That was because your lovely bi-I meant lady!” Wu stammered, frantically halting himself on seeing the incensed and stung looks rising in the respective eyes of both humans, “told us a very entertaining and amusing story of her own first, and we decided to tell one in return.”

  Her brief flash of insulted resentment replaced by nervous pride, Ann gave a faint smile as Jack turned his head to meet her gaze, a proud smile lighting his features as he said, “So you played the storyteller then Ann, did you? Which one did they get the pleasure of listening to?”

  Giving a small nod, she responded, “The Elephant’s Child.”

  “Ahh,” he said, nodding happily in nostalgic recognition. “I absolutely loved those Just So Stories as a boy. In fact, I’m a big fan of Kipling’s work in general-although I don’t exactly agree with all that imperialist rubbish he sometimes spouts,” waving his hand in mild contempt.

  “But anyway,” he dismissed, giving a languorous stretch as he did so, “nice to hear everyone enjoyed it.” 

  “We certainly learned about how useful trunks are for spanking,” Havoc smiled.

  Changing tracks, Jack thought for a moment, and then playfully remarked, “You know, there’s something about all the fun that makes me feel so left out here. I feel like I should be adding my own nickel to this.”

   “Jack, you don’t have to participate if you don’t feel like it,” Ann softly urged. “It’s enough to just sit and rest. Besides, what would your friends think if the word got out that the great playwright had been telling bedtime stories?”

  “I want to,” he shrugged. “Besides, there’s no one else here to take down reputation-damaging notes,” he wryly added. “And I know you won’t dare talk,” he said, giving her a mock glower with those green eyes that she couldn’t resist laughing at.

  “That’s because you’re so much stronger and wouldn’t show any mercy to me if I did,” she giggled in jest. 

   He gave a faint, close-lipped smile, then lightly kissed her on her right temple, right where the skin was thin and sensitive and it felt like calligraphy being poured into her brain before purring out, “Actually, that’s the most I would do,” into her ear.

    Drawing back and adopting the same Indian-style position as she had, Jack then obligingly told the excited hunting dogs, their Mickey Mouse ears hanging intently on every word, an Irish folktale called The Twelve Wild Geese. It was a tale he’d heard from his father and grandfather-Ann already knew quite well from their time together on the Venture and from his surname that he was half Irish-about a queen who selfishly wished for a daughter instead of the twelve sons she already had. Her foolish desire was granted by an old woman, who caused the young men to literally be whisked away on the day of the girl’s birth to a cottage where they assumed the forms of geese during the day and became human again at night. Eventually of course, they were all reunited, with everything being set right at the end, as always happened in fairy tales. 

  But I know far better, a cynical, jaded little part of her mind sputtered, immediately making her mentally slap it down in shock. Just listen along, don’t wallow in paranoid self-pity.

  She’d long been enthralled and amazed by his skill with the written word, but it was equally, wonderfully delightful for Ann to see that Jack could be every bit as masterful with the spoken word, at least when it came to good, familiar literature. When he ended, the spell of the tale abruptly broken, she congratulated him warmly, clapping her hands and saying “Very good!” in awe. 

   He acknowledged her praise with a small crooked smile and a quick dip of the head as the painted dogs gave their own chirping squeaks and flutelike clear hoos of applause. Some, like Moja and White Dog, even charmingly tried to mimic her clapping in the sprit of “When in Rome, do as the Romans do.” Unfortunately, they didn’t do very well at it.

  “That was a very pleasing tale indeed Jack,” a duly impressed White Dog said, the light playing over the great patches of ivory in his coat.

  “I’ve always liked stories with magic in them, and that was just great,” Pekuzi told his mother Zuri fondly. 

  “Thanks.” Jack said, almost modestly.

  “Good way of teaching people to be satisfied with what they have,” Jumbe nodded reflectively. 

She never thought in her wildest dreams she’d be hearing wild animals appraising a folktale, and could see the same hidden amazement in Jack’s hooded malachite eyes as well.  

   Ann’s thoughts were derailed then when nervously; Zuri and Jack came forward again, catching the attention of both humans. Shuffling from foot to foot with ears half laid back-and looking almost guilty, Ann thought-Jack told them “Ann, Jack, its getting late in the day now. And you see, that’s ahh…one of the times when we go hunting, you see.”

  Compared to other carnivores their size, African painted dogs have an amazingly high metabolism. As a result, they burn energy fast, meaning that they have to make a kill at least once a day, and twice if possible. This is in stark contrast to wolves for example, which generally go 3-4 days without needing to eat after a big kill.

   “Early morning and late afternoon, that’s when we make our living,” Wu evenly stated.

   For a brief moment, Ann’s mouth went dry, remembering how the painted dogs had literally eaten the Grant’s gazelle alive before her, a sight so unbearably atrocious that she’d had to bury her face in Jack’s broad shoulder. His gentle urging to her “Don’t look,” really hadn’t been necessary. And how they’d come back matted with and reeking of blood…She shuddered involuntarily.

  But they’d just been doing what they had to do to survive and eat, and she’d been doing the exact same thing ever since the Lyric Theater closed-since her mother died on her and her two sisters dispersed, for that matter. And heck, if she had to perform the deeply unladylike action of killing a sheep or a chicken with just her teeth, it probably wouldn’t be a pretty sight either. So who was she to dare judge?

  Jack’s rough, expressive hand meshing with her fingers brought her out of her thoughts, and she noticed with clarity that yes, the sun was much lower on the horizon now, the shafts of light penetrating the riverine wood like amber needles now coming in at sharp diagonals. 

  “Didn’t you already go hunting today right after we met?” Jack reasonably pointed out.

  “Yes,” Zuri replied, “but remember, that hunting was so you two could have something to eat, not to feed ourselves. We were already full then.”

   “But now you’re not,” Jack figured out. “Well, if you want to go hunt for yourselves, go do it then. I think Ann and I will be just fine until you get back,” he dryly remarked.

    “We’ll still bring some meat back for you two if you want,” Lotus offered, getting up and getting prepared to join her pack on the hunt.

     “That’s a sweet offer, but we’re not hungry right now,” Ann graciously declined.

     “There’s plenty of figs for us around here. Don’t trouble yourselves,” Jack added.

     Suddenly, the dogs once again gave each other those same fidgeting, inexplicable looks of hesitation and guilt. “We have to tell them sometime,” Jumbe told his alpha and brother softly. “Might as well be now.”

   Tell us what? Ann thought, the paranoia and fear beginning to poke at her gut again.

   As if he had to announce a child’s death to its mother, Jack stepped forward, sighed, and said, “That’s a pity then, since it was meant to be a parting gift.”

   “What did you say?” his human namesake cried in astonishment.

  I told you, good things never last, a cynical part of Ann’s mind mocked, as her delicate lips and jaws parted in shock. Not friends, not jobs, not money, not anything. And once again, Ann could just stare at the painted dogs in emotional devastation, an expression on her pale face akin to a sledgehammered sheep’s.

  She’d been let down again. 

    “And the Woman said ‘His name is not Wild Dog anymore, but the First Friend, for he will be our friend for always and always and always.’” Rudyard Kipling, The Cat Who Walked By Himself.

 Doublecrossed. That brutal word was what immediately popped into Jack Driscoll’s head, accompanied by a rising sense of disappointed fury towards the pack. In the same instant, he understood quite well that the feeling made absolutely no sense. They were wild animals after all; sentient wild animals at that, with lives and agendas totally separate from theirs. To expect the painted dogs to make some sort of lasting covenant with him and Ann was absurd, to say the least.

  Still, he had selfishly, and probably naively hoped on the faint possibility that for once after these two terrible last days, he could stop having to constantly be the resilient bulwark, the hard-boiled champion who’d taken on the mantle of Baxter’s ultimately pathetically faux hero image-then at the swamp as now, he’d felt and strangled the sudden, exotic, frightening desire to just punch someone. His dog namesake, Zuri, and their pack would protect, provide for, and help guide them safely back to sweet civilization as they knew it, and Jack could take at least part of the load off his shoulders at last.

  But self-interested fantasies usually never came true in the end, despite how much the public liked to hear it, or the individual liked to believe it, and he’d known that for quite a while and quite well. Naturally of course, the defeat of his tenuous expectations did make him feel more than a little annoyed at the idea of being let go for him and Ann to wander in the wilderness.

   The worst of it though, was the sudden, sickening sense of shocked betrayal and disillusioned sadness Jack could feel radiating from Ann, her supple fingers going painfully limp in his own and sliding out. And that knowledge of her hurt automatically conjured up a gummy, hot feeling of pique in response.

   But if they were going to part ways, well, the dogs would ultimately do it whether he and Ann liked it or not, no matter how much they fumed and protested. He might as well just accept it and not stupidly weaken or burn bridges by being obstinate. Plus, he recollected, exhaling deeply to calm himself, we were intending to go to Pride Rock and get help there after we’d slept anyway before they encountered us. They’re already remorseful at having to leave us, so guess I should tell them that to put their minds at ease.
      “Well, to be perfectly on the level here, we actually weren’t planning to live with your pack anyway,” Jack straightforwardly told the painted dogs, his voice still tainted with residual anger on Ann’s behalf. Realizing to his horror then that he’d likely just projected an ungrateful, “sour grapes” type attitude (and stung expressions were already beginning to show in some sets of mahogany eyes), he backpedaled, going “Oh Jesus, I’m sorry. What I meant was that we kind of intended to follow Indlovu’s advice and go to this place nearby called Pride Rock, where we’d get help from-what were their names Ann?” turning to her for guidance.

  “King Mufasa and Queen Sarabi,” she demurely prompted, coming out of her reproachful unhappiness. 

  And then, even as she’d finished and he was opening his mouth to thank her, the whole pack of piebald canines suddenly went stock still, muscles tense, ears laid back. It was as if he and Ann had just uttered a horribly disgusting curse or boasted about some unspeakably despicable act they’d committed together. 

  Oh Christ, what faux paus did we just commit now?
  A true edge of apprehension tinting his pleasurably dulcet voice, Matata said, “Good Crimdu, you can’t be serious.”

   “Did we say something out of turn?” Ann hesitantly volunteered.

  “Not in the least,” Havoc reassured her. “It’s not about what you said, it’s about what you two are planning to do.”

  “Why exactly?” Jack confusedly prodded.

  Pulling himself into an authoritative position, parabolic ears erect, his namesake then queried, in a low, deadly serious tone, “Ann, Jack, do you know who King Mufasa and Queen Sarabi are? Do you know what they are?”

  After a moment’s thought, the obvious answer hit him. 

  “Lions, aren’t they? Mufasa and Sarabi are lions. I should’ve known,” he said, feeling both somewhat sheepish for not having put two and two together earlier, and that sense of grateful, nervous relief one gets after learning that they just barely avoided a dangerous situation.

  “Oh my goodness,” Ann said in surprise, apparently feeling the same emotions herself as she brought the tips of her fingers up to her open lips, and instinctively pressed her pale body against his.

  “And you don’t want to have anything to do with lions,” Sadiki pointedly added. “They’re total bullies and jerks.”

  “Bullies? Why is that?” Jack asked, briefly put off a bit inwardly by such strongly opinionated word usage about the King Of The Beasts.

  “Well, for one thing, they often come out of nowhere and steal our kills, after we worked so hard to bring an animal down,” Mbawa resentfully revealed. “That’s the main reason why we eat so fast,” he added.

   “Still, that’s at least understandable, and I guess forgivable in a way,” Zuri interjected. “I mean, we do the same thing to the cheetahs and the hyenas at times ourselves. It’s just a lot less hassle to take meat off someone else then to have to chase it down yourself, you know?”

   And Jack certainly did, nodding in agreement. This was the wild after all; a place where desperation and uncertainty ruled and you couldn’t afford to let an opportunity to eat pass you by, even if you had to resort to rather morally dubious behavior. It was really just like life was for the unemployed masses wandering the streets back home, only even more brutally unforgiving. 

  Like it had been for Ann, he thought pityingly, looking at her and wrapping an arm around her graceful shoulders. Clearly interpreting his gesture as reassurance-thankfully, for he knew it made Ann feel mildly ashamed and even a little irked to have someone feel badly for her-he felt the sudden tension in her muscles drain away, to his proud relief. 

  Switching to another page in his head, he considered in that vein how she wouldn’t even be in his life and awareness if Carl hadn’t stumbled across her, in a dire gesture, trying to filch an apple. For that matter, Jack himself, his high-minded ideals of fair play and righteousness notwithstanding, had admittedly felt through his disgusted horror as the dogs tore into the Grant’s gazelle a very brief, yet powerful, instinctive urge to rush forward and swipe the fresh meat for his own. Steal it so that he and Ann could live. 

  I guess I’ll be having to do that soon enough, he pragmatically thought, smacking and squashing a tsetse fly that had just lighted on his right side.

  “They also chase us away from places where we were just resting, which is pretty rude of them.” White Dog complained on. “And they often hurl direct insults at us, just because they can,” he added with a growl.

  “But the worst thing of all, the worst, is that lions will deliberately stalk and kill us whenever they can,” Zuri said with a shudder. “And not even for food. They just do it out of rage and to suit themselves.”

   It was a disturbing revelation, and Ann, shocked, cried out, “My God, that’s horrible! Why would they do that?” putting a hand to her mouth in incomprehension.

  “We think it’s because they regard us as competitors for their own prey, and it’s definitely an instinctive thing at any rate,” Jumbe theorized. “They’ll kill any other carnivore they can, for that matter. I sure don’t pretend to understand why, I mean there are plenty of wildebeest, zebra, and gazelle to go around, and we’re so nomadic anyway that we can’t be interfering with any one pride’s hunting that badly. There’s certainly no reason to go around assassinating fellow carnivores like some crazy.”

  “Do you ever approach the lions at all, for any reason?” Jack asked, trying to get some idea of what reception he and Ann might get from the big cats, and especially if they could be reasoned with.

  “Sure,” the four-legged Jack said. “Occasionally, as pack leader I’ve found it necessary to have an audience with the Lion King of whatever lands we’re traveling through at the time about a problem that concerns us both, or more often to request help for an ill pack member.”

  So there was a chance that you could, if you were diplomatic, encounter lions and get out of it alive. That was very good to know.

  “But,” Jack cautioned, as if he’d read the writer’s mind, “I always make damn sure I get a promise of safe passage first. And then I confirm it again. Even then, I never turn my back on any of those kitties, believe me, and you can sure bet that I watch my step. 

   Make no mistake about it, the lions are savage brutes, and I’d do my utmost to avoid them if I were you Jack and Ann. Don’t have more to do with them than you can help. In fact, just don’t be anywhere nearby at all,” he frankly advised.

  “I don’t understand,” Ann said, her sleek brow wrinkled in confusion. “Why would Indlovu have suggested going to Pride Rock if it would’ve put our lives in danger?”

  “That’s because he’s an elephant,” Havoc stated, flipping her forepaw in a dismissive gesture Jack found all too oddly humanlike. “They’re so huge they don’t fear anything, or really even recognize that what might be safe for them is dangerous for a smaller creature. Plus, they’re so into dignity and royal protocol and authority themselves that of course he’d have thought the lions were a good choice.” 

  “Yeah, once they hit the age of eight-nothing can touch me now, pal!” Binky emphasized, making Jack smirk and Ann giggle. How he loved that high, chiming giggle.

   Suddenly conscious of the fact that twilight would be coming soon enough, Jack told the dogs as he looked behind him towards the open plains, “In any case though, thanks for your advice. We’d better be moving on ourselves now.” 

  “Well,” Zuri answered with an open-mouthed smile, “it was great to have met you, and a real delight to count you as honorary pack members,” as Jack, ignoring the soreness and twinges flaring up from his wounds and stiff muscles as best he could, levered himself up and then considerately took Ann’s hand to support her while she stood erect herself in turn.

  Following the pack of gorgeously variegated animals as they trotted out of the woodlands, he and Ann stopped at the edge to see them off. “Here’s where we say goodbye for now I suppose,” Jumbe said in a mixture of resignation and warmth.

  “Sure hope to see you again,” Lotus fondly said, nudging Jack’s waist with her blocky muzzle.

  “How do we know that we will?” Ann inquired in something of a dispirited plea.

  Sensing her mood, Zuri gave her a warm grin, reassuring her, “Because as rare as it may be, friends that the painted dogs make remain that way forever. When the spirit moves us or we hear that they need our assistance, we get up to our paws and we find our friends, no matter how much distance and time separates us.”

  It was not only touching, but Jack understood it as being said with utmost sincerity as well, and he could see that Ann knew it too, curving her lovely lips into a smile of hesitant, promising hope before bending down to hug the alpha female. The other fourteen members of her pack bid their goodbyes with an affectionate series of licks, both humans reciprocating by passing their hands between the parabolic ears and patting shoulders, feeling the coarse, wooly short fur.

  It was a quick thing, and suddenly, the pack abruptly switched focus, rallying and prancing around their alphas, making those animated squeaking cries and licking Jack and Zuri’s lower jaws. “Good luck, and may Crimdu bless you both.” Jack said through the voices of his family. “Keep on being strong, smart, and courageous for each other, and I’m willing to bet you’ll both continue to do fine.”

  “Thanks fellas. Let’s do this again sometime,” Jack responded with a smile, putting his arm around Ann’s slim shoulders. Oddly, it made him think of a farming couple seeing off visitors to their home.

  “And good luck to all of you as well,” Ann put in cordially, her expressive blue eyes shining. “We’ll be seeing you.”

  Then, their followers arranging themselves into a ragged group, Jack and Zuri gave a series of flutelike hoos, the rallying cry of the wild dogs. In response, the painted dog pack turned and put on a swift turn of speed, running unhurriedly in that easy, athletic, ground-eating lope as crowned plovers flew up shrieking in surprise before them. 

   Out of Africa’s five great predators, the painted dogs are by far the most nomadic, a pack being able to cover as much as fifty miles in a day when they don’t have den-bound pups. They live a truly footloose lifestyle, one that is part pirate, and part gypsy. And just like Madeline’s gypsies, the dogs “never stay. They only come to go away.”

  Rooted to the spot and suddenly aware of how pitifully slow human beings truly were, Jack just watched with Ann from the tree line while the checkered forms of “those who are white at the tail,” as the Maasai call the dogs, disappeared into the southeast. Then there was nothing but the long, mournful whistles of a gray hornbill, the clear peeu-peeu-peeus of blue-naped mousebirds, the shrilling of cicadas, and the omnipresent coos of the laughing doves.

  With their departure, he suddenly felt so much more alone, the sheer weight of his responsibility as sole protector and provider leaping down to mantle his shoulders in lead. “So now what do we do Jack?” Ann hesitatingly said, putting his thoughts into words perfectly as with sapphire eyes that like the eyes of T. J. Eckleburg sometimes seemed bigger than her head, she turned to look into his own.

  “A pretty good question. I suppose it wouldn’t inspire much confidence to say that I’m not really sure?” Jack wryly said with a grin.

  “No, that’s not exactly helping one bit.” 

  “Sorry. One thing I do know though, is that we’re not going to get very much accomplished just standing here,” he dryly added as he went back to the croton bush where they’d been sleeping under the pack’s protection and picked up that crude limb bone club. 

  As he stood up, he felt Ann’s presence close behind him and the weight of her sapphire stare on his form. When he turned, he heard her say his name, softly.

  “Jack?” It was a plea, an expression of hesitation and internal uncertainty as much as it was a query.

  “Yes Ann?” he responded, in a tone that was both neutral yet soft as fog at the same time. Her face wore the same expression of nervous indecision that he remembered from their first rapturous kiss on the Venture, already seemingly ages ago; her eyes held something like a desperate hope as well now. 

  He knew what Ann wanted to do, and as she began to take strides towards him, he did the same, literally meeting her halfway, keeping a hold of the bone as his angel slipped her arms around his ribcage. Touched by her implicit trust, he embraced Ann back, stroking hair like golden thistledown even as she voiced, “Don’t you dare leave me. You’re truly all I’ve got,” raising her face to his.

  “I wouldn’t dare dream of it,” he tenderly told her, stroking her back with his free hand. “I’ll be your light and guide and look out for you as long as you wish Ann.”

   “I could want you to be that forever,” she innocently told him.

   “Then the wish is granted,” he said, smiling before entwining his fingers in her hair and planting a kiss on her widow’s peak. A sign of excellent breeding, he thought.

    “Besides,” he continued, gesturing outward with his hands as she drew back from him, “whom would I talk to then without you around?”

  “The animals?” she wryly pointed out.

 “Yes, true, the animals can talk back for some unfathomable reason, but I’ve always found my own kind to make far better conversation partners,” he affirmed, feeling his mouth corners and cheeks tense in a smile that was part fondness, part mirth. “And you’re a far lovelier companion to have as well.”

  Her cheeks flushing pink, Ann adopted a posture of coy embarrassment for a few moments, than said in a reassured tone, “Thank you very much Jack. In more ways than one,” with a small smile that only revealed her top two teeth. God, how he loved when she did that.

  “Hey, we’re sticking together and looking out for each other out here,” Jack intoned with a small, awkward, shoulder shrug.

  “Whether we like it or not,” Ann playfully teased to break the solemn mood, lightly whacking his uninjured shoulder as he chuckled.

  Touching his palms together, Jack reluctantly dismissed his thoughts, reflectively saying, “We’d better go take some fire with us though, if we expect to cook any meat and keep warm, to say nothing of protecting ourselves.” 

  Ann following, he then turned and walked back out into the never-ending green pasture of Bermuda and Rhodes grass, the sun briefly dazzling him as his nostrils became reacquainted with the perfumes of grass, dung, musky earth, heated air and growth itself, washing over him in the wind as the scent of pine and resin hits the traveler encountering the woods of Northern Minnesota for the first time.

   Compared to when he’d last entered the riverside forest, the air was distinctly cooler now, pleasurably warm instead of blisteringly hot. The small bands of other animals were more active as a result too. Reaching down with his free right hand and trying to disregard the blossoming twinges from his cuts and bruises that resulted from bending, he picked up a suitably dry fallen branch of African greenheart, stretched his hands above his head, and then retraced his footsteps back to the impromptu sort of campfire he’d made for cooking. 

  Although it was burnt down to white-hot coals and ashes, the branch caught nonetheless when Jack knelt down and touched it to them, the twigs becoming glowing, withering coils that sent thin whispers of smoke slithering into the air. Waiting until the branch had soon burnt down to its main body, he untangled himself from his kneeling position to stand up. It was a bit of a balancing act to hold the firestick and reach down to pick up the limb bone, but that was resolved when Ann volunteered, “I’ll take that Jack. I can even carry that burning stick around for you if you want. Take some pressure off my sheik’s shoulders.”

  “Thanks doll,” he told her warmly as the safe end left his fingers for hers, looking into her blue eyes. Already, they were making the beginnings of a good team out here. 

  “A bone club and having to carry fire around, while walking on the African plains” he chuckled in amusement. “Really is like it was back in the old days, back to the primitive, isn’t it?”

 “I suppose it is, except I don’t believe our first ancestors ever knew a world with talking animals,” Ann playfully, gleefully responded, her creamy teeth and delicate lips parting in a mirthful laugh that Jack very soon just had to participate in.  

   When they were done, he decided they’d better start traveling again. “Well, let’s shake a leg,” he told himself out loud, and began to head in their original direction, towards the small river’s still unseen source. Suddenly, he remembered the condition of Ann’s poor abused feet, covered in scabs, scratches, and abrasions, dirty and oozing blood. Just imagining the pain she must feel putting that bare, unprotected sole to ground made his very own feet sting in a sympathetic response. 

  Poor little bunny, he thought glumly. 

  Turning sideways to stop and look at her, he softly questioned, “Ann, do you think you can walk okay? What I mean is, would it hurt you to do it for a long distance? I’ll be perfectly happy to carry you if want.”

  “In fact,” he volunteered in a burst of sudden altruistic inspiration, “how about I give you my own shoes and I just go in socks?” Yeah, that’s a perfect idea, he thought, starting to take off his footwear.

 “That’s very kind of you Jack, but keep your shoes on for now,” Ann told him in gentle refusal, touched as she clearly was. “The grass doesn’t feel half bad really. Personally, I think it’s kind of nice and bouncy to be walking on.”

  “And besides,” she added, “I did use to be a vaudeville lady after all, so I’ve given my feet more than a few hard knocks already-including while barefoot. I’ve even come down on a toe wrong and snapped it a few times,” she offhandedly remarked, briefly giving an involuntary cringe at the memory of what had to have been terrible pain. 

  “That would be a time when I’d really be wanting you to carry me then, Jack. But don’t worry, I can still walk just fine out on this,” she reassured him, gesturing at the grass.

 “If you say so,” Jack sighed. “But if it ever hurts too badly, just let me know, and I’ll let you have my shoes in a heartbeat.”

  “Of course,” she agreed.

  Going out about eight hundred feet into the emerald green sward, Jack finally turned and started walking more or less parallel to the gallery woodland, feeling the bone club’s weight add momentum to his swinging left arm with each step. He wanted to be in a place where he could see their immediate surroundings comfortably, making it all the more difficult for a lion or leopard to sneak up on and ambush them. Yes, this short-grass country was the domain of those feline speedsters, the cheetahs, but he’d never heard of a single instance of the gentle cats attacking a person, so it wasn’t an issue. 

  As for the dangerous herbivores-now there is one hell of an oxymoron, he thought-like buffalo or elephants, they would be able to see and hear him and Ann coming in plenty of time to react and move away. And so, a dangerous situation where the animal would be surprised and feel cornered would be avoided.

  Last but not least, by staying out in the short grass, it was far less likely that they’d literally stumble upon a puff adder, Egyptian cobra, or other venomous snake, something Jack was especially worried about with Ann’s bare feet and exposed legs. If the horrific, unthinkable tragedy did happen and he failed to keep fate from taking Ann away from him, he did not want to have to watch her die in the slow, hellish agony of snakebite. He’d willingly far rather take the bite himself.     

  The subject of that sudden morbid thought, gracefully falling into step beside him as he walked and cradling the butt end of the torch against the right side of her ribs, asked in confused trepidation, “Jack, why are we still heading towards Pride Rock? Didn’t you hear what the dogs said about the lions?”

  “You sure bet I did,” he replied, a brief twist of fear gnawing at his stomach as he considered the unknown, frightening possibilities of what could happen in an encounter with the tawny cats, anyone of which could probably kill him with a single blow. Although they were walking in the flat river valley, he could now see a huge rectangular column of reddish-tan sandstone peeking over a ridge to their left, getting steadily bigger as they kept walking north. 

   And Jack could sense very well that what he was seeing was just the proverbial tip of the iceberg, still a good distance away from them. He too, didn’t want to meet that natural castle’s inhabitants any more than she did. Most likely, if they did run into the lions, the big cats would bolt in fear, or calmly leave after satisfying their curiosity from a distance. But then again, they might not, he reflected dismally. 

   He thought back briefly to when Carl had once proudly showed him, back in 27’, film he’d taken of a staged Samburu lion hunt. The shields of the spearmen had provided surprisingly good protection against the maned beast’s rage. Still, the chocolate-maned cat had managed to briefly get his paw under a shield as he began to collapse, wrap it around the man’s leg-and slice the Samburu’s calf muscle with his claws like Jack would cut a banana. 

  In the wilds of Africa, the real $10,000 question as far as all the animals are concerned is “Where are the lions and what are they currently doing at this moment?” Even the uncertain question of whether the great honey-colored cats are hungry or not seems to hang in the air like windblown dust, and it sure is an equally pressing question to the person walking unarmed or at best lightly armed in lion country. 

  “Still, we need to find some sort of shelter before nightfall, and if Pride Rock is that big,” Jack continued, gesturing towards the gently growing monolith with the back of his left hand, “there’s probably a few other smaller rock hills around it too. Maybe there could be one that’s close enough to the waterhole that we’ll have easy food and drink, but far enough away that the lions won’t even know we’re lying up there right under their noses.” The deliciously satisfying idea of being able to see the lions, yet not be seen by them, cunningly hiding in plain sight, was something Jack found oddly alluring. 

  “Besides,” he added, “if there’s a marsh around there, that’ll mean reeds. And reeds mean I can make some sort of footwear for you,” he pointed out, briefly looking over his shoulder into Ann’s face and then down to her legs. 

   Many times during his life, Jack Driscoll had regarded the impressively done pairs of Ancient Egyptian sandals displayed in their glass cases in the Museum Of Natural History, as well as the more recent Japanese waraji, simple traveler’s sandals with straps and soles made out of straw rope. Although he’d never exactly been one for handicrafts, despite his mother’s enthusiastic attempts, Jack felt optimistic that he could do a passable job of making similar footwear with Ann’s help.

  “If you say so Jack,” Ann responded with a buoyant trust, accepting his reasoning.

  They fell silent for a time then, just enjoying each other’s company and taking in the invigorating, gorgeous wild scenery around them as they walked. One of the things Jack had loved about Ann right from the start was that she wasn’t at all the type of woman who talked just for the sake of talking, shooting the bull until it became as annoying and meaningless as the buzzing of flies.

  He took her soft left hand in his, thrilling to how she clenched back in unquestioning, passionate warmth and recognition. Simply to touch her skin, her hair, was like becoming a whole. My beauty. No, it wasn’t about the words.

  But even when he wasn’t talking, Jack often thought at top speed, and he decided to give himself up to this pastime for the moment as they walked together. When he and Ann had climbed so wearily out of the stygian elephant graveyard and first gazed upon this surreal paradise, Jack had been as close to the terminal stages of exhaustion as a man could be while still having the ability to walk. If he ever got back to New York, -and we will, he told himself- he’d be perversely curious to go ask Peter Denham, one of Carl’s older brothers, if he’d felt similar sensations after the Germans had tortured him with lengthy sleep deprivation sessions in the POW camp during the Great War. 

   Truthfully, he still would’ve loved to just lie down and sleep for at least an entire day. Still, six or seven hours of well-deserved shut-eye had taken the edge off his terrible weariness, and he didn’t feel like his head was being squeezed in a vise, have blurred vision, or hear a ringing in his ears anymore.

  Instead, he felt almost giddy. Against all odds, he’d managed to fight his way through a genuine green hell, and somehow, snatch Ann more or less literally right from the hands of the colossal ape that had been holding her captive. The overjoyed, blessed feeling of knowing that the two of them were miraculously, vividly alive and together again was something so exhilarating and pure that no drug could ever compare to it.

  So many things he’d thought he’d never see or hear or feel again during his multiple brushes with death on the island,-green grass, warm wind, blue sky, his heartbeat, contented happiness, the touch of Ann’s smooth hand-Jack Driscoll was privately reveling in like he’d spent his whole life in a jail cell and was now experiencing for the first time. There are very few thrills in this world to compare to the realization that you’ve somehow miraculously survived, when the cloud of terrible doom hanging over the head has suddenly dispersed and lifted.

   Even the landscape itself, the gentle rolling ridges and flat spaces mantled in vivid green grass and Sodom apple clumps, punctuated by scattered sentinels of acacias and jackalberries and wild olives, served to accent and strengthen his ecstatic enchantment all the more. It was an endless meadow in summertime, an infinite, sprawling, wild playing field where you could set up and play as many games of baseball, stickball, golf, or croquet as your heart desired. All you had to do was just watch out for any antelope in your ball’s path.

   To be perfectly plain, as soon as Jack had first laid eyes on Skull Island’s form looming up out of the fog, it had filled him with a profound sense of foreboding, even as he’d marshaled up his courage to reassure Ann. Just looking at its craggy, brooding, crumbling features, its great ancient wall resembling the petrified spine of some huge dead beast, had made Jack’s stomach feel as if a whole bunch of lizards had somehow got in and were skittering around in a shared panic. Even the normally innocuous seabirds had seemed to him almost like devious white ravens, flapping and circling around the terrible palace of some malevolent fairytale sorcerer.

  As a young man, one of his favorite stories had been Richard Connell’s chillingly disturbing hunting-tale-with-a-twist, The Most Dangerous Game. And despite his higher esteem for theatre, he surprisingly had hugely enjoyed watching the RKO picture of it in the cinema last year. 

   He vividly remembered how Whitney had talked to Rainsford in both versions near the beginning about how he often felt evil was a tangible thing, with wavelengths that could be felt like the light or heat that was currently pressing down on both of them from the powerful African sun, and how a bona-fide, bone-deep, truly evil place could quite literally send out vibrations of evil.

  Just like Rainsford had, Jack had found the idea to be an intriguing one, and a nicely done element of foreshadowing in a plot, but ultimately laughably fictitious. You could sense evil intent in a person or animal, certainly, but not in a place for God’s sake. 

   On seeing Skull Island though, and particularly when he got out of the longboat, setting foot on the pebble shore even as his instincts shouted “RUN, RUN. Take Ann out of here,” down every nerve and muscle fiber, Jack Driscoll had understood quite clearly then what Connell had been talking about.  

  Here however, in this edenic combination of endless park and open-air zoo, the only atmosphere Jack could pick up about the place was one not of malaise, but of magic. Not the conjurer’s crude tricks of silk scarves, playing cards, pretty ladies being sawed in half and rabbits being pulled out of hats, but real magic. A living, organic magic.

   And it wasn’t necessarily in the fact that the birds and beasts could speak and think. It was in the way the tawny eagles, black kites, and Ruppell’s griffon vultures soared free in the azure sky. It was in the volley of doves that shot over their heads. It was the bullfrog grunting of the wildebeest ringing out in the clear warm air. In was in the tall, verdant ramparts of the forest to his right. It was the butterflies, hairstreaks and emperors and swallowtails and playboys-one of the few insects he could stand to look closely at or even think about now-that fluttered up like confetti falling in reverse before their feet.  It was how the antelope sprung into joyous bucking and chasing and pronking, just for the sheer delight of it, and it made him beam in something close to merriment too.

  Jack couldn’t have known it, and it would’ve made no difference to his mood or thoughts if he did, but he and Ann had been transported to this chunk of savanna during the time of year the Maasai call ilkisirat, the season of the short rains. If East Africa can be said to have an Indian summer, it’s during this time, when the land and its creatures receive one last respite from hardship before having to suffer under “the scourge of the red god,” as the Maasai ruefully refer to the dry season. And as humans do with any vacation or welcoming break in the weather, with that dusty time only about two weeks away, every plant, animal, bird, and insect was eagerly making the most of it. Even a pair of naïve strangers couldn’t help but pick up on the general tone. 

  A treacherous little voice in his mind (the tiny killjoy within all of us,” as his father had once derisively referred to it) tried to gruffly remind the playwright that he wasn’t anywhere close to being out of danger yet. He only had a bone club, fire, and his belt to use as a possible garrote or whip-like nearly every man walking the city streets, he knew only too well from his boyhood how the sharp, stinging lash of a belt buckle across the hindquarters feels, and he didn’t think that a lion would exactly enjoy it either-to defend Ann and himself with. He had no gun, and possibly worse, no knife to cut and construct things with. 

   And didn’t every main character in every classic survival story he’d ever read at least have a knife? Robinson Crusoe, the Swiss Family Robinson, Tarzan of the Apes, Rainsford himself-they’d all had knives. It felt like all his assets had been steadily stripped away from him by capricious Fate since he’d run out, filled with panicked desperation and a shockingly feverish, leonine courage, into the island’s jungle with that party of crewmen and film people alike at his back.

  If I’d been able to know somehow what sort of stunt Carl was going to pull on me for the sake of a film script and where he meant to shoot, I’d have taken Father’s old pistol out of the safe in advance, Jack wryly, wistfully thought, remembering the Colt 1911 Jason Driscoll had used in the Great War, and later presented to his eldest son when he graduated from Columbia University. 

   Since then, although Jack had never been one for guns and shooting-unlike his youngest brother Brian was for instance-, and fervently hoped never to have to use the weapon, he’d still found a surprising sense of reassurance in knowing he had “A Colt To Ride On!” as some of the ads proclaimed, in his apartment, there to protect himself and his property if need be. 

  Briefly changing his thoughts, Jack idly wondered if his attorney, Mr. Lithgow, had declared him legally dead by now, and the firearm, along with the rest of “the whole bleeding kaboodle,” as Lumpy would’ve said, had been auctioned off to some lucky opportunist. Hopefully he wasn’t the violent type of man.

  But his lack of firepower couldn’t be helped now at any rate, not until pigs flew. Come to think of it, since we’re in a land of talking beasts, I wouldn’t be surprised at all anymore if we suddenly came across one doing just that, he thought, puffing air out of his big nostrils and smirking in amusement. 

  Of course, he mentally amended, turning to casually focus his gaze on the fever tree and fig wood’s edge, with our luck, it’ll be a Jabberwocky or Captain Hook or one of H.G. Wells’ Beast Men from The Island of Dr. Moreau that comes flying out at us from those trees instead. 
  “And I don’t even have the luxury of a vorpal blade,” the playwright purred out to himself, feeling his cheeks wrinkle up in amusement at his private joke. He certainly didn’t think he would relish having to take on the kind of beast that Tenniel had so frightfully depicted in his illustration, with its snake neck and satanic rabbit/catfish face, with only a bone club in hand.

  His comment inadvertently grabbed Ann’s attention, and she swiftly turned her head to regard him, brought out of her own self-occupied state. She had been enjoying watching a several dozen strong flock of Fischer’s lovebirds, beautiful little parrots that looked like they’d literally flown through a rainbow from top to bottom and the colors had stuck to them in distinct waves, as they twittered and searched for seeds near the wood’s edge.

  I think you’re every bit as stunning, even in just a dirty slip, he thought on noticing the enchantment she’d been taking in them.

  “The Jabberwocky!” she broke in, a fond, nostalgic pleasure resounding in her voice and lighting up her soft Madonna features. “So you’ve read it too Jack! Mother would read it to my sisters and I all the time. Oh, how I loved that poem so much. I especially liked the picture of the toths,” she laughed, referring to Carroll’s crazy-looking part badger part lizard creatures, with their corkscrew faces and propensity for sundials. 

  “Yeah,” Jack happily concurred, feeling the corners of his mouth twitch upward in a nostalgic grin as he briefly focused his gaze on a quartet of southern ground hornbills, magisterially huge black birds the size of turkeys with gray-black beaks like pickaxes. Flaccid, bare carmine skin covering their faces and forming pouches at their throats, they unhurriedly walked over the vibrant green grass, snapping up grasshoppers and beetles to be tossed to the back of their mouths. 

  “The man sure had a talent for making up funny words and animals, didn’t he? Kind of makes me wish I chose to write fantasy sometimes instead of writing plays about people with depressing problems or who couldn’t control their vices,” he offhandedly, reflectively remarked.

  “Well, at least you give the masses a balanced view of life that way, and tell them that it’s not all sweetness and light,” Ann wisely pointed out. “They learn a lesson about the world at any rate.”

  “True,” Jack nodded. “But anyhow,” he said, dismissing his digression with a shrug, “my favorite poem of his as a boy was The Walrus and the Carpenter .” 

   As odd as it was, he’d always thought of the poem as an excellent illustration of the human condition, namely how men could be so easily, even fatally, deceived by promises of friendship and good things, as well as how some others-like a certain Carl Denham-cruelly took advantage of that trusting gullibility to satisfy their own ends.

  Looking at the gently undulating, endless croquet lawn sprawling before them, and in a fine temper indeed, he was hit with a playful urge of inspiration.  Jack was a writer of plays for the stage, not an actor who got up and performed on it. He suffered horribly from stage fright for one thing, and just like the cats he’d owned over the years, hated to look stupid for another-especially in front of his peers. 

  A faint, close-mouthed smile of embarrassment touched his features briefly as he imagined how his good friends at the now-disbanded Algonquin Round Table would’ve reacted if they’d seen his feckless little turn as storyteller in front of the painted dogs and Ann, even if it was in an Irishman’s blood to do so.  

   Still though, he’d had live theater training as a matter of course during his studies at Columbia. Jack knew both not only how to recognize when an actor had totally immersed himself into the character, but also how to do the deed with aplomb himself. 

  Deliberately making his languid, purring voice deep and husky and baritone, he switched the bone club to his right hand, tucked his upper left arm against his ribcage, and grandiosely gestured with his forearm as if it was a flipper, teasingly inquiring of Ann, “ ‘The night is fine,’ the Walrus said, ‘Do you admire the view?’” “Although it’s actually still broad daylight,” he broke out of character to modify. 

   Putting her free hand on her waist and giving that wonderfully charming giggle he knew and loved to hear, Ann responded, “I absolutely do Jack,” showing her porcelain teeth. “But I think any view is good to see as long as I’m with you,” she warmly told him, her voice softening.

  The warm affection and implied trust contained in her statement made Jack’s own soul feel warm in response, and he smiled fondly back at her. His blissful reverie was suddenly interrupted then by a mild curl of hunger in his abdomen, not so powerful that he couldn’t stand to go without food for now, but enough to make him desire to eat. Besides, the more food he and Ann took in out here, the healthier they’d ultimately be.  

   He came to a stop then, curtailing his unhurried walk and raking the forest’s edge with his eyes even as he began to approach it at an angle. 

   “Is something wrong Jack?” Ann asked him questioningly, instinctively drawing her slim form high to look in the same direction, then tentatively following him, coal tipped stick still resting in her hand. 

   “Not at all,” he reassured her. “I’m just feeling a bit hungry again, and hopefully there’s more fruit about for us.”

   It didn’t take him very long at all fortunately to find another custard apple bush, conveniently located close to the edge of the grassland and in the farthest point of a kind of U formed by two promontories of trees, giving them an excellent, protected and shaded view of the open landscape before them.

  The last time he’d eaten of the fruit, seemingly already an age ago, Jack’s hunger had been like a starving rat gnawing at a wooden box of bananas. Throwing his usual scrupulous etiquette to the wind, he’d torn into them like a coyote into carrion. Now though, he ate in a much calmer and more refined fashion, plucking, sitting down, and peeling as he inhaled the sweet, heady smells of fallen leaves and fermenting figs. Sticking the butt end of their fire deep into the soil, Ann joined him to partake of the large bush’s crinkly bounty as well, folding her legs under her after she’d filled her arms with several fruits. 

  It’s almost more like we’re having a Sunday picnic in Central Park rather than wandering like vagabonds in the middle of East Africa, he wryly thought, greatly amused by the incongruity of it all.

  The half-panorama they could see was gorgeous, and for a time they both were happy to just be together and watch the wildebeest passing by as they ate, bulls standing like proud equestrian statues in their temporary territories with heads held high, cows and yearlings marching along in loose files with theirs held down, as if they were cart-horses pulling loads. All the while, they kept up their ceaseless droning grunts, cropping grass in the manner of cattle.

  With their long white beards, hanging from chins to chests, along with their drawn, almost glum looking faces, and curved horns, the antelope reminded Jack of fairytale wizards with horned helmets, pensively going about their mysterious duties in some castle or forest. Both of them couldn’t help also laughing at how truly funny the hoofed beasts looked, and especially their crazy antics.

  For these animals, with their long, boxy faces, scraggly, unkept black manes, their fringed throats, and chunky bodies, are the buffoons of the plains, absurd looking and ill proportioned. Their heads are too big and their hindquarters too small. Unlike a deer or bison, their legs are surprisingly thin, seeming almost too rickety to support the weight of their bodies. They have the horns of a weird ox, a goat’s beard, the mane of a pony, with black lines on their necks as if trying to extend it, and the sloping hindquarters of a hyena. Wildebeest are misshapen jokes, a bizarre parody of the graceful antelope family to which they belong. If the giraffe is the animal built by a committee, the wildebeest seems like a fusion of the spare parts from all the other hoofed animals.

   Their utter silliness is also wonderfully accented by their clownish behavior. Apparently from either sheer high spirits or territorial behavior, they chase each other, run around in circles like circus horses for no obvious reason, randomly collide with each other as if they were atoms, and essentially act like an uncoordinated third-grade dance troupe on a major sugar high. When bulls are asserting or competing over territory, they horn the ground, buck like horses, do stiff-legged leaps, and otherwise cavort around, fly-whisk tails and manes flailing. 

  Perhaps the ultimate scene in the wildebeest comedy however, is when a bull will leap high into the air while facing a rival broadside, the four hundred and fifty pound animal doing a pirouette in midair to come down facing the other as if he was a circus clown or trained monkey parodying a ballet move. Little wonder that Theodore Roosevelt affectionately referred to them as “the fool of the veldt.”  

  Yet they are also enormously successful and astonishingly durable animals, able to keep up with the herd and even run within fifteen minutes of birth, and are standing at seven minutes old. It is estimated that in the Serengeti, there are about a million and a half wildebeest, all participants in one of the most amazing animal migrations on earth, where each one may walk twenty miles in a day, running a gauntlet of lions, hyenas, crocodiles, raging rivers, human hunters, disease, and other dangers. They can run at speeds of close to forty miles an hour, keeping this up for as much as seven or eight miles. The hulking antelope have been known to successfully stand up to cheetahs, hyenas and painted dogs, and rarely even lone lionesses. It is a testament to the true fortitude of the wildebeest, or Nyumbu ya Montu as it is known in Swahili, that big game hunters have described it as being “like a little tank on four legs,” or “the poor man’s Cape buffalo.” 

  Looking at their tousled black manes and deep, wide nostrils, he turned to ask Ann, in a spirit of playful self-deprecation, “They sure do look a lot like me, don’t they? Especially in the nose,” he added, feeling the corners of his mouth become taut and curve up in yet another grin.

   Citron fruit pulp flew in a dozen directions from between Ann’s opening lips, and she doubled over in hysterics at his comment before getting a grip on herself again. Still producing light chuckles, she sat up straight once more, pausing to flick her dried hair up and out of her face. 

   “Maybe, but I personally think you have much better proportions,” she good-naturedly told him, lips faintly curving. “Besides, you don’t have their horns, and that’s a good thing as far I’m concerned.”

  A bit embarrassed at her praise, he replied in turn, “Having horns would sure make it a chore to get through doors, I know that. The aristocrats probably wouldn’t want to associate that much with me either, no matter how good my plays were.” 

   “Jack Driscoll the minotaur,” Ann playfully ribbed him, taking another bite of her fruit.

   “Be careful what you say Ann,” he teasingly countered, pointing at her. “If there are already talking animals here, there’s likely magic too, so who knows if you’ve just jinxed me and now I’m going to wake up a minotaur tomorrow just because you talked about the subject. Then I’ll be hideously ugly and you won’t want to be with me anymore,” he finished, Ann giggling in amused pleasure.       

  Apparently deciding to accommodate another thought in her brain, Ann’s gentle virginal features suddenly became pensive and mildly distant. Before he could ask what was eating her, she meditatively took a bite out of another and softly ventured, “Speaking of talking animals for that matter, what sort of relationship do you think we should encourage between them and us? If any,” she added as an afterthought, regarding a herd of convict-striped zebras watching them with that bizarre intelligence in their eyes that they’d already come to accept as a matter of course.

  She was looking to him for guidance again, and he’d better provide it fast. And it was an unspoken question that had been hanging like a veil in the back of his head, ever since he’d understood with a shock what sort of fantastical place they’d found themselves in. The time had come, like the half-formed idea for a new play, to hold and examine it.

“If you want to be in paradise/ simply look around and view it/”  Willy Wonka and The Chocolate Factory.

 “In my opinion, the strangest animal of all is man.” Robert Ripley.

  After letting the gears in his writer’s head turn for a bit, looking casually up at the sky as if for divine inspiration as he chewed, Jack inhaled deeply through his nose before putting forth what seemed like a reasonable idea to him, even if it was uncomfortably manipulative.

  It’s not like you’d be using them as badly as Carl though, and it’s actually quite communistic for that matter, he reassured his conscience. 

  “First of all, it seems from the look of things that we ultimately have to depend on our own strengths out here, more or less. I mean, the birds and beasts all seem nice enough, and so far have clearly been willing to help if we ask or the impulse strikes them, but in the end they also have their own lives to live and paths to follow as we’ve already found,” he said, gesturing towards the grassy expanse with a sweep of his arm for emphasis.  

   “I really don’t like how they’re apparently only into short-term selflessness though Jack,” Ann whispered, her blue eyes downcast in despairing frustration. “I have faith in you, you know that, but there’s so far to go and so much to do and so much danger ahead I don’t see how we can do it without their help.”

   “Well,” he responded softly, “maybe things will turn around and we’ll get lucky. Even if they don’t, you’ll always have mine,” he reassured, taking her left hand by the wrist and gently enveloping it in both of his own. He would literally make sure the heat and blood he felt throbbing intoxicatingly through that hand would keep on doing so even if it killed him.

   Ann smiled at him gently, touching off a little spark of warmth inside before letting her sleek hand slide out and drop. “Yeah, maybe we’ll get fortunate when it comes to finding an animal that will look after us for quite a while. And if that doesn’t happen, I still think we should try to make friends with or at least get to know as many of them as we can,” she optimistically nodded, slowly, thoughtfully.

   Although she wasn’t directly insinuating it, Jack could tell that she was probably mentally wishing that the massive ape that had protected her was here. He didn’t know what exactly to feel about that, so he went ahead and proceeded with the discussion’s original, most pressing course.

   “I absolutely concur,” he affirmed, lightly slapping at another tsetse fly that had landed on his upper right arm. Christ, he hoped he didn’t get sleeping sickness or something similarly miserable like that on their account. “Your guess about how we got here and into this incredibly bizarre situation is as good as mine, but what matters is that we just have to cope with it. And I’m sure we can unanimously agree that we can’t afford to-“

  “pass up anything that could be to our benefit,” Ann supplied. Suddenly embarrassed, her hands shot up to her mouth and she contritely said, “Sorry Jack, I shouldn’t have interrupted you like that.”

 Many a man would’ve chided Ann, but not Jack Driscoll. “Don’t worry about it. That’s good if you can finish one of my sentences, shows that you’re on the ball and we’re thinking alike,” he said with a grin.   

  “You’re exactly right though. The two of us are stuck out here in a strange place we know absolutely nothing about and we badly need guides at the very least. We definitely won’t get all that far or live all that long charging around like a bunch of idiots out here, with no clue what we’re doing. So we need to make allies with animals who do have a clue.” 

  “Just don’t overdo it when you approach one Jack, and be careful who you pick,” Ann implored, clearly having come to and accepted the conclusion that it would be best to stay back while she let him handle the talking. You’re fully welcome to help me out too, he chivalrously thought, but didn’t say. He was sure she sensed it.

   “Believe me, I will,” he pointedly assured, slowly gesturing at his chest for emphasis. He remembered all too clearly how Carl-he wondered briefly, with ironic humor if the man was still waiting for him and Ann on the beach-had come on far too enthusiastically and strongly towards that chilling half-demon half-delinquent native girl with his “You know you want the chocolate!!” foolishness. Looking back through the spyglass of his hindsight, Jack strongly felt that that hideously overbearing and asinine display had been the catalyst for this whole sordid, horrific disaster. At least he knew far better and could actually read human behavior.

  “No, I don’t think we’ll be trying to partner up with any dangerous animals anytime soon,” he lightheartedly continued, making Ann chuckle. It was like music to his ears, and Jack decided he wanted the pleasure of hearing it again. “After all, it’s always been my understanding that something like a black mamba or a lion or crocodile is pretty hazardous to your health, and I wouldn’t count on trying to talk them out of biting,” he smirked. The very fact that he was thinking about the concept of even talking an animal out of attacking to begin with hit him as deeply absurd, and he gruffly chuckled again.

  “To say the least,” Ann choked out as she giggled wildly. “Can you imagine that Jack? ‘Hello Mr. Crocodile, we’d like you to take us across-‘ SNAP!” she said, clashing her slender forearms and splayed hands together for emphasis.

 “Not exactly an intelligent idea,” Jack grinned in agreement. “What is intelligent though is doing all we can to form friendships or at least bond with the others, even if they’ll always part ways with us in the end.”  

  “That could literally end up being a lifesaver,” Ann melodiously agreed in understanding. “And I of all people should know,” she added.  

  “Exactly,” Jack replied, a shockingly unexpected level of admiration and appreciation at what the great gorilla had done on Ann’s behalf flooding his body, as difficult as it was to reconcile with what he’d suffered literally at the beast’s hands. But that was already long ago and very far away indeed. 

  “There’s a limit to that too of course,” he continued.  “I mean, we shouldn’t be shamelessly going around and begging every single creature we see to do us a favor like we were panhandlers or be ‘our special friend’ obviously,” causing Ann to break into that chiming laughter, “but if we can have an animal guard us while we sleep, hunt meat for us, give us a ride like Indlovu did, teach us which plants and fruits are safe to eat, and especially tell us about the country, that would be a rich dividend in itself.”

   “And my goodness, how it already has been,” Ann wisely stated, as she finished pureeing a big bite of custard apple. “Even if he was a bit too optimistic about the lions as help, we’d have never known that these fruits were good and safe to eat if it wasn’t for Indlovu telling us.”

   “Not to mention the fact that he acted as a God-sent mount when I felt far more dead than alive,” he neutrally stated.

   “Yes,” Ann whispered, guilt and sympathy shadowing her blue eyes as she remembered. “Lord, I’m so sorry that it-I-put you in a state like this,” shuffling forward on skinned knees to delicately reach out and stroke his uninjured shoulder.

   “There’s absolutely nothing to be sorry for or about Ann,” he softly yet sternly told her, taking her hand in his own. He did not want her to be dwelling on such things, so Jack breathed deeply, reassuringly stroking the smooth skin inside her wrist in titillating circles with his thumbs, making Ann smile in contentment before he reluctantly let go and returned to the closing act of their serious “animal attraction” chat.   

   “But of all the relationships we could possibly form with these magically-gifted animals, what would really be a boon for us is if we could somehow help one of the animals out directly. You know, give it refuge from an attacking predator, help a lost one to find its home or family again, give it some food or water, or rescue it from a dangerous situation, something like that. Then we have ourselves an instant ally in addition to doing a good deed,” he smiled crookedly. 

  “Hopefully you’d be doing that more out of the goodness of your heart than selfish motives though Jack Driscoll,” Ann remarked with a telling sideways look, eyebrows arched.

  For an instant, what Ann was implying about him, that Jack would go and help animals in distress purely for his own Machiavellian purposes, was like a shocking, stinging blow to the face. She was basically saying that behavior made him no better than Carl! 

  “Hey,” he fervently protested, standing up and holding his hands in front of him, “for crying out loud Ann, you know I would help one anyw-“  

   But his gabbling insistence of altruism was cut short in confusion when Ann broke out laughing at him gleefully. “I’m only kidding Jack! Don’t worry, I’ve read enough of your plays to know that your heart and soul is firmly on the side of the weak and downtrodden, including the animals. It’s just that you’re so funny when you’re casting kittens though and I couldn’t help myself!” she puckishly laughed with twinkling eyes. 

   Caught firmly between profound relief and embarrassment, Jack gave a sheepish, downcast smile as he sat down in the leaves, saying “Glad you took note of that. And that I slay you when I get all worked up over something apparently.”

  “You’re welcome,” she supplied. “And I understand what you’re saying. After all, the enemy of my enemy is my friend, right?”

  Trying to preserve at least some dignity after that, Jack knowingly responded, “And how.” He finished up, “So basically, here’s what the bottom line works out to: The animals here know far more about this land and what it takes to survive out here than we ever could hope to. If we can form a friendship with an animal, or come across one that needs our help, for Christ’s sake let’s not allow the opportunity to pass us by.” 

  “That would be just like seeing a $20 bill on the sidewalk and walking past anyway,” Ann agreed, thoughtfully nodding.

   The sun at their backs was getting steadily lower then, Jack could feel it. He moved his aching arm to reflexively check his Rolex Oyster-if he ever got back to New York, he’d be giving one heck of an astonishing testament to the product’s durability-and compensating for time zones, realized with a shock that it was almost ten past five. “Good Christ!” he exclaimed. Where had the time gone for God’s sake?

   “Ann, we’ve really got to get going and reach that waterhole soon,” he pronounced in a no-nonsense tone, picking up his limb bone club and then helping his dame to her feet as she carefully grabbed the coal-tipped stick. 

   If Jack’s forced servitude on the Venture had taught him anything about the passage of time in different regions of the world, it was that twilight came and ended fast in the tropics. In spite of the fact that the cloudless sky was still an airy, bright blue, they probably had from forty-five minutes to about an hour before the last of the sun’s blazing orb sunk below the horizon, and Jack knew that Ann knew about the urgency of finding shelter too by the way she broke into a hurried walk beside him.

   As if to remind them that stumbling around in the dark wasn’t the only motivation he and Ann had for getting a move on, and that now the clock truly was ticking, from the southeast came the ominous, wood-file grunting of a leopard. Stopping in her tracks, Ann gasped while Jack took a few steps in the direction of the caller; dread exploding in his blood as he strained his ears. The spotted cat seemed to be calling from about a mile away, maybe a mile and a half, so they weren’t in immediate danger of being attacked or having a sudden encounter.

  Nonetheless, utterly galvanized by the wild sound, Jack wasted no time in breaking into a hurried, apprehensive trot along the strip of now thinning riparian forest with Ann at his heels. I sure don’t want to end up as cat food, he anxiously thought. Even though Jack had always been far more of a “people person,” and his choices of literature reflected that, he’d still read more than enough about Africa and its creatures to know that when the lights went out-then, then it was unquestionably the hour of the night beast. Now, with that time of the hunter and the hunted fast approaching, the beautiful savannah suddenly seemed almost threatening. 

  As if it couldn’t be content with merely sending them an auditory hint at Death’s veiled, yet always constant presence in this land, a more physical reminder of the battle for existence suddenly literally sprang out at them courtesy of the African bush. 

  “SNAKE!!!” a chorus of a few dozen slurring voices shrieked from a ways behind them. Giving a piercing scream, Ann immediately leapt up into the air like a gymnast and pressed her slim body against his own as Jack brandished the bone club like a baseball bat, even as he immediately turned in the noise’s direction, fully prepared to use it in earnest. 

  As he did, his eyes registered a flurry of wings as at about a third of the distance between them and the trees, and maybe forty yards behind them, a flock of red-eyed doves exploded into flight in a profusion of gray-brown bodies as a black mamba, seven and a half lethal feet of sleek silver death, shot into their midst like a cat, plucking one of the birds out of the air! Once the fangs connected, there was no chance at all for the dove, dying immediately from the powerful venom even as the snake settled back to earth. “Jesus Christ!”

  The speed and fierceness of the reptile’s lunge was nothing less than absolutely astonishing, and for just a moment or two, Jack was vividly reminded of the cool, effortless, athletic precision that the creatures he’d self-labeled Aquilasuchus had shown to such lethal effect in the stampede. He still couldn’t believe that he’d shoulder-rammed one and gotten away with it.

  Crazily but perhaps naturally, it occurred to him that the friend he’d done it for would be overjoyed to have filmed this right now. 

  “Oh my God Jack!” Ann gasped, equally astonished herself by the dart-worthy rapidity of the black mamba, now holding onto the dove and shifting it around. “That was so damned fast. Poor bird.”

  “Looks like the naturalists aren’t kidding about the mamba’s speed,” he stated in dry surprise. “Or venom.” 

   The disbelieving amazement he’d felt now bleeding off, Jack determined it was probably prudent to leave while the snake’s short lethal fangs were otherwise engaged (and the mamba had now engulfed the dove’s head and neck at this point) continuing on as Ann gave one last look of both morbid, revolted fascination and sympathetic distress towards such a gentle creature’s demise before whispering, “Poor thing,” and following into step behind him.

  Watching the black mamba’s kill had undeniably been an eye-opener to the Pridelands’ dangers in living color, and Jack told himself, nerves shaking as he replayed the image, shaking his head as well, Incredible. Sure thankful those fangs didn’t connect with either of us. Jeez, that was so quick, too quick for Ann or I to ever hope to dodge. Yes, he sure did yearn for a gun right now.

  Since Ann was now wisely and understandably repeatedly looking back over her carven shoulder for more serpents, Jack decided he too could wisely take the time to pay close attention to their surroundings instead of her for a bit. He’d always been an extremely observant man, one who excelled at taking in all the physical details, subtle nuances, and then richly expressing similar subtleties through his typewriter keys. 

  I actually got that to rhyme, he realized with delighted pleasure at the coincidence, feeling his facial muscles tighten in amusement before snapping out of it. When you wrote for a living after all, such attentiveness just came with the territory. This time though, just like in Skull Island’s jungles, what Jack usually did to get inspiration or to help make words flow beautifully along would now have to be done in deadly earnest. 

 If he wasn’t hyperaware and didn’t watch his back, Jack Driscoll knew that he was likely to pay a dear price, especially in thick brush or long grass. Still, at least there were Ann’s eyes and ears in addition to his. He’d also always been good at “mental multitasking” as his father called it, and let one part of him slip into dark ruminations about unforgiving nature while another stood sentry duty as he and Ann walked over the short grass.

  Even before the horror of Skull Island, unlike some of his friends and colleagues, Jack had never been the type of man to fall prey to the delusion that nature was always all one big garden, ripe for enjoyment, and couldn’t also have a very dark side to her indeed. His youngest brother, Brian, was every bit in love with hunting as Jack was with theater, and when they got together, he would often excitedly spout with an excited passion an account of how he saw wild animals attack each other or turn on their human tormentors.

  There had been an especially unsetting instance four years ago, Jack remembered, when Brian Driscoll had proudly shown his shocked kin pictures of him posing with a particularly large Colorado grizzly he’d only wounded at close range with the first shot, but finished with another, dropping it only two yards from his boots. You would’ve thought an ashen-faced Molly Driscoll was going to have a heart attack when her youngest son said that.

  “And that is why I only hunt birds and deer,” Father had whispered off the cuff to Uncle Martin.

   Then too, even if they’d actually had the remotest scrap of real luck and the Venture had never gotten within a hundred miles of Skull Island, Jack would already have seen more than enough from the steamer’s deck to reinforce his knowledge that nature could sure be savagely grim at times. Maybe two hundred miles or so west of the Azores, he’d watched, thunderstruck, as dozens of sleek common dolphins and powerful yellowfin tuna, seven-foot fish built like artillery shells and just as fast, tore into a school of mackerel, making the water boil as they hit the school like dynamite from below while Cory’s shearwaters and brown boobies plunged into the sea like darts for their share. 

  In the Red Sea, he’d witnessed a trio of tiger sharks, all different sizes, ripping at a freshly killed green sea turtle, sending out billows of black blood as the huge striped fish rammed their flattened salamander heads into the shell, and finally, incredibly, taking brutal bone-crunching bites out of the green turtle’s shell itself. It was as if it had been nothing more than porcelain, everyone waiting their turn as the sharks stared impassively with their bleary black eyes. And then there’d been that fatal island, close to a damn temple to nature red in tooth and claw…

  Jack’s tousled black hair flopped as he slightly shook his head dismissively. That was irrelevant, he reminded himself. At least the dangers out here were actually familiar, could be anticipated and prepared for, not creatures that should’ve died out millions of years before or were abominations right out of a Hieromyus Borsch painting. The devil that you did know after all, truly was better then the one that you didn’t. And for Christ’s sake, the first men had called these plains-well, similar ones, he wryly corrected himself-home sweet home. If they were able to make it out here with just sticks and stone tools, he and Ann could too for a while.    

  Suddenly, the forest ended completely then, except for a few scattered trees. As they kept moving, the soft rush of water could be heard. Then, at the same time it registered on his vision, Ann said, “It’s a waterfall Jack,” in a tone of delighted surprise. There was a short, twenty-five foot bluff facing them, over which the river poured in a sparkling cascade.

  “Quite beautiful,” the playwright affirmed. But there was regretfully little time to really take the sight in, and after taking another good drink Jack skirted the low bluff, even though his host of bruises sent out throbbing signals of pain as he climbed to the higher ground. 

  It was at that moment, as Jack turned around after helping Ann up in turn, that two majestic, awesome sights boldly rose up and silently competed for their attention, Pride Rock and the great marsh-ringed waterhole in all their glory. Pride Rock won out by a landslide.

  “Holy Mackerel!” he exclaimed in hushed awe, sweeping his eyes to the great monolith’s top, then back to the bottom. 

  “Oh my goodness,” Ann stated, equally impressed herself. And it wasn’t terribly difficult to understand why. Pride Rock, this great rough-hewn granite island looming out of a sea of green grass, had to be half the height of the Chrysler Building back home, Jack estimated, a quick flash of homesickness striking him at the thought. 

  Rising slowly but magisterially from the left in a curve feathered with trees, it culminated in a thick, square-topped column before terminating in a sheer, slicing drop that was only punctuated by a great tilted spur of stone sticking out in front like a gigantic upturned hand, supported by a smaller one below. 

  It would make a great outdoor stage, Jack approvingly thought.

  Oddly, it reminded him for some reason of the hymnal’s Rock of Ages, all the way from boyhood Masses. 

  He remembered how Indlovu had so calmly, understatedly told them, You will be able to see Pride Rock close by. Well of course. You’d have to be either blind or hopelessly addled in the head not to notice something like this.

  “That’s one very huge rock indeed, isn’t it Jack,” an impressed Ann commented, arching her slim eyebrows for emphasis. “Magnificent too,” she added appreciatively with a distant smile.

  “Definitely quite the natural castle,” he agreed, affectionately slipping his arm around her waist. For a few moments, feeling her body against his own and enthralled by the massive upside-down flying buttress of stone before them, he couldn’t help nurturing a beautiful fantasy, one where the place was just sitting there to be occupied, all for them. In those granite ramparts, they’d live and love forever, with the creatures of this enchanted place as their partners and playmates. He would be the devoted king, and Ann his beatifically gorgeous queen.

   Come back to reality Jack. The place belongs to the lions, and they’ll likely severely harm you at best if you go there. 

   Although he couldn’t see them from where he was standing, Jack idly wondered if the big cats could see and smell them even at this distance. Probably, he guessed. Still lifted high on the dregs of his fancy, he turned, bent, and flicked Ann’s bedraggled ringlets aside before putting his lips on that ecstatically smooth cheek. Without any hesitation, she giggled in surprised delight, and then responded in kind.

   Thrilled at the dear gesture, Jack told her approvingly, “You sure always know when to pay cash now and how to do it, don’t you?”       

   She nodded happily with flushed cheeks, and together, they turned away from the Rock of Ages and went instead for the great cool patch of green and blue, laughing.

    The waterhole proved to be far larger than Jack had thought it would be. It was about half the size of the lake in Central Park, fringed by a dense halo of hip high dark green reeds, bristling like pens from a cup or porcupine quills. There were also lush stands of even taller papyrus, their triangular stalks topped by feathery, spearmint green heads shaped like upside-down bells. 

  Interspersed like sentinels sticking out of the cooling stain of marsh, as if to drive home the point that it was an enchanting oasis, were phoenix, borassus, and date palms, their fronds waving lightly in the wind like gigantic plumes. Walking over to where the river drained out, Jack could clearly see that the waterhole was spring-fed, as clear as gin save for a light, unobtrusive accent of green-tan. 

  Finally, like moons around a planet, there were five much smaller spring-fed lily ponds that drained into the large waterhole, each bearing a floating garden of exotic white lotuses and blue lotuses.  Despite the more pressing desire for another good drink he felt, Jack thought admiringly that it was almost like an Egyptian tomb painting come to life, complete with a whole host of birds.

  And oh, were there birds! Blue and orange malachite kingfishers swung like electric sparks on the reeds, while pied kingfishers, sporting harlequin livery of black and white, hovered fluttering like huge moths above the water before plunging for frogs, tadpoles, and small fish. Greater and lesser flamingos, stunning shell-pink geese on ludicrously long, scaly legs, contemplatively waded or filtered water through their upside-down smiles. Jacanas, diademed with forehead shields of sky, used their splayed, bizarrely ultra-long toes to support their rufous bodies as they walked over the lotus leaves. 

   Gray herons, looking almost exactly like the great blues Jack had often seen back home, stalked catfish and frogs in the shallows as platoons of solemn storks, yellow-billed, white, open-billed, and the resplendently majestic saddlebills, sedately marched with a determined focus through the water, each seeking their own favored prey to snap at. Hammerkops, their hammer-shaped heads and thick, almost slicked-back head plumes giving them a rather misshapen appearance, shuffled for tadpoles and insects at the water’s very edge, while glossed hadada ibises occasionally stopped to bugle out their namesake cry-ha-daa-daa-daaa-as they probed the mud alongside their sacred ibis relatives.

  Further out swam small parties of huge African white pelicans, looking surprisingly aristocratic in spite of their comic neck pouches, and swan-sized spur-winged geese, holding their rear ends high above the water like a lady afraid to get the hem of her dress wet. Among them swam flotillas of Egyptian geese, knob-billed ducks, yellow-billed ducks, and red-billed teal, bobbing and dabbling on the sparkling blue surface.

  Now this, he thought in impressed awe at the place’s beauty, is just the kind of place I wouldn’t have minded in the least if Carl wanted to camp out at to shoot film.  

  “Look at all the hippos Jack!” Ann eagerly pointed out, as she carefully stuck the butt end of the firestick in the soft wet earth. He’d already noticed. It was quite hard not to really. Most prominent of all the aquatic creatures, twenty-five or so of the rotund giants were contentedly lolling and rolling like sections of logs, with that air of laid-back cheeriness one often sees in the pleasantly plump. Water sprayed into the air in a shower of crystal droplets as the hippos twirled their little ears like pinwheels, waves surging from their purple-brown bulk, as they’d surface to breathe. A big bull threw back his massive head, opening his great ivory temple of a mouth to reveal tusks as long as Jack’s forearm in a king-sized yawn.

  Ever since he’d first seen them at the Bronx Zoo as a boy, Jack had always been fond of hippos. They seemed to have just the perfect life, soaking up sun, playing in the water, dozing and floating around with nothing especially pressing on their minds, sparring good-naturedly like two yearling calves were doing right now, and always seeming to bear an incongruous Mona Lisa smile on their bristly faces. He knew of course, that they were deceptively swift beasts and perhaps one of the biggest man-killers in Africa, but it sure was hard to believe that from such placid, playful behavior.

   Jimmy would be utterly thrilled to be seeing this, he reflectively thought, a slicing strike of pain touching his heart from his last sight of the young sailor before the playwright deliberately forced the brutal memory away. Although he didn’t know about Ann, Jack did know that he sure felt filthy and yes, physically polluted from the island, especially that stinking hellish dark gorge that had left far too many physical reminders on his shirt and skin, which he hastily wanted to be rid of with a plunge in the drink. 

  Still, he wasn’t going to throw caution to the wind with these rounded behemoths around. He remembered hearing that when a person was killed by a hippo on land, it was usually either because they got between the panicked animal and the water it was trying to reach, or they got too close to one resting on or close to shore. 

  Letting the bone club drop with a deliberate thud to the grass, he told Ann, who was as equally absorbed in rapture at this magical sight as he was, “I’m going to go down and let the hippos see that we’re here, talk to them even so that they don’t feel spooked and tolerate us. Don’t worry baby, I’ll be careful,” he immediately added on seeing the apprehension dawning on her ivory face.

  “Just be so careful then Jack,” she pleaded, although he could also detect a reluctant, cautious trust in his judgment. “Even I’ve heard of how dangerous these animals can be.” 

  “Hey don’t worry,” he told her gently, playfully, “I’ll be a regular diplomat. When you rub shoulders with so many, it just grows on you after all.” He reached out and linked his muscular fingers on one hand with her delicate ones, both squeezing in a gesture of mutual worry and reassurance before letting go. 

  Breaking away, Jack went down to the shining water on a hippo trail with Ann a prudent distance behind him. He intended to clap his hands to get the herd’s attention, then introduce himself and Ann, then exchange pleasantries if the hippos seemed to be okay with their presence, which they likely would be, ending it up with a satisfying bath in the spring. A, B, C, D. That’s a wrap folks.

  Suddenly then, he sensed Ann going rigid behind him, saying in a monotone of hesitation and anxiety and confusion and disbelief, “Jack, look what’s in that flat place in the reeds.”

  “Which one?”

  “Over to the left, maybe six feet away.”

  After a moment of scanning, Jack saw a collection of objects, filling him with both astonished gratitude and also some fear at what it implied at the same time. There was a leopard tortoise’s shell countersunk in the dirt, filled with a pasty, whitish herbal substance, heavily dappled with green and brown spots and swirls. Medicine? Food?

  There was a one-foot square piece of some thick, pebbled hide, most likely rhino or warthog, he guessed. A pair of actual petite shoes, crude but durable things made of reeds and apparently lined with feathers inside sat waiting to be used, while most surprisingly of all, a huge calabash sat filled with hot water, steam curling from the surface.

 Knowing full well whom the intended recipient was, Ann moaned in pure thankfulness, “Shoes. Thank Heaven Jack, I can walk without hurting my feet again,” her eyes misting.

  “Oh my God. Oh my God,” Jack repeated incredulously as he stepped forward, even now not fully trusting what he was seeing. But it was all very real, just like a gold coin, seemingly sent from heaven, would still be to the vagrant with the incredible luck to find it on the street. Suddenly Jack Driscoll had a lot of pressing questions exploding into his mind, all of them begging and competing to be answered, analyzed.

  Despite the fact that they were mind-bogglingly, insanely sapient and able to speak fluent English for Christ’s sake, even the animals here couldn’t possibly be able to understand how to control fire, heat water, weave reeds, or mix something together out of plant products. Could they? Despite the fact that Jack always seemed to be receiving a sharper shovel just when he’d thought that he’d finally reached the very bottom of lunacy these days, he really didn’t think so. Only men could use tools, do these things.

  So that meant there were people here. People who had to still be close by. 

  But what kind of people?

  “You know what this means, don’t you Jack?” Ann asked in hesitant wonder, looking up into his eyes.

  “Yes,” he nodded empathetically. “We’re not alone out here.”

   He strongly hoped it was a group of natives with a far gentler disposition than the last one. Not at all for the first time, the images of black, spidery creatures more demon than human, hideously scarred and pierced, glaring with an incomprehensible malice and reeking of old fish, sweat, salt and oil, abruptly leapt up out of his protesting psyche to simultaneously fill his soul with profoundly numbing fear and red-black rage at the recollections Jack so badly wished he could forget. The worst of it wasn’t even how, after the explosive agony at the back of his skull and that feeling of falling forever, he’d thought that they’d just ensured even memories would be denied to Jack Driscoll permanently. It was what they’d done and tried to do to Ann, the angel and nymph and most beautiful woman in the world standing beside him, heartlessly staking her out like Andromeda for Cetus, a goat for a tiger.

  Jack had taught as a boy both by Sunday school and his parents that it wasn’t nice or becoming to feel hatred towards anyone or anything, and for the most part still kept to that philosophy. Even after what the chubby movie producer had pulled, making him into an indentured servant and prisoner on the steamer, he still didn’t even loathe Carl. 

  All the same, the cannibal savages were unquestionably an exception, especially her, the demonic ranting hag. It was just as well for the raisin-faced female shaman that Jack had been far too preoccupied with his frenzied, wild, dash through the glowing village to reach Ann in time, and hadn’t crossed paths with her to begin with. If things had been different-well, Jack would soon both have violated the social commandment that you never harm a woman, and gotten blood on his hands a la Macbeth.

  Even now, if he somehow met Ann’s would-be destroyer again, he’d still do the same deed, as shocking and profoundly disturbing as even he found the thought to be. Nor would Jack necessarily be quick about it. 
  Good Jesus Mr. Driscoll, you’re sure getting unusually bloody-minded, aren’t you? Should be working for Capone if you can have an attitude like that, he told himself in dumbfounded amazement. And it certainly wasn’t by any means a good place to mentally be dwelling, so he flung it aside. Besides, if there were hostile savages lurking in the reeds, there was no way in fiery hell that they’d be going and putting out shoes and simple medical items for these white strangers. 
  “Do you think they’re still around here Jack?” Ann questioned, even as she stood erect and shaded her blue eyes with her hand to scan the area. “We really should thank them at the least, even if they don’t understand us.”

  “Yeah,” the writer agreed, drawing his numb body up in imitation of her as his vision also raked the surrounding marsh. There was neither hide nor hair of a human figure, and nor did he see any indication of a fresh gap or disturbance in the reeds that might mean someone was present but hiding. The heated water was steaming profusely though, so it had to have been put there only minutes, maybe seconds, before he and Ann arrived. Yet at their tallest the reeds were waist high at best. A man would find it quite difficult to sneak away without eventually showing himself or making a rustle of some kind.

   Perplexed, Jack decided that they had to still be there, laying low until he and Ann had accepted their indirect ministrations and then finally left. Cautiously, making an effort to be neutral and nonthreatening in his tone, he called out, “Hello? Is anyone around here? We’d really like to thank you for putting things out to help us. We don’t mean you any harm. Hello?” He felt confident that even if they couldn’t comprehend a word of English, they’d probably at least pick up on the intimations of his speech. 

  “Let me try Jack,” Ann volunteered. “They might be intimidated by you and maybe they’ll feel more at ease if I ask them to come out.”

   Gesturing outward with his palms, then pointing at his chest, Jack chuckled in self-deprecation, “Trust me Ann, I’m many things, but being intimidating is not one of them. In fact, I’m the least daunting person I know,” giving a wide grin. 

   She still did have a point though, and he sat down, listening to Ann give out a few feminine, melodious queries herself of “Hello? We won’t hurt you. Anyone there?” before putting her lovely hands on her hips in puzzlement, shaking her head in disappointment before returning to Jack and saying as he stood up, “Guess they’re long gone. A pity.”

  “Well, maybe we’ll run into them eventually and get the chance to thank them then.”

  “True. We’d better start making use of the hot water before it gets cold though,” she proclaimed decisively.

   As he began to sit down again, Ann suddenly said, “Jack, did you just hear something?” as she slowly turned to the right.

  “No,” he replied, following her gaze himself. But then Jack thought he also detected a sound as well, one of two objects knocking together with a pleasant sort of clock. It came a second time, and Ann said, “Now do you hear it Jack?”

 “Yes, I do.” Staring hard at the place it seeming to originate from, Jack suddenly saw, or to be more specific thought he saw, two spheres bearing earth-toned colors bound to the top of a stick, like gourds almost. But it only registered for half a moment at most, then was gone, leaving two puzzled humans to blink their eyes and wonder silently if they’d really seen or heard anything to begin with.

  “Well, if it was anything it’s gone now,” Jack dismissed, turning back to the shell full of that slick paste. He was pretty sure it wasn’t food, but curiously dipped his fingertips into the substance anyway and sniffed them to make certain. There was a strongly astringent, sharp, surgery theater scent to the ointment. Definitely medicinal.

   “I’m going to test it on myself first,” he informed Ann, “see if it helps at all.”

   “All right,” she replied calmly.

   Jack touched it to his shoulder wound in a firm line. It was like being touched with nitric acid.

  “Good Jesus Christ!!” he yelled out at the iodine sting, successfully getting the attention of every creature within the vicinity. “Aww, that burns like damned fire.”

   Even as he finished though, he felt the stinging begin to melt away. That meant that there also had to be a painkiller of some kind in this stuff. Too bad it didn’t come first.
   Recovering from the shock, Ann said with surprised dryness, “I think that must mean it works then.”

   “Like hell it sure does,” Jack grunted.

    Smiling impishly, Ann shook her head in teasing disbelief, saying, “I’m surprised at you Jack Driscoll. You’ll charge like an elephant through an island of horrors and ram meat-eating dinosaurs with your shoulder, but you can’t stand a little antiseptic.”

   “You’ll be thinking differently when it’s eating into your raw flesh,” he mumbled in response. “We’d best take a good bath in that pond first though.”

   “The more dirt and filth we can get off and out of our wounds, the better,” Ann wholeheartedly agreed. “I’ve seen people die from infected cuts or lose limbs.”

   “Then let’s get to it,” he said, turning to go down to the shore-and seconds later finding himself facing a whole wall of hippos, zebras, gazelles, and all the place’s birds. In water, hippos seem quite a bit smaller than they actually are, and can be difficult to take seriously. But now that they were out of it, inflated dirigibles of flesh fully exposed for all the world to see, they were terrifyingly, shockingly huge, tiny froggy eyes regarding the two humans from atop three-foot long heads. For several moments, Jack thought with a consuming terror that he was going to be chomped in half by those tusks as Ann screamed and got behind his outstretched arms, trusting him to shield her as best he could. Running would’ve done them precious little good.

  One large hippo cow though, opened her jaws and told them in a grunting, drawling voice, “Don’t be frightened of us. We’ve just never seen humans in the flesh before, and we’re all curious about you.”

 “Yeah, everything’s okay. None of us are going to bite,” a young zebra stallion confirmed, showing his horsy teeth in a sociable grin that still contained a hint of cautious nervousness.

  And indeed, all the animals were staring at him and Ann with expressions of utter incredulity in their soft dark eyes. Jack was almost certain that he must’ve looked the exact same way when he first laid eyes on Skull Island’s dinosaurs, laid eyes on the ape.

  Jesus Christ, he and Ann must themselves be like the dinosaurs to them! If he weren’t having this prickly feeling like they were uncomfortably under siege, and trying to get a hold of his still shaking, startled nerves, Jack would’ve laughed wildly at the bizarre irony. Apparently, we’re inadvertently causing quite a bit of consternation for all the locals. 

   Relaxing first behind him, Jack felt Ann’s muscles loosen first, feeling her slowly back up before she said with distinct trepidation from over his left shoulder, “You’ve never seen humans before? Ever?”

  “No,” a young hippo bull responded in awe, “we never have. Until now.”

   “Then in that case, how did you even know what we are, much less what to call us?” Jack asked through his dissipating tension. “And fellas, this is also a bit too close for our comfort, so could everyone please back up a little? Not to be disrespectful, we just need some breathing room you see,” he kindly added.

   “Sure thing,” a zebra stallion politely said with a simple head bob, backing into his mares as the other large animals followed suit. Feeling less cramped, Jack joined Ann in a calming exhalation of freed contentment.

   “We’ve heard rumors, stories about your kind, and everyone in the Pridelands knows of someone who claims to have seen a human being before, but ultimately we thought it was all made-up,” an awed gazelle doe continued in answer to Jack’s question.

   Like Bigfoot, Jack thought with great amusement. “Well, if you creatures have been living lives innocent of humans, I’m betting you have quite a few questions to ask of us,” he stated, looking at the ever sinking sun in the west. 

  “I sure do,” a yellow-billed stork pointedly said.

  “But first,” Jack continued, trying to be as diplomatic and gentle as possible, “Ann and I have really, truly had an absolutely horrible time before we came to this place. No offense, but we need to clean up and take care of our wounds first before we’ll be doing much talking.”

  “Say no more,” the dominant hippo bull acquiesced. “You’re even welcome to bathe as much as you want in our pond,” he graciously offered as Jack noted his eyes taking in the host of scratches and bruises covering his body and Ann’s. “How does that sound? My name’s Kiboko, by the by.”

  Beaming in grateful pleasure, Jack told the hippo, “Sounds wonderful indeed. My name’s Jack Driscoll.”

  “And I’m Ann Darrow. Nice to meet you Kiboko,” Ann told him.

  “You humans have two names. Very interesting,” a spur-winged goose pondered.

  “Odd, isn’t it?” Jack neutrally said. “Ann and I would like our bath right now though, and since we’re creatures that highly value it, we’d also kind of enjoy some privacy too. Just one of those weird things about our kind.”

  A bit confused at this human concept, but happy to concede to their wishes and not at all perturbed, the animals backed off and more or less returned to their previous activities as best they could manage. If a lady hadn’t been present, Jack would’ve probably just gone and unhesitatingly swum in the nude. That wasn’t at all an option with Ann as a swimming partner however. He’d be keeping his button-up boxers on today.

 “Jack,” Ann offered with a troubled, please-allow-me-to-assist quality to her voice, “let me help you out of your clothes.” 

 Ordinarily, the writer would’ve been completely taken aback at the idea of a woman offering to help him disrobe. But here, with his body numb and throbbing and tender, shirt and pants glued to his skin with his own blood, Jack was unutterably, profoundly grateful for the offer.

 “Just make it quick and try not to have it hurt too much when the shirt comes off,” he told her in an indirect affirmation. 

 Each article of clothing he took off revealed a canvas of horrors. The shoes were first, being pushed off with a squelching, sucking noise to reveal socks plastered with and reeking of sweat and mud and fluid from blisters. 

  The socks themselves were next, causing Jack to grit his teeth and give out droning moans of hurt as the fabric rolled away in Ann’s hands to reveal feet covered in blisters and scabs, chafed and smelling like cheese in a grave. 

  The trousers at least were much less of a painful chore. All Jack had to do was unbuckle his belt, slip it out, and push downward while Ann, looking with anguish at his feet, pulled at the legs. The watch was duck soup.

  “Now here comes the fun part,” Jack sardonically muttered to Ann before raising his arms in a surrender gesture so she could help him out of the war casualty his shredded silk shirt had become. It was sticking, and it was a painful process, making Jack gasp “Great Jesus Christ! Damn it, that hurts like molten metal!” even as a remorseful, misting Ann told him, “God Jack, I’m so sorry. Forgive me for doing this to you.”

  The undershirt’s shedding brought both the agony and the full display of horrors inflicted on Jack’s body to an abhorrent, sickeningly vivid climax. Once the irresistible shriek of pain from his wounds being excruciatingly reopened died on the breeze, Ann just stared in shocked revulsion at the devastation wrought on his body, hypnotized even as she wept in horrified grief. Now they could both see in all their gruesome glory the long, thin parallel red rake marks, like the wounds a double hook without barbs might make when dragged across the skin, and the short ragged gashes, similar to ones that would result from taking a pinch of your flesh and cutting it with a pinking shears. 

  He was mottled, dappled with livid multicolored bruises, almost more like the skin of a shaved leopard than a man’s. Jack had had no idea it was even possible for human skin to exhibit such a multitude of colors.

  Ann started to speak, but Jack looked her in the eyes and said as loudly as he could with his own, No. Please don’t make me talk or even think about it, at least for a couple months. If he had to dwell on it for too long, Jack knew that he would lose his lunch, lose his composure, or lose his marbles. Quite likely, it would be all of the above. 

  Howard Lovecraft might have written an Antarctic Gothic thriller called At The Mountains of Madness, but the writer Jack Driscoll had barely escaped with his life from a gorge of madness, one inhabited by the types of abominations that should’ve rightfully stayed within the pages of Lovecraft’s works. He’d certainly never be able to read about the shoggoth again without the nauseating memories of how Lumpy died and his killers coming back to make him quake, that was for sure. For the love of Christ, it was a goddamn miracle that he hadn’t come out of there wild-eyed himself and shrieking, Tekeli-ki!, at the top of his lungs.

  Mercifully, Ann got the message and showed compassion by omission, settling instead for a gentle, commiserating embrace, showing care not to touch his wounds and bruises even as she cradled the back of his head in her thrillingly soft hands and kissed his crown. The display of Ann’s mutual care for him sent a thrill of warm happiness through Jack’s blood, and he favored her with a thin smile before saying, “Thank you doll,” and taking her hand to help as he stood erect in just boxers.

   At the waterhole’s edge, mud coolly squelching and oozing between his toes as he began to wade out into its blissful coolness, fish darting before him, Jack realized with puzzlement that Ann wasn’t following.

  “Don’t you want to join me?”

  “I do Jack, but it’s just that I’m wearing only this slip, and…well…you see…It’ll stick when wet.” Not able to say anymore, she stared at the mud with cheeks flushed and a hand on her face in mortification. “I’d just feel so ashamed in front of you.”

   Without even thinking, Jack softly told her, “Ann, I think you have a gorgeous body. Nothing about it could ever be shameful.” In an instant, the full realization of what he’d just said hit the playwright with the force of a shotgun blast as his cheeks became fire. “Oh jeez Ann, don’t take it like it sounded! Forget what I said, I just meant that-“

  Recovered from the shock, Ann assured him, “I know what you meant Jack. That’s very sweet. A bit blunt perhaps, but very sweet,” calming him with a charmed and charming smile.

  “Someday, I am going to reach my goal of thinking before I speak,” Jack muttered through his fingers.

  “Don’t bother. That’s one of the things I like about you Jack Driscoll. Not to mention that I think you have a lovely body too,” immediately planting her fingertips on her own lips and giving Jack a sideways, coyly girlish look.

  His cheeks growing even hotter, Jack shifted his weight and wryly offered, “You know, I think we should get to our swim right now and cool off before we start getting too steamy here,” walking out further into the clear water while Ann joined him, catfish, barbells, killifish, tilapia and turtles all elegantly making way for the playwright and vaudeville performer as the two lovers slid into the translucent little lake.  

   The water was absolutely great. It felt purifying, soothing, civilizing, invigorating. It washed off the unholy, sticky clotted mixture of dirt and smeared mud and insect hemolymph and sweat and insect guts and sand and blood that had been caking Jack from scalp to soles. It was a spiritual, psychological and physical cleansing, a washing his hands of Skull Island as Jack enthusiastically used those appendages as simple scrapers, rubbing the pollution off in the same circular motions that a beachgoer uses to apply sunscreen. The only thing that would’ve made it better was if he’d had a bar of Ivory soap with him, but this would just have to do. The feeling of floating in aquatic space, a cool, supporting and insulating three-dimensional realm was a magical, heady one, and it swiftly went like a heavenly drug to both their heads. 

  Very soon, although he didn’t have any idea why, Jack found himself laughing ecstatically in tandem with Ann, and throwing all his normal dignity to the wolves, played with his angel in the cool weightlessness. They took deep breaths and dove together in tandem like a pair of otters. They grabbed each other’s forearms and dove linked that way, corkscrewing downward or sideways. They backstroked, Jack looking into Ann’s cornflower blue eyes as they laughed together. They gamboled and slipped their bodies over and under each other like sea lions.

  Things came to a delightful climax when they parted to catch their breaths, Ann standing on the bottom, Jack admiring her joyous expression up close-when suddenly she gave an impish grin, flicked her wrist, and splashed him in his lean face! Once he blinked away the white pebbles of water, Jack saw a laughing Ann slogging for shore.

  “You’re going to pay for that!” he announced playfully, going after her. Ann might’ve been a fast runner and agile, but Jack had the longer legs, and ran her down at the edge of the reeds. Grabbing her around the waist, he slung her onto his shoulder facing backward as she screamed in excitement. Deliberately heading back into the deeper water, he huskily told his giggling captive, “Miss Darrow, don’t you know that the person who splashes Jack Driscoll in the face will be sentenced to a dunking as punishment?”

  “No,” Ann giggled from behind his back.

  “Then it’s time to teach you!” he proclaimed, grabbing Ann and throwing her on her side into the drink. 

  Laughing, she bobbed up, launching herself off the bottom to strike Jack in the chest with the heels of both her hands, knocking him backwards and underwater. Getting back up and clearing his vision, Jack gave a crooked, sly grin back before inhaling and diving, circling around Ann, obligingly “playing dumb,” and rocketing up behind her to seize her slim body around the ribcage as he gave his best imitation of an alligator bellow. Falling to her knees with a shriek and going below the surface, Ann rose back up with him as they stood to breathe again, laughing as she scooped more water in both hands and let fly.

  Jack reciprocated, grinning as they splashed each other back and forth half a dozen times; laughing so hard it almost hurt before tackling Ann again. 

  Suddenly, Jack remembered why they were in the spring in the first place, as much as it dampened his giddy spirits at the idea of turning his back on so much fun, “Ann, as much as I hate to say it, I think it’s time for us to call it quits now,” he reluctantly announced, even as he was still smiling and flushed with pure pleasure.

  “Do we have to?” Ann girlishly shot back before conceding with “You’re right Jack. That water won’t stay hot forever,” water pouring from her soaked satin slip as she exited their wild swimming pool. Modestly focusing his gaze only on her eyes, then the ground, Jack got an idea for something he wanted to do for her before getting out himself. It would also keep his eyes from being distracted as well.

  In the shallows nearby, where a creek from one of the smaller ponds drained into the waterhole, was a compliment of stunning Egyptian blue lotuses, each seemingly carved of ivory and tinted as blue as Ann’s eyes. 

  Seeing that he was beginning to go in a different direction, Ann curiously enquired from behind him, “What are you doing?” 

  “Getting you a present,” Jack looked over his shoulder to respond. Wading out, he reached out over the green plates of leaves with a lithe arm and graciously picked one superb blossom for her, petals spread out in their full sapphire glory.

  Returning, Jack presented it to her, bashfully but warmly saying “Here. It matches your eyes so perfectly and smells as sweet as you do that I think this lotus is perfect for you.”

  Touched, Ann accepted it, saying, “Oh thank you Jack! That is so sweet of you. This is such a beautiful thing-and smells divine,” she appreciatively added, inhaling deeply of its sweet perfume. “But how will I carry it around,” she pondered aloud. “I want to keep this for quite a while.”

  “I never thought of that,” Jack shrugged with a sigh of mild annoyance at himself. Hit then by a pleasing concept, he supplied, “You could always look even lovelier than you already are and tie it in your hair,” smiling back.

  Ann did just that without a word after squeezing the water out of her curls, the lotus looking like an ivory star plucked from heaven and sent to float up against the left side of her head, wonderfully accenting her already surpassing beauty, as far as Jack was concerned. “You are lovely,” he murmured.

  Turning then to the calabash of steaming water, Jack softly sat down, telling Ann, “Lie down and let me attend to those feet,” a small stab of sadness piercing him as he gazed at the abuse they’d taken while he picked up the slab of hide.

  “ I think if anyone is in the greatest need of attention Jack, it’s you, but alright,” Ann said with both concern and resignation, stretching her slim legs in front of her and pulling her slip up to a modest height. 

  Putting the calabash in front of her, Jack told Ann, “Give them a soaking first, then I’ll scrub them out.” From what he could tell from Ann’s gasp of reaction, the water was quite hot, but just tolerable. After a few minutes, she let him tenderly massage and scrub her feet with the wetted hide, rubbing and scraping away the scabs and dirt out of the cuts, even as she grasped the dirt with her hands and compressed her lips against a pain that Jack felt profoundly horrible at inflicting, even if it was for her own good.

  The worst part was applying the salve, Ann gasping out “For the love of God Jack, that does hurt!”

  “I know sweetheart, I know,” Jack droned in sympathy, the knowledge that he was causing Ann pain, a woman who if he had the power, would protect from all and every kind of distress forever, like a spear being rammed into his very soul. 

  Casting about for something to take her focus off the stinging, Jack told Ann, “Have I ever told you about my father Jason?

  “Not very much,” Ann said through tensed jaws.

 “Well, he and my mother currently live in Philadelphia, where he still runs a practice there.”

 “A practice? You mean your father’s a doctor Jack? No, you never told me that.”

“Absolutely,” he said with a thin smile of pride. “Been known as Jason Driscoll M.D. for thirty-four years running. He served as an army medic in The Great War in fact, and helped save a good deal of wounded soldier’s lives.”

“So this explains why you’re showing an unusual degree of knowhow with treating me then.”

“Well, I’m unfortunately not exactly as medically competent as you perceive me to be. Even when I was a boy, I was already much more interested in literature and acting than medicine. Besides, what Father did was something that happened ‘at work’ and in a whole other sphere, you know?”

  “I can see that. But you told me that after the stampede, at the swamp, Lumpy was treating those who were hurt as best he could, and we both know he was the ship’s medic. Why didn’t you volunteer?”

  Sheepishly swaying back and forth for a few seconds, Jack told her, “I was kind of far more preoccupied at the time with getting to and rescuing my squeeze instead. Plus, he had much more experience, and we both know how Lumpy doesn’t-didn’t-“ he corrected, giving an involuntary little cringe “like people butting in on his domain.” 

  “I remember asking him once if I could take over and cook a meal for the crew myself. It didn’t blow over very well,” Ann recollected with a nostalgic laugh.

   “It’s funny,” Jack continued thoughtfully, “since Douglas, my middle brother, followed in Father’s footsteps and has a practice of his very own now back home. I tease him sometimes about how he’s going and making heaps of money just by shining lights in people’s mouths and signing slips of paper while his eldest brother is trying to change society yet is living on a comparative shoestring,” he grinned widely as he worked more salve into the shallow cuts the teeth of one of the bat-wolves had left dangerously near Ann’s eye. He wondered what kind of virulent bacteria the repugnant creatures had in their mouths, and decided that was best left unknown.

  “Finished,” he proclaimed. “Now it’s time for me to suffer agonizing pain for my health,” he wryly drawled, putting his feet into the calabash. Oh yes, it was good and hot. At least it was sterilizing things though. 

  After ten minutes of gritted teeth and shifting feet, Ann now took up the piece of warthog hide herself, repeatedly dipping the pebbled side in the hot water and taking it to Jack’s wounds with a focused, no-nonsense intensity that surpassed even his own, and frankly surprised him in a pleased way. She knew what it took to be self-sufficient, and exactly what the best strategy for doing it was with what one had.

  Together, Jack thought optimistically, if we can keep this teamwork up and get a little help from the animals, we just might have a sporting chance of getting out alive.
  The salve was the worst saved for last, and considering the sheer number of stinging wounds on him that had to be treated, Jack almost wished that he could’ve been brutally knocked senseless a third time for the process instead. But he didn’t have that option, and could only clutch reeds and damn the acidic pain while Ann tried to distract the writer by good-natured teasing and soothing words. It sure was a mercy that a painkiller came included at least.

  Finally, to his great relief, Jack heard Ann say the blessed words, “All right Jack. I’m done and you don’t have to make such an unholy fuss anymore,” as he lay prone.

  “Thank Christ,” he sighed in pure gratitude before sitting up, wrapping his arms around Ann’s warm, slender neck before dealing out another passionate kiss, a way of saying that there were no hard feelings.

  Parting from her, Jack reached to retrieve his shed clothing-even this late in the day, it was amazing how fast his boxers had dried in the African heat-, slipping them on again while trying to keep the fabric from touching the wounds as best he could.

  “Your clothes are still holding up nicely,” Ann coolly commented as Jack’s belt again slithered through the loops of his trousers. “I wonder how long this’ll last until it falls apart and I’m left as naked as a newborn babe or one of the animals out here,” a tone of worry and envy in her voice, gesturing to her tattered slip even as she gratefully slid her pale feet into the feather-lined reed shoes.

  “If that happens,” Jack kindly responded, “I’m sure we can make something halfway decent out of my shirt, or even turn my trousers into shorts for fabric. And if need be,” he warily, softly whispered in her ear, making sure no bird or beast was listening in, “I could and would make something out of those aforementioned animal’s hides to clothe you with.”

  “We should probably talk about that much later Jack,” Ann murmured back in her floating voice. “Kiboko and his pals are probably just beside themselves with curiosity to learn more about us, and I don’t think overhearing us talking about clothing ourselves with their skins would make a good first impression.”   

  A twist of self-conscious shame sliding through his gut, Jack dryly agreed, “Silence would definitely be golden in that instance. And speaking of silence, looks like we’ll need to be getting to our strange game of Twenty Questions with them now before we can have any hope of a good sleep tonight.”

  Abruptly, Ann’s eyes then took on a look of dawning, awed amazement, and she drew her seated body out of its casual slouch, saying in hushed wonder as she gazed past him, “Jack, I think quite a few more came to play while we were attending to our hygiene.”

  Slowly, not sure what to expect, Jack rose into a squat, and turned. The number of animals that had first come to gawk in amazement at them had been quite noteworthy, but now he found himself looking back at a whole zoo’s worth. It took his breath away, and he could only stammer, “I guess everyone can come over now.” Looks like the word sure got around, to say the very least.

   The bigger animals were the most immediately attention-grabbing, coming forward as Ann uneasily moved in a sideways crouch against his side, Jack reassuringly stroking the gentle curve of the small of her back as he raised his eyes up to those of the tallest ones, taking everything in. This time, he felt an utterly bizarre, confusingly unfamiliar sensation, one where things were turned on their heads and they were both the caged animals now, for visitors to point and stare at in wowed amazement.

  Come see the extraordinary spectacle of a mated pair of Homo sapiens, taken alive in the fierce concrete jungles of New York City!, a part of him crazily thought at the unbelievable irony as the playwright suppressed his desire to break into hysterical laughter.

  There was a whole herd of huge elephants on their ashy pillars of legs, twenty-three in all ranging from small, big-eyed calves to the reserved, contemplative matriarch, her left tusk broken off halfway down. As if they were strange, yet ultimately quite elegant stretched-out mixtures of horse, camel, and cow, three or four dozen Maasai giraffes, three times as tall as Jack and bearing the same haughty, yet softly knowing gaze that could so often be seen in his own eyes, came forward as well, cragged broken dead leaves of chestnut reticulating their taut creamy hide.

  Dozens of curious, yet surly-looking Cape buffalo, fringed ears twitching under their Viking-helmet horns, seeming to carry a grim “You’d best keep on moving if you know what’s good for you” scowling demeanor about their black bovine bodies, plodded forward, trying to seem as meek as they could for the human strangers. Their clumsy attempts, and the threat of brutish violence that seemed to hang about them was echoed in the ironically somewhat more placid-looking rhinos, monolithic beasts seemingly carved out of huge rocks and made flesh, nearsighted eyes squinting painfully at these strange pink apes from heads the size of wine kegs and armed with double horns like giant awls, the larger white rhinos distinguished by their flat square mouths for grazing, the smaller black ones by hooked prehensile ones for browsing.

    There were even more of those sturdy fat striped ponies, the zebras, sharp black and white slashes blending together in crazy patterns that made Jack’s eyes sting if he gazed at them for too long. And everywhere, everywhere, were tribes, bands, and herds of graceful, svelte, sleek antelope. They ranged from tiny, hare-sized dik-diks with their long legs and Roman noses, to huge elands, dove-gray creatures six feet tall at the shoulder, humped and dewlapped like a Maasai ox and as big as a prize steer.

  Some were plain, like the bobcat-sized gray duikers with their salt and pepper coats, grotesquely huge butts and forward sloping backs, and some were truly, exotically handsome, like the kudus, adorned with great corkscrew horns and wearing chocolate brown pinstripe suits, almost like a similar one Jack had in his apartment’s closet.

  But perhaps the most beautiful and majestic of all the antelope were by far the sable antelope, imperially commanding creatures with great scimitar horns and powerful equine muscles, bulls bearing stunning jet-black livery, cows in rich chestnut, dramatically accented in both sexes by stark, thick milk-white facial blazes. 

  All around them too, were flocks and flocks of birds, ranging from the imposingly tall, austere looking ostriches, to the much smaller blue-eared starlings, birds resplendently plumaged in sleek metallic teal.

   Rising to his feet in an attempt to look somewhat more dignified, feeling so much like a specimen on display, Jack masked his nervousness by giving a slow grin and quipping, “First of all, yes, Ann and I are animal,” before his vocal cords became stone. In her turn, Ann also gave a nervous little staccato laugh. He knew that as a lady who’d known stages and varied audiences all her life, she obviously was used to feeling the eyes of a crowd on her. 

  For his part, Jack Driscoll was himself well acquainted with the sensation of being the literal center attention, men in tuxedos and pinstripe suits, women in sparkling dresses and fur coats surrounding the playwright in a football huddle to shake his hand, congratulate him on the moving sagacity of his latest work, ask for his autograph to elevate a printed copy, and sometimes even take his picture with a flashbulb that made little spots briefly dance in his vision. Somehow, he’d learned to live with and even enjoy it. 

  Those observers and fans however, had all been fellow humans. To be the object, the being that hundreds of nonhuman pupils were directed at, each pair animated by and sparkling with an alien intelligence, was profoundly eerie, even creepy. Jack was deeply aware of Ann’s left hand and arm pressing in a mixture of expectation and hesitation against the blade of his left shoulder, waiting for him uncertainly to break the ice in the air. 

  Breathing deeply to fortify his limp nerves, Jack thought, Remember buddy, they’re just curious, that’s all. They don’t want to hurt Ann or you, only find out more about you. You gave them leave to ask and answer questions, so don’t just stand here and quake for the love of Pete.
  “Well, have at it with the questions and comments,” Jack weakly smiled at the talking intelligent animals, a happy medium finally reached between confidence and stupefying meekness.

   The first one was pretty much expected. “What in the name of the great kings are you?” an impala doe inquired in awe.

   What are you? It was a question full of incomprehension, wonderment, confusion, and disbelief all at once. It was a simple, yet mind-bogglingly deep question, one that to the best of Jack’s reeling knowledge had only been asked of two people in history, Buddha and Lord Jesus Christ.

  “Um, we’re human beings,” he replied with a shoulder shrug, self-consciously staring at the ground briefly. That seemed to touch off even more amazed consternation among the animals, whispering, gesturing at, and nodding about them before a bat-eared fox-now she’s sure all ears, Jack thought with private amusement-seeking conformation, asked in tentative skepticism, “Are you two really humans? You’re not some kind of mutated monkey?”

  This time, Jack couldn’t stand it any longer, and his deep purring laughter joined in a round with the tinkling one of Ann’s before he settled down and told the fox through a wide crooked grin, “We’re related to monkeys, but definitely not a type of them. No, Ann and I are the Real McCoy.”

  A dignified looking secretary bird, gray with hindquarters and pantaloons of black feathers, a starburst of long, thin plumes sticking crazily out like quill pens from the back of her head, cut in to volunteer apologetically, “Forgive us if any of our remarks or questions ever seem stupid or absurdly ignorant. For most of us here in the Pridelands you see, your kind has existed only in the tales we tell.”

  The irony was sharply, serendipitously pleasing, and as Ann laughed in delight, Jack, grinning hugely in glee, responded “So you tell tales about us? You’d never believe it, but we have and greatly enjoy telling ‘animal tales’ among ourselves as well. Hopefully they’re mostly flattering ones,” he finished with a smile, although he wasn’t optimistic.

  “Mostly they are, you’ll be happy to know,” assured the half-tusked elephant matriarch. “We learn things like compassion for the weak and how to use one’s wits from human tales.”

  Although he suspected the huge pachyderm might be lying to him and Ann to protect their feelings, Jack still felt relieved all the same. Now Ann was intending to speak herself, but was inadvertently cut off when a slow-on-the-uptake cane rat commented disdainfully, “Tails? Come on, humans don’t have tails. They have big, big fleshy bottoms that they wear weird loose hide over, just like you,” he cheekily told the elephant leader. Suddenly, the guinea pig like rodent’s face took on a look of pure apologetic horror as he realized that he’d just needled the largest animal on land.

  But instead of crushing him, the half-tusked cow just laughed good-naturedly back at him, while Jack and Ann laughed in embarrassed shock.

  Deciding to break the atmosphere of mortification and return to the basics, one curious impala stag asked, “I see that you Ann, have blond hair, while-what’s your name?” 

  “Jack Driscoll for the record,” the playwright provided.

  “Thanks,” the graceful antelope said with a head bob. “Anyway, I see that you have thick black hair. Is that uh, a gender thing, just like how I have horns while my ladies,” and here he gestured with smug pride towards his does, “don’t?”

  With a thin smile and breezy puff of air through her nose, Ann shook her head before Jack could respond, saying “No actually. In fact, our hair can come in all kinds of different colors, and it doesn’t matter whether you’re a fella or a broad like me,” she smirked at herself.

   An ostrich hen in turn then opened her beak, obviously about to satisfy her curiosity even further, but then unexpectedly swiveled her naked pink head to the left, staring with a thoughtful intensity at something coming down a path towards the weird assembly. “Guys, don’t look now, but the royal kids are coming to pay us a visit.”

   Royal kids? Huh? Jack thought in confusion, looking for answers in Ann’s blue eyes as a giraffe bull then turned in the same direction, saying “Yeah, you’re right. Looks like the feathered servant is taking them out for a walk.”

   “That must be the lion cubs,” Ann murmured warily to Jack before he followed the direction of the whole menagerie’s collective gaze.

   Coming closer, flying in a slow, low glide over the grass was a blue-white hornbill with a flamboyant red beak, apparently far too focused on other matters below him to notice the playwright and the angelic woman beside him. Those other matters were a pair of young lion cubs, one of them butterscotch in color and male, the other a pure light tan and female. Both were talking softly, whispering to each other.

  Aren’t they so utterly adorable, was Jack’s first thought, giving a warm, charmed smile as warm enchantment flooded his soul. Hard on its heels though, came a chilling, far more serious and gut-clenching one. Oh God, where the hell is the mother?
  Immediately, he wrapped an arm hard around Ann’s shoulders, wildly looking around for any sign of a tawny feline form. If the lioness caught him and Ann near her cubs, she wouldn’t show them any more mercy or understanding then the giant ape had shown towards Jack on the log and in his mountaintop lair, only this time both he and Ann would be the target of her anger.

  Taking Ann’s shoulders in his hands, Jack spat out sharply, “Ann, we are going to go into the tallest reeds we can right now. I’ll have the bone club, and will look in front of us and to the left. You look behind us and to the right. And if you see a lion before we get there, for the love of Christ, you scream to let me know it.”

  “Actually, you two don’t have to worry,” a Cape buffalo bull groaned out.

  “Maybe you don’t with your hide and horns, but we sure do!” Ann said in desperate fear as Jack tugged at her to hurry along.

  “No, I mean it. Whenever Simba and Nala are out with Zazu, that always means their parents are relaxing at Pride Rock, and you’re safe,” the buffalo earnestly said.

   Somehow, the terrible fear for both Ann and himself that Jack was under the spell of dissipated away, leaving a perplexed curiosity. “ Who is Zazu? That bird there?”

   “Yes, he’s an annoying bird who spies on everyone’s business and reports back to the king, even if he does think it’s for our own good,” a sable antelope cow lightheartedly, half-jokingly quipped.

    The aforementioned bird was now on the ground, talking to both cubs. Consumed with curiosity, Jack frowned pensively, then cautiously began moving forward with slow, stiff-legged strides, ears straining as he cocked his head.

      For some unaccountable reason, both Simba and Nala-he was a quick study and figured that the names the buffalo had said clearly were their titles-, suddenly took on expressions of disgusted abhorrence, the speaking Zazu having suggested something that was evidently anathema to them. 

     The wind shifted then, and Jack heard Zazu saying in an aristocratic British accent, “…but you two turtledoves have no choice. It’s a tradition…” as an exasperated Simba rolled his eyes and imitated the hornbill’s pompous words. 

  Oblivious to the mocking, Zazu went on, “going back generations.” 

   Holding a hand over her sputtering lips, Ann chuckled softly, “Jack, he’s talking about the birds and the bees to them! Don’t I remember how disgusted I was at the idea of romance too!”

   Simba was now saying with confident pride, “Well when I’m king, that’ll be the first thing to go.”

   Not missing a beat with his young charge, Zazu warned, “Not so long as I’m around.”

   “Well, in that case, you’re fired,” Simba decisively proclaimed. Already, Jack found himself loving the cub’s pure gumption.

    And then, to his and Ann’s utter surprise, as if this waterhole had been on a stage, they heard a playful, exotic, tribal type of music begin to swell up out of nowhere.

  Then turn not pale, beloved snail, but come and join the dance. Will you, won’t you, will you, won’t you, will you join the dance? The Lobster Quadrille, from Lewis Carroll’s Alice’s Adventures In Wonderland. 

  When the strange music, unlike anything she’d ever heard, came bouncing, swelling from Lord knew where, Ann’s first sensation was an enveloping fear, a now deeply conditioned combination of expectation and recollection that made her stomach muscles clench and flooded her guts with heated acid. It seemed eerily, piercingly far too similar to what the loathsome cannibal savages had played on their great log drums at her sacrifice, an ear-ringing, reverberating, chillingly foreign refrain. With terrifying possibilities for her immediate demise thrashing inside her skull, Ann Eunice Darrow had been convinced it would be her death dirge. 

  “Oh God Jack…” she croaked in a quavering voice of terror. But even as she was saying it, her red spasm of fear cooled and started to dissipate. As she continued to listen to it, Ann swiftly disabused herself indeed of the idea that this growing musical piece heralded any danger. This music, it was an alien thing to her ears, yes, but it was exuberant, it was lighthearted, it was peppy, it jumped like a sparrow and flowed like poured milk.

  For his part, Jack was whipping around in pure shocked bafflement, head twitching and green eyes wide as he looked at both the sky and grassland for the source of this music that so nonsensically came from both everywhere and nowhere. He looked like a rat frantically trying to get into the right position to face the hawk it knows is going to attack from above. Clearly misinterpreting what her statement had implied, he ululated, “Oh God is right Ann. What is this? Music doesn’t just come the hell out of the blue!!”

   Already though, Ann was beyond that. There was a part of her that was every bit as truly flabbergasted and agog as Jack was at the fact that tribal-type music was coming out of the sky, you bet your bottom dollar.   

   Overall however, the dominant sensation that Ann Darrow felt was a familiar quivering of the nerves, an excitement that inflated her blood vessels and sent their crimson cargo rushing hot and hard with the speed of an arrow. It made her body hair stand up on end with a prickly feeling, sent endorphins cascading through her circulatory system like a starved snake in a ground squirrel colony, and filled coiled muscles with so much of the “dynamic tension” that he-man Charlie Atlas always advertised it felt like Ann’s skin would rupture if something wasn’t done. 

   At that point, the male cub, Simba, impudently and firmly thumped Zazu’s feathered chest, decreeing, “So you have to do what I tell you.”

   “Not yet I don’t,” a disgusted Zazu barked. “And with an attitude like that, I’m afraid you’re shaping up to be a pretty pathetic king indeed.”

   Totally undaunted, Simba confidently said from over his shoulder, “Hmph. Not the way I see it.”

   Then, the crazy music with no apparent source kicked into high gear, almost explosively as Simba crouched and stalked towards Zazu. The suddenness made Ann and Jack both jump backward, but they both recovered from being startled just as fast, entranced by the little shenanigan in front of them as Simba broke into song of all things.

  “I’m gonna be a mighty king, so enemies beware!” Simba declared, backing Zazu up and causing the bird to get his rump stuck in the knothole of a fallen log.

   Literally not missing a beat, Zazu shot back, “Well I’ve never seen a king of beasts, with quite so little hair,” somehow plucking a hair from the cub’s forehead with two primary feathers.

  “Great, now we find out that the birds here can actually manipulate things with their wing feathers,” Jack muttered in resigned amazement. “Is there anything about this place and these creatures that is NOT utterly abnormal for crying out loud?” 

   Despite a brief wince, Simba didn’t even break his stride, Ann being too focused on him to answer Jack as the cub then dispersed a covey of colorful birds and plunged his head through a bunch of dead red leaves, boasting “I’m gonna be the mane event, like no king was before.” Leaving the dark red leaves then in one fluid motion, Simba then climbed to the highest point of the log, adopting a haughty posture as he declared, “I’m brushing up on looking down, I’m working on my ROAR,” the last word causing Zazu to be startled and fall backward into a mud puddle, making Jack smirk and Ann stifle a giggle with her hand.

  “Thus far, a rather uninspiring thing,” Zazu dismissively announced as he headed for what seemed like a handy towel only feet away. 

   But Ann saw what was coming a mile away, gleefully telling her partner, “Look at what he’s going to do Jack!”

   Seeing that the hornbill was going right for an elephant’s ear, Jack said with dry humor and a thin smile, “Batter up!” Naturally, the incensed elephant gave the hornbill a piece of his mind, whacking the bird with his trunk and sending him skipping like a stone over the marsh as Jack amusingly announced, “Fore!” with a broad crooked grin before Ann joined him in going into stitches.

   At that instant, the pleasant realization, the reason why the music and song was making her so ecstatic and wonderfully, deliciously tense broke upon Ann’s mind like an ocean wave. What was going on was like her other greatest passion in life, besides Jack Driscoll. This was like…like…like…like vaudeville! And when the spirit, the atmosphere moved and called you, oh baby, you couldn’t say no.

  Like the two cubs, she followed afte Zazu eagerly and immediately, an anxious Jack shouting, “For Christ’s sake, what are you doing Ann?”

  “Participating in the little dance party!” she wildly responded while looking back at him over her left shoulder for the briefest of moments before continuing to run through a pink flock of greater and lesser flamingos, beaming from ear to ear as Simba jubilantly sang, “Oh I just can’t wait to be king!”

  As she reached a spot in a papyrus stand where Zazu had come to rest, looking rather bedraggled as the two cubs stood on either side of him, alternately making enthusiastic snaps and the exact kind of silly faces that Melissa Marquadt Darrow would never tolerate from her daughters behind the hornbill’s back, Ann heard Jack resignedly sloshing up behind her.

  “You know Miss Darrow,” he panted, “it’s going to be pretty difficult to protect you if you’re given to running off at random.”

  “Shhh Jack,” an enchanted Ann softly said. “Look what they’re doing,” she grinned as an increasingly more exasperated Zazu tried to plead his case.

   Pointing at Simba, Zazu curtly told him, “You’ve rather a long way to go, young master, if you think…”

   “No one saying do this,” Simba ecstatically shot.

   “Now when I said that, I-“ Zazu tried to elaborate.

   But he was cut off by Nala’s melodic voice, adding “No one saying be there.”

   “What I meant was…” Zazu began to clarify.

   “Sorry buddy, but they’re way past wanting to listen to you,” Jack muttered knowingly.

   And indeed, Simba took up the baiting, boldly telling the bird, “No one saying stop that.”

   “Look what you don’t realize …” Zazu volunteered in one final attempt to specify.

   “No one saying see here!!” both cubs jubilantly sang, hitting nice high notes as far as Ann was concerned.

     A pair of cock ostriches then ran between the humans and cubs, blocking Ann’s view as the cubs each leapt onto a feathered mount, rapidly disappearing as Zazu, his frustration now at the boiling point, shrieked, “Now see here!”

   Simba boldly, cheerily fantasized, “Free to run around all day,” from his ostrich perch.

   “Well, that’s definitely out,” Zazu snidely muttered in response, returning to the air.

   The cubs were receding swiftly, and there was no way Ann could ever keep up with an ostrich, despite her decent speed. She wanted now not to just vicariously participate by observing and laughing, but to literally leap into the surreal festival herself. It seemed though, that all a disappointed Ann would be able to do at this point was chase after the flightless birds in a futile attempt to keep up, then watch with a helpless, dashed longing as they went off to continue the spectacle Christ knew how far away and Simba declared, “Free to do it all my way!!!”

  But thankfully, someone noticed. The aristocratically loping form of a bull giraffe came into her peripheral vision from the right, and she turned with Jack to face him. “I already know from the waterhole who your names are, Jack and Ann,” the giraffe hurriedly explained. “My name’s Quigga, and it looks to me like you’re equally interested in following Simba and Nala’s progress. So um, uh, would you like a ride from me on my back until they stop?”

   Filled up with a warm, filling rush of giddiness, Ann shouted automatically, gratefully, “Yes Quigga, we’d love to!!”

   Emerald eyes wide with shock, Jack whipped around in a quarter-turn to face her, saying in confused amazement, “We do?”

   “Come on Jack, we’ve ridden an elephant together, so how is this really any different?” Ann questioned, as Quigga was already kneeling down like a camel.

    Accepting his girl’s mad desire, Jack just shook his head in resignation before getting onto Quigga’s back, straddling the variegated shoulders as the playwright gently but firmly wrapped his arms around the base of the bull’s neck, body at a forty-five degree angle. “If we fall and die because of this Ann, I’m going to kill you,” he growled half-jokingly.

    Eagerly, Ann followed suit, slinging herself over Jack’s body and grabbing him around the armpits, excitedly telling Quigga, “Okay, now you can go.”

   “Hang on and grab hard,” the giraffe coolly told them before lurching to his hooves.

   Although she was now bizarrely familiar with the sensation, Ann still felt her heart seem to drop like a broken elevator, taking a great gasp of air and eyes widening as an absolutely startled Jack scrabbled and cried, “Whoa Jesus!” in response.

   Quigga then began to run, a rocking, swinging, elegant run as Ann clamped her legs against the short, sleek bristly fur, advising Jack, “Think of it as like riding a horse Jack. Just get used to the rhythm.” And indeed, she felt him soon calm underneath her, his breathing and muscles adjusting and responding in kind to the pendulum cycles of the giraffe bull’s gigantic legs.

  “You know Ann, once you become accustomed to it, this is actually weirdly quite fun,” the playwright reflected with pleased gaiety.

  Quigga was running parallel to Zazu now, the hornbill frantically trying to catch up to the two cubs. Reaching them, Ann watched with Jack as the bird sternly decreed to Simba, “I think it’s time that you and I, arranged a heart to heart.”

  Unfortunately, not paying attention, Zazu flew smack dab into the rear end of a browsing black rhino, looking rather plastered on it as both humans and the giraffe all laughed explosively and Simba smugly proclaimed, “Kings don’t need advice, from little hornbills for a start.” 

   Detaching himself from the black rhino’s hide, a now thoroughly fed up Zazu landed on a branch, dismissively crossing and flicking his wings apart as Jack said from underneath Ann, “Not a very wise place for Zazu to land and vent.”

   Almost spitting his words out with umbrage, an oblivious Zazu shouted, “If this is where the monarchy is headed, count me out! Out of service, out of Africa, I wouldn’t hang about…aagh!” he squawked in surprise as his log went over the small waterfall Ann had passed by with Jack so recently, causing them again to sputter and chuckle in pure amusement.

 Too focused and angry to pay heed, Zazu quickly popped up again in flight, heading for the cubs with a grim determination, expressing it with a disgusted, “This child is getting wildly out of wing.”

  Swiveling around, Quigga allowed her to see the cubs, now off their ostriches and skipping towards a herd of zebras, Simba leaping up with another exuberant “Oh I just can’t wait to be king!!”

  “How in Christ’s name do they know how to do this so perfectly?” a simultaneously baffled and awed Jack asked. “Was there some kind of dress rehearsal that we were completely unaware of beforehand?”

  “Okay, I think they’ll stay here from now on,” the dignified bull told them. “I’ll let you down now,” he continued, slowly kneeling down again, folding his taut dappled legs underneath his body.

  Ann animatedly rose first, sliding off the torso and feeling her reed-cloaked feet make a gentle impact with the ground before turning to help a distinctly relieved looking Jack off as well. “Thanks for the ride Quigga!” she graciously told him before turning and heading right on the cub’s heels.

  “Ann, stay back a bit!” a fearful Jack shouted from right behind her. “Don’t you understand that you’re becoming way too friendly with lions, for Christ’s sake?”

   Smiling, a jogging Ann looked back at him and proclaimed, “They’re just harmless cubs Jack! Beside, don’t you just want to join in the fun too?” she coaxed.

   “Well, alright,” the playwright acquiesced. “But only this once, and don’t go telling their parents or people we know about it,” he jokingly warned with a thin smile of hesitant enthusiasm. “And besides, I’ve decided that I don’t really like this Zazu fella either. Reminds me far too much of my Uncle Benjamin, for whom fun was like a curse word,” he added with one of those wonderful crooked grins as he fell into step beside her. 

  At this point, Simba and Nala were spryly trotting up an avenue of Grant’s zebras, all standing at attention like palace guards a few dozen yards before them. When Zazu walked down, the striped ponies all turned and raised their tails like poles. Clearly thinking he was going to be soiled, Zazu hilariously frantically covered himself with and cowered under a wing.

  Quickly realizing that this wasn’t going to happen though, Zazu took flight, leaving the zebra corridor open for an enchanted Ann and Jack. On his own volition, Jack slipped his long, pleasingly muscular right arm under Ann’s left shoulder, both crooks linking as the zebras reversed their positions, backed up, and thrillingly bowed as Ann jogged together with Jack through this crazy promenade, both of them gazing at each other as they laughed softly together.

  Shifting her cornflower stare on Zazu, Ann saw him looking for the cubs as he flew over a herd of elephants, pounding the ground with their columnar legs and swinging their trunks in expressions of the same excitement she was feeling.

   Popping out from the herd’s leading edge, Simba then leapt up a giraffe and climbed to the top of its head. Standing there as Zazu flew under him, he decreed, “Everybody look left.”

   At that moment, a side-splitting thing began to happen, a small herd of animals rushing sideways to the left towards Zazu. Mischievously, unhesitatingly, Ann joined the fray, doing her familiar hold-an-imaginary-cane-and-dance-sideways-routine in the company of a wildebeest, a Cape buffalo, an elephant, a giraffe, a leopardess, and a hippo, among other animals as a worried Jack stayed only a few steps away. Zazu made a highly amusing squawk that trumpeted his surprise while the herd trampled him, also giving the red-billed hornbill an unscheduled dust bath.

   Then Simba sang, “Everybody look right,” Ann Darrow instantly using her dazzling, practiced agility to swerve in a flash and go in the opposite direction with all the animals, running roughshod over Zazu again. The herd broke up then, giving her a perfect view of Simba effortlessly leaping up a ladder of accommodating giraffe’s heads, stating “Everywhere you look I’m…”sliding down one’s neck to adopt a perfect theatrical pose before finishing, “Standing in the spotlight!”

  Excellently done Simba! Ann thought in the pure admiration that one professional stage performer always feels towards a wholehearted, flawless demonstration by another. I bet Jack is absolutely floored by this too-oh God, where is Jack!?, she thought wildly, seeing that her beloved partner wasn’t anywhere near her. Panic began to blossom in Ann’s breast as Zazu spat in impressive time, “Not yet!” before the hindquarters of a zebra and giraffe closed on him like huge doors.

  Ann was in absolutely no mood for amusement now though. Had Jack tripped or fallen and been trampled to death by the herd while she was obliviously doing her giddy soft-shoeing along with them? Wildly, she cast about. To her deep relief, she saw Jack quite close by, only separated from Simba by a hippo and unhurt. 

  As she watched, beginning to move towards the playwright, Simba conspiratorially whispered something in the hippo’s ear. The hippo then beckoned a curious Jack to lean to the left, the beast then revealing his great ivory tusks as he whispered what Simba had told him into Jack’s ear. Although Ann had no clue what had just passed in words between them, Jack suddenly stood up, amusement tightening his tanned Roman features as he slowly gave a devilish grin, then passed the message on to a receiving giraffe, who then passed it on to a blue monkey.

  Filled with curiosity, Ann began to trot towards Jack when a lovely lilac-breasted roller flew like a flash in front of her. With a cinnamon back, dark purple shoulders, a lilac throat and chest streaked with white, a turquoise belly, tail, rump, and wing patch, and a crown and nape of spearmint green, the bird was a small riot of colors. Hovering in front of her, this living artwork animatedly requested of Ann, “Spread out your arms and fingers!”

   Totally confused by such an order, she felt her forehead wrinkle in puzzlement as the pastel-colored roller repeated, more urgently, “Look, you’ll love it. Please spread out your arms and fingers!”

   Even though she still couldn’t even guess what the bird’s intention was, there was something so earnest and sincere and expectant and delighted in his voice that Ann mentally thought, “Well okay. What the hell,” and stretched her arms to their full length, fanning out her fingers at the same time.

   Instantly, a whole aviary of colorful birds was literally on her. There were other lilac-breasted rollers, malachite kingfishers, and blue-eared starlings. 

   Little green bee-eaters came flocking, with Kelly green bodies, thin black dominos, a black necklace, and thin tail streamers. Little bee-eaters with similarly green upperparts joined them in buff-colored underparts, sky-blue “eyebrows” above their black masks, and bright yellow throats above a black necklace, then a rufous one. There was a group of swallow-tailed bee-eaters, pale green with rumps and forked tails colored like polished turquoise and yellow throats above thin blue necklaces. Perhaps the most gorgeous were the northern carmine bee-eaters, streamlined rosy carmine birds with green-blue crowns and throats, bearing pale blue vents and rumps. 

  That still wasn’t all. Glossy purple violet wood-hoopoes with bright red legs and crimson sickles for bills. Bright metallic, swirled green emerald cuckoos with lemon yellow lower breasts and bellies. D’Arnaud’s barbets, stocky little birds with pale yellow underparts, white-spotted black upperparts, and black-flecked heads that seemed dipped in gold dust. Sunbirds came like flying jewels with thin scmitar beaks for imbibing nectar, each one a rainbow of iridescent color-collared, scarlet-chested, variable, mariqua, beautiful. Superb and golden-breasted starlings, exotically far more lovely than any European one came with a whole painter’s palette of weaverbirds-lesser masked, blue-cheeked cordon bleus, purple grenadiers, southern red bishops.

  To Ann’s shocked delight, this profusion of flamboyant feathers gently came to rest on her fingers, arms, shoulders, and blond crown. Some even clutched the upper edges and straps of her slip with their feet. Those winged beauties that couldn’t find a place simply settled on the ground at her reed-shod ones. It reminded her so enchantingly, thrillingly, of how as part of his “Jungle Man” vaudeville act, one of Ann’s former friends, Ernie Maple, would give a whistle, and a whole flock of gorgeous parrots, budgies, and doves would come flying from all directions to land on his body.

  “All right,” the first lilac-breasted roller gabbled breathlessly. “When you hear the word ‘wing’, throw your arms up into the air, OK?”

   Ann just nodded.

   The chorus of wild animals was becoming more enthusiastically animated with the song now, going “Let every creature go for broke and sing, let’s hear it in the herd and on the wing!!”

  NOW! Ann thought, gracefully flinging her supple arms into the air-and in a spectacular, prize-worthy display of color and motion, the rainbow of birds on her and at her feet exploded into the African sky, singing as they did so! As Ann felt her face spilt open in an absolutely enchanted, ivory-toothed grin, Jack was at her right, crying in amazed pride, “Good Lord Ann, that display was just stunning!” 

  But before Ann could thank Jack for his words of praise, something even more stunning than that caught their attention as the song came to its climax.

   As the chorus yelled, “It’s gonna be King Simba’s finest fling!!” some animal giving an excited, high-pitched, “OH YYEEEEAAAAHHHHHH!!!” in response, the final verse began. To the stage actresses’ and the playwright’s dumbfounded amazement, out of a ring of elephants doing “Egyptian-style” moves with their trunks, came a ring of hippos, which then stood like boulders on the backs of the larger animals. More came, blossoming out of the center like the blue lotus bloom in Ann’s hair to form their own distinct layers. 

  Giraffes, long variegated gaslight-pole necks parting and falling away from each other like asparagus stalks when the rubber band is taken off. Giant anteaters, flicking their sticky tongues like reddish ribbons-I thought they lived in South America, Ann thought incredulously. Sable antelope bulls, their huge horns parting like scimitars in an Arab men’s dance to reveal, so high Ann now had to crane her thin neck and bring her gaping mouth level with the ground, a cock ostrich, spreading his white wings like fans to reveal Simba and Nala, a pink halo of flamingos flying above. 

   Astounded beyond belief at this spectacle, all a dumfounded Ann could say was, “If I brought something like this to Chicago and laid it at Manny’s feet, he’d probably make me his adoptive daughter on the spot. Then he’d likely have a heart attack from all the excitement,” she pragmatically added.

   “Everyone would be bowing down at my feet if I showed my producer and pals this sort of spectacle on Broadway. Jesus, unbelievable,” Jack gasped distractedly in pure wonder.

  All the while, every single animal continued to just belt out, “Oh I just can’t wait to be king!”

   Then the inevitable happened, the tower of animals beginning to sway drunkenly and unpredictably against the setting sun under their combined weight as Ann backpedaled and Jack’s hand closed around her right wrist, turning her as he dryly, cheerily said, “Looks like the two-person audience is suddenly too close!”

  As she picked up her pace, Ann saw from a long shadow that the animal tower was falling, breaking up behind them, still too close. Suddenly, a sable antelope bull came flying down and hit the ground on his knees, landing precisely nine centimeters from Jack’s toes with a whump. As dust puffed up, Ann and her lover both exclaimed “Whoa!!” as they both vaulted backwards like a pair of vervet monkeys.

  Getting back to his feet, the massive sable bull shook himself, contritely told them, “Sorry about that humans,” and then cantered off, horns seeming to catch on the salmon and peach washed sky like it was fabric.

  As more animals passed them on the ground, she felt Jack’s broad hand stroke her shoulder blade, enquiring softly, “Ann, are you alright?”

  Calmed by his touch, she nodded. “Yeah, I’m fine. Just caused me to jump a bit, that’s all,” laughing at how her body had literally done just that.”

  “You weren’t the only one,” Jack pointed out as he gave a knowing grin, emerald eyes twinkling. “And if only we’d had a picture when all those birds flushed off you! If I didn’t know any better, I’d have believed my sweetheart to be Papagino’s new wife from The Magic Flute with all those rainbows of feathers around you,” bending down to proudly kiss her on the cheek, then in the ticklish hollow between her neck and shoulder as Ann’s satisfied heart filled with the warmth that permeated her blood from the touch of his smooth lips.

  As she blushed and giggled at once, Ann hopefully thought, New wife…Somehow, as crazy as it seems, I wouldn’t and for this moment in time, don’t mind that idea.

 Cruelly, a grim part of her sprung up to say, growling like a lion, Remember what happens when you think too intimately and prop your hopes up too high Ann, especially since you’re wandering out HERE.  

  Reluctantly, she silently pushed her warmly optimistic thoughts away, and then swept the new, uneasy ones out too by questioning thoughtfully, “I wonder what happened to Zazu and the cubs though Jack?” as she scanned the space of grass around them.

  “Beats m-“ Jack began to say, dismissively shrugging, -but Ann then received an answer as to the hornbill’s current whereabouts. 

 A black rhino cow was sitting dumbly about a hundred and fifty yards away, Zazu’s pompous voice coming from under her rump in a muffled, “I beg your pardon, madam, but…GET OFF! Simba? Nala?” he hopefully questioned. 

  The comical scene and speech utterly slayed Ann, slapping her hands against her thighs as Jack joined her with his purring chuckles and Zazu said, “Nala? Simba? So help me, you’d best not be standing there laughing at me if you know what’s good for you!!”

  His wide crooked grin draining away, Jack took pity on the hornbill, saying, “I think he’s taken more than his fair share of abuse this afternoon, don’t you?” Without waiting for Ann to give the obvious response, he strode towards the rhino on his long legs, telling Ann offhandedly, “Stay back for your safety. I’m just going to circle around in front of her and make her aware of the problem, although I think everything will be fine.”

  Since she didn’t sense any aggression about the rhino, and remembered her from the waterhole anyway, Ann just acceptingly nodded. As Jack slowly, yet confidently circled around to the black rhino’s front, getting her attention with a “Hey there!” and neutrally informing her that she was sitting on someone, Ann’s attention was diverted then by the tracks of both cubs, showing that they’d been scampering due south.

  Oh Christ have mercy, she thought in horror, gasping as an exotic, yet deeply instinctive wave of maternal concern crashed through her. They had to be heading for the place she and Jack had first been sent to.

   To her left, the rhino was saying to Jack as she got to her ace-of-clubs feet, “Thanks for telling me buddy. Terribly sorry,” she apologized to Zazu, turning.

   “Yes, well, it’s not your fault madam,” the bird hurriedly replied, brushing himself off and shaking his feathers back into place. “Those dratted cubs were-Oh no, where are the cubs!!”

   “They went that way!” Ann shouted frantically, pointing south towards the ashy area.

   A panic and fear for them equal to Ann’s own striking Zazu’s features as the rhino plodded off, he shouted, “In the name of King Mufasa, no! Not the Elephant Graveyard!” Immediately, he leapt up into the air, took flight, and tore south like the hounds of hell were after his charges. And they would be soon, a concerned Ann knew. Zazu wouldn’t be enough, and she had to do something!

  As he rejoined her, Ann was only distantly aware of Jack sardonically muttering, “You’re welcome.”    

  The muscle I need! 

  Her heart going like a mad thing, soaked in altruistic fear for the cubs, she turned like a flash and told Jack, “Jack, I think you might have to perform one more act of bravery before the day is out. This time though, we’ll be doing it together.”

  Completely at a loss, Jack’s forehead narrowed and he said, “Bravery? For cripes sake Ann, what are you even talking about? There’s no one and nothing here to fight,” he pronounced, gesturing with his arm at the dusk-shrouded savannah. “In fact, we should be getting back to the waterhole and shelter before something shows up that will require us to fight. Come on, I saw a nice hollow under a slab of rock there that shouldn’t take us too long to expand,” beckoning upstream with his right hand.

  He just didn’t get it. “No Jack, I meant there might be hyenas! And they’ll be after the cubs soon in there. The Elephant Graveyard,” she implored, pointing at the shadowed, misty place only a quarter mile away, one where sinister forces and creatures had to be closing in even as she spoke on two new innocent, oblivious offerings. 

  No, I do not like the hyena! I like neither the look of him, nor the smell of him, nor his habits, nor the sound of him. He is a pest, and a particularly evil one at that. He is the kind of creature on whom men do not waste good bullets, because poisoned food is both more effective and more appropriate. Cherry Kearton, In The Land of the Lion, 1929.

 And he was the demon of my dreams, the most handsome of all angels. His victorious eyes blazed like steel… “Will you go with me?” he asked. “Never! Tombs and dead bodies frighten me!” Yet his hand took mine in its iron grip. “You will go with me.”  From a poem by Antonio Machado. 

  The lion is a gentleman-if allowed to go his own way unmolested, he will keep to his own path and will not encroach on yours. Carl Akeley.

   Sucking air, Jack felt completely, amazingly elated inside. Despite his serious misgivings about Ann throwing her caution completely to the wind during the lion prince’s astounding little song-and-dance number with so many big, powerful, animals running around, he actually had come to enjoy the madcap performance almost as much as she did near the end. Riding Quigga had probably been the best part of all. 

  Buffalo Jones, “The Last of the Plainsmen,” might’ve caught a giraffe alive with lassos from horseback, but could he top riding one-bareback, no less!-like Jack Driscoll had just done? What an absolute blast.

  I’ll be getting onto a rhino’s back for a ride next at this rate, he mentally predicted with mild amusement, watching the female black rhino wandering off through the corner of his eye. Buffalo Jones had also subdued one with lassos, for that matter.

  Now though, elation had more or less given way to complete confusion and gnawing anxiety. He was keen to beat it back-preferably as fast as possible-to the waterhole, where he intended to dig out the space underneath a nice granite outcrop he’d seen into a proper sleeping chamber, get inside with Ann, and screen it off with reeds and brush. Then they’d cross their fingers and hope to God that they were lucky and no lions or leopards came in the night to sample a new delicacy. 

  And now Ann was sowing true bemusement in Jack’s mind by claiming that they should take a risky side trip and go back into that stygian, creepy place they’d originally come out of, to act as saviors for two of these aforementioned creatures who probably weren’t and wouldn’t be in danger anyway. As much as he loved and respected her with all his heart, and could understand her point of view, Jack felt Ann’s concerns were unwarranted in this case, when the cubs would be okay. 

   But if their worried parents came looking and discovered them with Simba and Nala, the writer was pretty sure that he and Ann wouldn’t be. 

  “Ann, you don’t know for a fact that hyenas are in there,” Jack gently told her, hoping to make her realize that she was just getting upset over a non-issue. “We didn’t even see anything alive in the graveyard, remember?”

  “Yes there is Jack!” Ann firmly shot, startling him as alarm flashed across her eyes. “We might not have seen anything, but we sure did hear something. Don’t tell me you didn’t hear that cackle-you stood to protect me from its maker, for God’s sake!!“ 

  Oh, he certainly had heard it, the screaming, devilish cry creeping up again like a perverted vine to distastefully fuse with the even more chilling trills of amusement the natives had made in his mind. It made his throat muscles clench, and Jack immediately wiped his mental slate mercifully clean of the filth on it.

  “I thought at first that it had been a demon,” Ann continued, shifting her eyes back and forth anxiously in the place’s direction, “but now that I know we’re in Africa, what else could it be?”

   “There’s really no other option,” a hesitant Jack admitted. “Still,” he supplied in a weak attempt to trump his own growing unease for the cubs, “it doesn’t mean that they’ll actually cross paths. There could be only one in there for all we know.”  

  “Besides,” he continued with a faked grin, volunteering a mildly forced optimism, “I’m sure the cubs will just be in and out.  Either they’ll see what they meant to see, then leave, or they’ll react like I did whenever I ‘ran away to join the circus’ as a boy. You know, you pack up your toys in a bag, storm off until you either realize that it’s getting dark or that you feel so alone all of a sudden, and decide the big wide world is way out of your league.”

  “Maybe so Jack,” Ann pointed out in increasing agitation, “but we didn’t have a predator nine or ten times my size shadowing us! And even if there’s just one, we can’t just turn away as long as there’s a chance that they might meet up with it! I’m not,” she decreed with a surprising, and to Jack even pleasing, steely determination that hardened her eyes. 

   Looks like you’re caught between a rock and a dark place once again, Mr. Driscoll, Jack thought, briefly casting his eyes upward before sucking air into his mouth and exhaling in a soft, meditative sigh. Skull Island had proved to his astonished surprise that Jack Driscoll was quite a bit gutsier than even he’d thought himself to be. As the cliché went, the playwright hadn’t known he had it in him. But Jack’s courage, his iron will, had all been brought into play to save Ann, the woman who he loved with his whole heart, his angel that he felt a fierce passion and profound responsibility towards. In contrast, Simba and Nala, as cute and vivacious as they were, were really just beasts that he barely knew. As much as it filled him with self-loathing to even think it, Jack had no obligation or emotional connection to them.

   So you’re going to be the worst kind of coward then, show yourself to be a shameless hypocrite, huh Jack? 
   Time and again, Jack had made the hopefully inspiring statement through his words and works that a truly altruistic, compassionate person doesn’t just help out loved ones and friends, but also total strangers as well, even it meant risking injury. Turning away would be like turning his back on all his morals. Answering his own question, Jack Driscoll silently, yet zealously, told himself, No.  

   Last but not least, helping to check on, or maybe having to actually save Simba and Nala, would clearly appease and gratify Ann. It would show that yes, Jack would do anything for her that she asked of him, and was still the sweet hero, manipulative as it sounded to a part of his soul.  

   Concluding that he couldn’t practice this increasingly flimsy self-denial any longer, and now becoming oddly worked up himself with a worry for Simba and Nala, Jack felt his facial muscles tense in a thin smile of both pride and resigned acceptance before telling Ann, “Guess you’ve got a point there. They might as well have some sensible adults to go along as chaperones, right?” 

  Grateful delight lit up a thankful Ann’s face, and without warning, her palms shot out and smoothly, warmly enveloped each lean cheek before she lightly kissed Jack on his lips with a pecking motion before telling him, “Now that’s the brave Jack Driscoll I know and adore! Come on, let’s go!”

 Coming back down to earth from the ecstatic thrill of her appreciative kiss, Jack smiled before humorously responding, “Well hey, if we walk and swim and talk together, then we’ll execute a lion cub rescue together too,” regarding her focused cornflower eyes as they both broke into a run. Then, the playwright and the actress, moved to a dangerous mission of mercy, raced for the dusky, cragged, and tortured open valley at a speed that seemed to almost match that of the painted dogs.

   Jogging to a stop, Jack stopped with Ann at the graveyard’s lip, catching his breath and scanning to get his bearings. It seemed that this part of the elephant graveyard was quite a bit further north than the one the two of them had originally “appeared” in. There was only a small, five or six foot drop to enter at this place.

  “Their pawprints are over here Jack,” Ann informed him, pointing to the right from her position behind him. Indeed they were, and for that matter, it seemed that of all the incongruous things, the two cubs had actually even been playing when they dropped into the old ash and dust. As the playwright nodded in affirmation, it came to his mind that he definitely never would’ve been literally frolicking into a place like this.

 For several instants, all too recent memories, ugly and hideous ones in every sense of the word, kept him hesitating on the graveyard’s cusp with Ann. This sprawling mortuary, littered with bones and composed of broken, warped and hostile igneous rocks, dredged up blood-freezing mental films of the native village and the insect pit, reels that Jack wished with a passion could be smashed as easily as Carl’s had been. Would he not just “merely” come within a scarring millimeter of brutally losing his life, but actually die for good here in this infernal land of mist and bone?

  The graveyard had been eerie enough in the light of midmorning. Now though, shrouded in the dusky light, a miasma of mist and expelled gases drifting above as if produced by some giant that ate smoke like Lumpy, it was truly chilling. Suddenly, Jack was aware of Ann’s fence of ribs touching his own softly but firmly through her slip, her supple hand clutching his uninjured shoulder. More than that though, Jack could feel a quivering emanating from her, as if Ann was freezing cold. But the truth hit him with a distressing shock. She was deeply scared too.

  “Screw your courage to the sticking place,” Jack thoughtfully coached, both to fortify himself and Ann as well, while he protectively clutched her around the waist. 

 “Absolutely,” Ann agreed, holding his shoulder with both hands now as if to draw on his strength before letting go. Touching her own shoulder for reassurance, Jack then quickly looked into her worried eyes before crouching, then leaping back into hell, sending up a small puff of ash as his feet met the ground.

  Turning and reaching up towards Ann, he offered, “Let me help you down,” taking her weight in his arms before setting her down, the lotus blossom in her golden hair providing a form of respite in the relentlessly depressing gray and dirty white. After that, Jack then walked a few feet to the nearest elephant skeleton, and pulled loose a bone from a foreleg in the misty murk.

  “Now that I have a weapon, let’s go get those cubs out of here,” Jack proclaimed with a nod and grin, mustering a brave confidence despite the uneasy clench in the pit of his stomach.

  “The sooner the better,” Ann added, looking around at the desolation around her.

  Silently, Jack began to cautiously walk through the graveyard then with Ann at his side, providing a comfort to him even as he was a comfort to her. Perhaps the most fundamental rule behind any mission of assistance is: know where the party you’re attempting to save is located. When Ann had been taken by the enormous ape, that bit had been painfully easy, her hair-raising shrieks of terror making it no trouble to locate her position even as they’d sliced at Jack’s heart, wondering if each one would be his dame’s last.

  Here though, the cubs were making no sound, and Jack had to rely on sporadic tracks in the ash instead. It was a bit irritating that he had no idea exactly where to find them. And of course, another good rule is that if you’re trying to retrieve someone from an area where dangerous beasts or enemy forces are present, it helps not to draw attention to yourself. 

  Warily walking, selecting each step he took through the bones, Jack was gripped by a powerful sense of paranoid déjà vu, feeling the same dreadful apprehension that he and Ann at least had felt in the seemingly empty village with its exposed catacombs and bamboo spears. Whether Carl felt, or even could feel any trepidation of course, was very inconclusive. 

  Preston had commented, “It’s deserted,” but even then, Jack Driscoll had felt that the ringing silence surrounding the party, like the silence here, wasn’t the type connected with abandonment, but a deliberate, cultivated, kept species of stillness. When the savage, baleful-eyed girl had gone crazy on Carl, and more of her demon kin had burst out of nowhere, Jack had both been very unpleasantly surprised indeed, and ruefully telling himself, I told you so, at the same time. 

  The silence here was one that grabbed you by the small of the back like a coyote capturing a rabbit, and cast your lower legs in concrete. Even as he strained for sounds, Jack felt like he was shuffling along the bottom of the ocean in a diving suit, heaving up and putting down one lead-sheathed foot in front of the other while his right hand squeezed Ann’s heated one. Christ it was spooky, every sound they made seeming to reverberate in the stillness like a gunshot as the two of them crept along. 

  Pondering Simba and Nala’s current location, and also wanting to break the terrible desolation, Jack thoughtfully questioned with hands on hips, “I wonder where they could be ou-“

   The words were dramatically cut off then when the male cub’s voice boldly rang out, “Ha ha ha ha ha ha!” There they are!  Immediately, Jack broke into a leaping run towards the sound, bone club swinging and Ann at his back. 

  A half second later, as if it had been practiced for the stage, came a twisted, mocking cackle in answer.

  “No!” Ann yelled in pure fear, horror infusing her voice before she briefly looked at Jack with a wild, “See, what did I tell you?” expression in her eyes before breaking into a full, crashing sprint, lotus bobbing alongside her cheekbone like a colored lantern. 

  Instead of wasting precious time by admitting that her instincts had been right on the money, Jack instantly shifted gear himself, arms and legs churning while he vaulted skeletons and prayed, Christ, please let us be in time!  

  Although he heard no cries of distress as of yet, if one or more hyenas had gotten hold of the cubs, he and Ann would probably have thirty seconds, maybe less, before Simba and Nala would be beyond any chance of help.

  With the longer legs, Jack found himself looking at the scene from a little ridge several seconds before Ann arrived herself, and went into a crouching position. 

  Instead of just one, there were three hyenas, sturdy, rough-coated creatures circling the cubs on their long muscular legs like thugs as a quaking Zazu tried his best to shield them with his wings. The largest one had something like wild bangs over its forehead, a smaller one bore a roguish, sneering type of expression, and a similar sized one had eyes with pupils that pointed crazily in separate directions, tongue hanging out of its mouth as it drooled, making it seem as if the beast was completely hopped up.   

 They reminded him more vividly of the cannibals than he would’ve liked, and Jack couldn’t help but give a viscous, strangled slow gulp of fear, back muscles tightening at the sight of what seemed to be three of those pierced demons now made beast. 

  They’d probably get along just great together, the playwright grimly contemplated.

  As Jack turned to frantically considering what was the best plan of action, and even more importantly whether he could truly hope to take on a trio, Zazu was saying, in a hurried, harried, trembling voice, “My, my, my. Look at the sun,” as he tried to get the two lion cubs to make haste in earnest. “It’s time to go!”

  “What’s the hurry?” the large tousled one, female from her voice, coolly commented with mock amiability as she threateningly blocked off the cub’s retreat. “We’d loooovvvvve you to stick around for dinner.”

  At that instant, Ann was at Jack’s side. On seeing that there was more than one hyena to contend with, she gasped, and then drew back in trepidation, as she blanched. Jack could sense her confidence level go down-but only for a few moments before adopting that bold reserve again. “What plan do you have to deal with the three of them Jack?” she asked, implored in a hushed, quick, unsteady voice.

  Meanwhile, the hard-boiled, surly-looking one was making his own disgustingly grotesque joke, exclaiming, “Yeaaaahh! We could have whatever’s…lion around! Get it? Lion around?” as he cruelly laughed at his own taunting statement.

  Inhaling sharply, Jack commandingly told Ann, “I’ll rush in first, use the element of surprise, and engage the hyenas with my bone club, even my fists if need be. While they’re distracted, you go grab Simba and Nala, or at least tell them to follow you, and I’ll act as a rear guard until we’re out of the graveyard and on level ground. The hyenas might stop at that point, but if they don’t, I’ll keep warding them off until we can all get to high rocks or a stable tree.”

  “I suppose that’s the best way it could be done,” Ann swiftly accepted. “And I could probably do some fighting myself if it comes to that,” pursing her velvet lips with fear as she distractedly looked at the hyenas.  

  “Then let’s go,” Jack said in a steely growl, getting up from his crouch and intending to make it a charge. “Stay right at my back.”

  The cubs though, unintentionally threw a monkey wrench into Jack’s martial plans at that moment. As the tousled female was united with the surly, sneering male in conniptions of laughter at another wicked joke she’d just made, one that seemed to have “a ‘cub’ sandwich” as the punchline, the psychotic one began jumping up and down like an organ grinder’s monkey. 

  While he pointed with his front paws and produced nonsensical jabbering, the tousled female impatiently snapped, “What Ed? What is it?”

  Following the direction of Ed’s gesturing, Jack saw that Simba and Nala had sensibly taken this chance to make a break for it with Zazu as the speaking male put the playwright’s realization into words with “Hey, did we order this dinner to go?”

  “Aw, damn it,” Jack snarled under his breath in frustration. The fact that both Simba and Nala were both running deeper into the graveyard, which wouldn’t make things any easier, didn’t help the writer’s mood either. To be fair though, the horrors of Skull Island and Jack’s reactions to them had displayed to his chagrin that it was difficult sometimes to make the wise move in extremis. 

  At any rate, it couldn’t be changed now, and Jack Driscoll leapt to his feet in tandem with Ann, running to try to keep on the cub’s heels as the female responded, “No. Why?” in incomprehension.

  “Cause there it goes!!” the speaking male’s voice rang out from behind them before the hyenas broke into a rocking run as well.

  Desperately, Jack slapped together a game plan in his head even as he ran. Already, the cubs were leaving them in the dust. The hyenas too, couldn’t possibly be gained on, and could cover far more difficult terrain than even the agile Ann could hope to. The Maasai refer to spotted hyenas as “the lame ones,” due to their odd, partially paralyzed-looking posture, as if they were perpetually attempting to stand up on their hind legs like the bears they somewhat resemble, and their bobbing, semi-crippled gait when running. But although they may not be efficient or graceful runners, they are far from lame indeed, able to run thirty-five miles an hour for a distance of four miles. They are marathon runners, exhibiting awesome stamina.

  Even though it wasn’t the shortest one, the best, only path to take was the one of least resistance and one that would allow the writer and Ann to intercept Simba and Nala in time. 

  Looking over her shoulder, Ann cried out as she saw the hyenas, “They’re coming up too fast Jack!”

  “That’s okay,” Jack panted out as he saw a good side route through the huge bones. “Just stick with me and we’ll get to the cubs first if we hurry.”

  Pounding over the rock, vaulting huge bones and napping geysers,-Jack be nimble, Jack be quick, a part of him crazily thought-Jack raced to reach the golden spots that he knew were on the other side of the rock hill. As for Ann, he couldn’t help but notice in amazement, even some envy, that her petite, springy body didn’t miss a beat.

  Turning a hard left, Jack then hurdled an elephant pelvis, came to a stop as he got to the point in the cub’s flight path where he thought he and Ann would be fifteen or twenty feet in front of them-and found that they weren’t there!

  Oh Jesus, he thought wildly, although he didn’t think the hyenas could’ve caught up to them without the cubs making at least one loud scream.

  “There they are Jack!” Ann exclaimed, pointing at two golden patches disappearing over a rise in the path, going back in the direction of the hyenas! Zazu was nowhere to be seen. 

  Jack realized in startling succession that the hyenas had almost certainly captured the hornbill, and that Simba and Nala, despite the playful abuse they’d just administered, were valiantly trying to save their friend.

 Despite the fact that it was somewhat exasperating, it was also very noble, and suddenly Jack felt a wowed fellowship with the cubs, taking on near-impossible odds and rushing into danger to save someone they cared for. It was the spitting image of what he’d done, against all hope, for Ann on Skull Island, and Jack Driscoll found himself admiring Simba and Nala to no end for it.

  But respectful appreciation would have to be put on hold, and composing a new real life action scene in his head, Jack breathed out, “Okay, enough of this path of least resistance. We’re just going to run back to the halfway point, then climb straight up the ridge and meet them there. We’ll save Zazu too if we can,” he added, picking up on Ann’s intended plea.

  Pivoting on his right foot, Jack then flashed in the direction he’d come and tore over the bones and rocks on the same route with her. On coming to the halfway mark, he skidded to a stop, went right at the ridge, and scrambled up it with all the fierce rapidity he’d shown when climbing the great set of stairs to reach Ann. And now, she was right beside him, the two of them joined as one in their goal as they scrabbled upward.

  After what seemed like an age, but was probably only two or three minutes, Jack found himself forcing his body over the ridge’s crest. Standing, he saw that there was a sort of small granite mesa fourteen feet below, extending into a sort of hook. After checking to see that Ann was with him, blue lotus seeming like a piece of sky that refused to darken, he leapt down the incline, clutching the new limb bone as he felt his feet make impact with the rock.

  Ann came two seconds later, and on hearing her heavy breathing; he turned to ask, “Are you okay?” She nodded in resolute response. 

  Resuming their rush across the mesa, Ann suddenly pointed to the right as they approached the hook’s base, saying, “Their shadows Jack!” Slowing down, Jack’s eyes registered the flickering shadows of all three hyenas, weird and imposingly huge in the light cast by some type of volcanic activity, like the figures of Javanese shadow puppets. 

  They were laughing wildly, and Zazu’s oddly sedate voice protested then, “Oh no. Not the birdie boiler!” before there was a sudden gentle rumbling, the glow increased, and then Zazu came shooting into their view, Jack automatically grabbing Ann by the shoulder and pulling her behind his back as the hornbill shot over their heads and on to kingdom come like a blue and white artillery shell, steam trailing all the way. They’d shot him out of a steam vent.

  “How could they do that?” Ann gasped, voicing Jack’s shocked disgust perfectly. Jack Driscoll was a man who generally got on quite well with all sorts of individuals, no matter what their social level was. Even if their philosophies or behavior didn’t exactly mesh with his own, the playwright would still be willing to put up with nearly anything a person could say or do in front of him, no matter how crude or foolish. 

   Still, there was one category of human being even Jack had absolute zero tolerance for, and those were the bullies and the sadists. He heartily agreed with the stable hand from Black Beauty indeed that cruelty was the devil’s trademark. It looked like the hyenas fell squarely into that contemptible category, and a small flame of self-righteous anger spurred Jack onward.

  As Jack reached the geologically lighted scene, coming to the mesa’s edge with Ann close behind as he panted and tightened his right hand around the club, the hyenas were rolling around below in fits of sick laughter at what they’d done to poor Zazu. 

   Before the playwright could act, a new, defiant voice was heard then, getting the attention of both human and hyena alike. Standing on a ribcage was Simba with Nala, boldly chiding, “Hey, why don’t you pick on someone your own size?”

   Pretending to mull it over, the tousled female cocked her head and said, “Like…YOU?”

   Horrified, Simba could only say “Oops,” as the female lunged with a wicked snap of her jaws at him.

   Automatically, Jack felt the muscles of his legs coil, then launch his body off the mesa and into the air as he said with a cool fury, “Actually, I totally agree with him,” right before crashing onto his target, the coarsely furred, reeking back of the speaking, surly male and tackling him to the rock.

  Caught completely by surprise and under attack by an alien creature, the hyena uttered a piercing, grating shriek of panic as Jack’s body hit him, thrashing wildly and then trying to administer a bite in self-defense. 

  “Look out Jack!” Ann shouted, still on the mesa. Immediately, Jack gripped the bone cudgel in both hands and shoved it crosswise into the hyena’s mouth, pushing up and away even as he got to his feet. 

  For a few moments, they all just stared at each other, the panting male and his companions gazing at the two aggressive humans in a disbelieving stupor. 

  “By the Great Goddess, you’re humans!” the speaking male pronounced in awe. 

  “That’s right Dango,” Jack spat in bold contempt as Ann came down herself to join him, using the name for hyenas in the Tarzan novels.

  Instantly, the male’s face took on an insulted, disdainful expression. “Dango? My name’s not Dango pal, it’s Banzai. B-A-N-Z-E-Y-…Uh…”

   “Don’t tell me you don’t even know how to spell your own name,” Jack said in disbelief, shaking his head in a tsk-tsk way. Were they truly that stupid?

   Snapping out of her amazed trance then, the female commanded, “Banzai, how about you forget about these freakazoids, and get the cubs!!” even as she began to continue the pursuit.

  As Banzai obeyed, Jack looked at Ann’s eyes for any hope of an answer, their brows both furrowed into ridges of confusion as they said together in total incomprehension, “Freakazoids?!”   Although Jack could tell that it was a derogatory term, he’d never heard anything remotely like it before. Probably meant that they were odd ducks.

  “Guess it must be some sort of hyena slang,” he dismissed out loud before he and Ann pressed on. As they leapt over the ribcage, Jack saw with horror that the hyenas were now actually hard on and snapping at Simba and Nala’s heels. But both were still moving much too fast! 

  “Oh for the love of Goodness!” Ann helplessly pleaded as Simba and Nala barely avoided a snap from the female’s jaws, vaulting over a huge skull, its deceased owner’s ribcage and spine pointing downhill. 

  Pointing downhill!
  “Ann, we have one last chance, but if we can pull this off right, it’s also the best one we have,” Jack stammered out as he peeled off to the right and tore down the slope in a curve. To his immense gratitude, they attained the bottom of the wide ravine right on schedule, and he heard the cubs stuttering as they went down the vertebrae slide. If the situation hadn’t been so grave, Jack would’ve laughed out loud.

  “Get ready,” Ann told him.

  “I’m definitely ready!”

  Simba and Nala came flying out into the misty air then, and with feline grace, like he’d practiced for it, Jack leapt up and grabbed Simba in midair by the scruff of the neck, while Ann did the same with Nala.

  Immediately, both cubs screamed in terror, writhing and scratching at their saviors. Even though they only weighed fifteen to twenty pounds, the cubs already had powerful muscles, powering their frantic struggles.

  “Jesus Christ, calm down little fella!” Jack commandingly gasped as Simba yowled and clawed at him.

  “It’s alright, you’re fine!” Ann shouted, trying to sound as soothing and reassuring as possible while frantically holding a writhing Nala at arm’s length. “We aren’t going to hurt you!”

  Coming to his senses first, Simba relaxed in Jack’s grip, looking at him, then Ann, before saying, “You’re not? And who are you guys?”

  “More like what are you guys?” Nala added in amazement.

    The hyenas were running down the slope now, and Ann hurriedly said, “No, we want to help. And just think of us for now as two-legged guardian angels,” putting Nala’s slim tan form around her shoulders and scrambling up the other side.

   “At least one of which has a rather vexing and bizarre white knight complex,” Jack muttered out loud before putting Simba over his right shoulder and following his lover’s example.

   Then, as Jack joined Ann in crawling to the slope’s top, mashing his weight onto the bone club with each movement of his right arm, Nala suddenly lost her balance, falling off Ann’s shoulders and slipping down the conglomeration of loose bones as two feminine voices shrieked wordlessly in tandem.

  “Oh God Jack, I dropped her!” Ann screamed in horrified guilt. Equally horrified at what he saw, Simba immediately vaulted off Jack’s shoulder before the playwright could even think of restraining him, going right for his friend.

  “Simba, don’t take any wooden nickels!” Jack yelled. But instantly he connected with what the cub was doing and shut up, turning to slide down the slope himself feet first. In an amazing gesture of courage, Simba leapt over Nala, clawing the leading female across the cheek, drawing blood before retreating. 

  Infuriated, the female snarled, then leapt at Simba, about to catch him by the tail. At that instant though, Jack arrived, reflexively kicking her as hard as he could in the jaw. As Simba fled to safety, the hyena then tried to retaliate with a clash of jaws that could support her own weight. 

  Jack was ready though. Grabbing the hyena by her muscle-packed throat with his right hand, enveloped in a carrion reek as he shoved on her chest with his left, Jack got up leverage and threw the beast right down the slope, tumbling down to bowl over Banzai and Ed. 

 I bested you, he thought with a momentary flash of smugness before rejoining Ann and the cubs, now running on the ground. 

 Being faster, Simba and Nala were at the front, just running blindly. Seeing where they were headed from her higher vantage point, Ann shouted, “Don’t run into there! You’ll be trapped!”

 Coming to their senses as Jack assessed the possibilities for escape, the cubs stopped and blinked, Simba responding, “Oh. Thanks.” Then he and Nala swerved in a different direction, and ran right into another cul-de-sac before Jack or Ann could even react.

  “No little fellas, not that way! Follow us,” Jack gaspingly ordered, breath coming hard. 

  “Get moving,” Ann pleaded, “otherwise the hyenas will back us all into a-“

  “Corner?” the female hyena’s voice suggested from behind them with a smug coolness.

   Whipping around and brandishing the bone club, Jack saw her standing in the fissure’s entrance, Banzai and Ed on either side of her. Backing up, bracing himself for the fight he expected, the playwright could see Ann almost seem to shrink inside herself and helplessly quiver, the cubs doing the same as all three got behind his form.

   Ears laid back, the female began to stalk like a wolf towards them, Jack standing tall and looking at her eyes. “Oh, there’s no need to be all confrontational or cower in fear humans,” she sneeringly addressed them. “We’re only interested in the cubs, that’s all.” 

   “Allow me to introduce myself by the way. My name’s Shenzi, and I’ve come to take what’s mine,” she said with a wicked smile.

   “Yeah, the cubs,” Banzai cackled, circling off to the left to lower his head and get a better look at the golden forms as Jack tensely tracked him. “Here, kitty, kitty, kitty,” he mocked. “Come out to play!” 

    Ed just crazily laughed like a loon, tongue flopping. He looked uncannily like one of Jack’s old university friends, Archie Tavernini, whenever he’d have too much to drink. As for the joke, Jack didn’t think it funny in the least.

   “Leave them alone!” Ann shouted, picking up a loose rock, and in an astoundingly brave gesture that Jack couldn’t believe, came up right alongside him, helping to put up a bold front as she chucked the stone in Banzai’s direction.

   “Whoa!” the hyena yelped in surprise, leaping aside before it could hit him. Even if Banzai hadn’t though, it unfortunately would’ve missed him anyway. 

   Jack Driscoll was amazed. He’d been astounded enough to hear Ann tell about how she’d actually, unbelievably slapped the ape’s hand away. But to actually see her do something like that in front of him, standing up to an enemy with such pluck, was at a level Jack found both immensely admirable and shockingly unreal.

    Meanwhile, taking it in, Shenzi’s mouth corners turned upward in a sardonic smile before she drawled, “Aww. That was so cute. Toss another one, by all means. Let’s see if now you can actually hit us with a rock.” Banzai and Ed went into a round of hysterical laughter, Ann reacting like she’d been struck, lips parting-but that was before pure electric fury shot up Jack’s spine, and like a striking snake, his arm flashed at the ground while he bent over, keeping hostile eyes on the hyenas.

  Growing up on Manhattan’s streets as a boy, Jack had been a fairly accomplished baseball and stickball pitcher. He hadn’t had to toss a pitch since 1921, but his body still remembered vividly, even if his intellect didn’t. 

  With a flick of his arm, an apple sized rock went flying into space, hitting Ed right in his drooling mouth and sending him flying back a couple feet, the hyena’s cackling becoming a shriek of pain. As Ed clutched at his mouth, Jack pointed a bristling finger at them, menacingly snarling, “The bastard who has the gall to insult or mock Ann with their mouth is going to get my fist or a rock in theirs.”

  Taken aback and suddenly a bit more respectful, Shenzi just said, “Okay,” as she looked at Jack’s heaving body. Still, they weren’t going to go anywhere.

  Even if it might’ve been just the heat in his blood, Jack felt confident that he and Ann could take the hyenas on, or even better bluff them into leaving before anyone came to blows. Most mammals that live and even more importantly fight in groups, including humans and spotted hyenas, are quite good at instinctively assessing both the numbers of the opposing side and their demeanor. That in turn, decrees if the home team will decide to enter into the fray themselves, and what their strategy will be if they do.

  In both the native village and the unholy chasm, Jack had known in his heart that the battle would be one where he’d ultimately die trying, a crushing feeling of helpless sadness flowing over him. Each time, it had only been Englehorn’s near-divine intervention that had spared him, even if he hadn’t been awake for the first.

  But this time, things were on a more level playing field for once, two against three. And of course, once you’d gone up against Skull Island’s oversized killers, the “everyday” ones just didn’t seem all that intimidating anymore. Even as he thought it, he heard Ann move off cautiously to the left, reaching down to pick up a loose elephant rib bone even as fear shone in her eyes. She intended to use it as a jabbing weapon, he realized in amazement. Yes, this time it was a much fairer fight, and Jack Driscoll was now the one wielding the club today, Ann ready to join him. 

   Behind him, he heard a shaking Nala pleading to Ann, “Help. Don’t let them eat us.”

   “We won’t if we have anything to say about it,” Ann responded through her own fear with both determination and tenderness.

    Even more importantly, Jack could see in the wary eyes of the hyenas that they were deeply uncertain about their prospects, had a bad feeling about attacking directly. He’d perceived it flickering about them before he’d even had cause to throw a missile in fact, and knew from what he’d read of the beasts that they were skulking, craven creatures, cowards who attacked the helpless in the night. 

  But most of all, the playwright again could see the cannibal savages and their wrongness, their hideousness, their wickedness, the terror and mental cruelty they’d inflicted on his angelic, unsullied Ann. 

  On this occasion, knowing the hyenas would do the same thing to Simba and Nala if they could, and his blood heated with deep fury, not the usual cold terror as Jack pondered the natives, he was staring daggers. Fear and trembling had given way to boldness and hatred. Even Ed was smart enough to recognize the transition, and it gave Jack Driscoll a strange swirl of pleasure that he could tell that the hyenas could tell.

   Hyenas prefer to take the path of least resistance when obtaining meat. Remarkably craven they may be around humans, although they are anything but that when it comes to their dealings with the other creatures that share their world. They regularly swipe lion kills, chase down and kill wildebeest singlehandedly, can pull down Cape buffalo in larger groups, and will even dare to attack and harass rhino calves with the angry mother present. There are few animals they won’t attempt to slaughter when the odds are in their favor, ripping and crunching with jaws that can practically squeeze blood out of a stone, as the saying goes.

  All the same, if a hyena doesn’t have to go to undue trouble to obtain a meal, it won’t. Every member of the trio had least once been bitten at and wildly kicked at by the hooves of a zebra stallion defending his mares, bowled over by a wildebeest cow protecting her calf, and chased away by a surly male baboon, baring enormous fangs that could mortally wound a leopard. It was obvious the male human was prepared to adopt the same role.

  Apparently trying to negotiate, Shenzi breathed in before obsequiously stating, in as diplomatic and cajoling a tone as possible, “Look humans, what happens between us hyenas and the cubs isn’t your problem. Just step aside and let us get to work. We’ll even wait until you’re out of earshot so you don’t have to hear it. And we’re quick killers, trust us.”

  “Yeah, we’ll just shake em’ really hard and snap their necks so they don’t feel a thing!” Banzai excitedly supplied while Ed nodded through the pain of his broken tooth.

   As Ann gasped in disgusted horror, a hand flying up to her mouth as the cubs whimpered and cringed even further back, Jack shaking his head at the callous statement, Shenzi neutrally rebuked, “Not the kind of platitude I would’ve chosen, Banzai,” before turning back for Jack’s reaction. 

  Turning to look out of the corner of his eye over his shoulder, Jack saw the frightened eyes of the lion cubs, ears laid back as they returned trusting, believing gazes to him. Facing the hyenas again, the writer snapped, “Sorry fellas, but there’s no chance of negotiation here.”

  Rolling her eyes, Shenzi lowered her head and gave out groaning, cowlike lows, as hyenas will do when impatient or exasperated, Banzai joining her. “We just want to have two lion cubs humans,” she told them in a beggar’s voice. “If you insist on being difficult, it’s not going to be to anyone’s self-interest. And you know what we might have to do then,” she threatened, eyes narrowing ominously.

  In spite of his fear, Jack gave a condescending, cheery crooked smile before suggesting, “Yes. Leave Christ-fearing people and lion cubs alone, then go home and chase yourselves. Then have fun sucking eggs,” he needled for good measure.

   Clearly too dumb to get it, Ed leapt to full attention and began rushing back and forth, searching for nonexistent eggs before Banzai cuffed him, growling, “He’s not saying there’s real eggs moron! He’s making a dig at us!”

   Smirking with odd pleasure, Jack told Ann, “Too bad all hyenas aren’t mute like Ed.”

  “Then we wouldn’t have to listen to them talk,” Ann quipped back.

   “But compared to Ed, all the other hyenas make him look like Albert Einstein or Benjamin Franklin, a genius in other words,” Jack mocked, causing the trio to snarl in resentment.

    “You have a pretty smart mouth buddy for not having any real teeth in it,” Banzai growled back.

   “Well, you won’t have to listen to my gums beat if you just go away,” Jack offered with a shrug for emphasis. 

    Lowing again in impatience, Shenzi shot pointedly, “Insults aren’t going to accomplish anything. For the final time humans, here’s the ultimatum: Let us have the cubs!”

    “Over my dead body,” Jack growled, although he didn’t mean it literally of course.

   “Then that can be arranged,” Shenzi said grimly as a frightened Ann’s eyes widened to the size of the lotus bloom and she gave a sharp little shivering intake of breath.

   “Yeah, I’ve always liked trying new kinds of meat,” Banzai added with a wicked grin as he began to stalk forward, all three hyenas now lined up shoulder to shoulder like toughs, with tails fluffed up and arched over their backs to show their aggressive intentions.

   Oh Jesus, here we go now, Jack thought in terror, gulping as he raised the bone club, Ann behind and beside him, holding out her rib-bone spear. The bluffing hadn’t worked and now there was no other choice left. The back end of the fissure was twice as high as he was. It did however, have a crack running down it at an angle, and a person could fit their hands and feet into it to climb out.

  Before the trio could close, Jack whispered to Ann, “There’s a crack running down the back face. Grab one of the cubs, put them over your shoulders, and climb out. I’ll defend the other one in the meantime. When that one is safe, climb halfway back down and I’ll throw the other one back up to you, then climb out myself.”

  “No Jack!” Ann pleaded. “They’ll rip you apart if you go up against them alone! Let me help you!”

  “Don’t even argue!” Jack barked. “Climb!”

  Then there was no more time as the battle was joined. Shenzi bored in first, and Jack swung the cudgel, hitting her on the snout. Giving a short scream, the hyena retreated in a sideways run, and he had to desperately turn to whack Banzai, who was leaping up at Jack with the intent to bite the playwright, and then knock him down. 

  The bone came down across the hyena’s shoulders, Jack kicking Ed in the face at the same time. As Banzai drew back, Shenzi came for him again, and Jack ‘s club connected with a foreleg, sending her sprawling and tumbling across the rock.

  He was dimly aware of Ann trying her best to climb the crack in the rock, trying to hold onto Nala at the same time. Unfortunately, this left Simba without any protection, and as Jack was kept busy frantically whacking at Ed with his back to the rock, Shenzi saw the chance to get what she’d really come for, rushing at the cub.

  “Simba!” Nala yelled.

  “No! No!” Ann shrieked impotently from about eight feet above Jack.

  With Shenzi closing in, bone-cracking, stinking jaws opening wide, Simba defiantly raised his hackles and bared his teeth, giving a wild, ineffectual yowl. 

  Despite everything, Ann protesting through her tears “Let him be you tramp!” Shenzi stopped and laughed.

  “That was it? Hah. Do it again. Come on,” she taunted, even as Jack madly tried to beat back the two males, who were starting to lose interest now that their true goal was in their paws, and get to the lion prince at the same time.

  Unbowed, Simba opened his mouth again-but this time the air-shaking roar of an adult male lion came out. Everyone, including Jack and Ann stopped what they were doing, and went, “Huh?”

  A second later, Jack assumed in terror that the ape had somehow arrived here. At the same moment, a startled Ann lost her grip on both the rock and Nala, giving a piercing scream as she fell towards the solid stone ten feet below. 

  Instantly, Jack shot forward, catching Ann behind the knees with the left arm, dropping the bone to grab her around the small of her back with the right as she seized his shoulders with each hand in turn. Jack had only enough time to loudly grunt as the impact of her body went through his own lanky one like the shock wave from an explosion, spreading his legs and squatting so as not to be knocked to the ground.

  Two instants after that, an absolutely huge red-maned male lion sprung at the hyenas from the right of Jack’s vision, cuffing them with sledgehammer blows that far surpassed anything the playwright could’ve ever administered, gouging with his hooked claws, and snarling savagely as he slammed all three of them to the rock on their backs, looming over the reeking beasts as they cringed in abject terror.

  At the same time, Ann clutching his neck, Jack tore for the mouth of the fissure even as he still carried her sidesaddle in his arms. But her weight was slowing him down, and changing tactics he lowered Ann to the ground and took her hand as they dove into a seven-foot long narrow alcove in the rock, Jack yanking his love behind him as he pressed his back against her. 

  They couldn’t possibly hope to outrun an angry lion, for these tawny felines can cover the length of a football field in six seconds, and have been known to chase down men on horseback. The best thing to do was just to take cover, nerves humming until the huge cat had dealt with the hyenas, collected the cubs, then calmed down and gone away. 
  As for the trio, they were visibly terrified out of their minds, expecting to die.

  “Oh please, please. Uncle, uncle.” Shenzi gaspingly implored. 

  “Ow. Ow. Ow.” Banzai squealed.

  The lion, obviously Mufasa, half roared, “Silence!” to make the hyenas shut up with their inane babbling.

  His guts feeling like jelly at the sound, knees shaking as he felt Ann’s slim body thrumming like a plucked guitar string against his own, Jack weakly told himself, “He’ll have no opposition here.”

  Either too stupid or too scared to get the message, Banzai jabbered hysterically, “Oh, we’re gonna shut up right now.”

  “Calm down. We’re really sorry,” Shenzi placated.

  As Jack felt his lips twitching, Mufasa, eyes coals, growled in ominous threat, “If you ever come near my son again…” letting it hang.

  “Oh this is…this is your son?!” Shenzi almost yowled, turning to look at Banzai with an “I know nutting” look in her eyes.

 “Oh, your son?” Banzai played along, fake shock and astonishment in his tone.

 The two of them repeated their vociferous protestations of innocence, just like Jack, scorn roiling in his breast despite his panic, had seen bullies and criminals do so many times before in New York, claiming that good blessed Christ, they’d had no idea that this cub was King Mufasa’s! 

  Yeah right and I’m Vice President Charles Curtis, Jack mentally scoffed in derision.

  Then, Shenzi and Banzai turned for collaboration to their mute companion, hopefully questioning, “Ed?”

  In an unbelievable, unimaginable display of stupidity, Ed nodded yes in response instead of denying it.

  With a roar of anger that seemed to shake the rock walls around him and Ann, Mufasa allowed the hyenas to scramble to their paws and hastily run off, Banzai saying “Toodles!” as they disappeared.

  Zazu began to light in front of Mufasa, when the lion king suddenly turned, and to Jack’s absolute horror, gazed right into their alcove, growling deeply, “It’s no use hiding humans. Come out.”

  Ann gave a shaking gasp as Jack kept his position, too terrified to move as ice cubes formed in his clenched stomach.

  “Come out!” Mufasa commanded in a half roar that made Jack almost scream. He was right though, it truly was no use hiding. Feeling like a prisoner on death row walking to the electric chair in Sing Sing, teeth grinding together and his muscles quaking, Jack Driscoll, Ann gulping from against his back, walked out into the open, facing the animal that he knew was finally going to kill him. All that could be done was to face the lion king like a man and die bravely. 

  In a throbbing blanket of fear, Jack despairingly remembered the words of the painted dog leader who shared his name.

  Make no mistake about it, the lions are savage brutes, and I’d do my utmost to avoid them if I were you Jack and Ann. Don’t have more to do with them than you can help. In fact, just don’t be anywhere nearby at all.

  Well, he’d tried. Christ knew how he’d tried not to cross paths with the kings and queens of the cats. But those efforts hadn’t been good enough, and now the playwright was going to be executed just for trying to help, to his gall and terror.

   Before he fully exposed himself, Jack suddenly turned and crushed Ann’s slender body against his in what he knew would be their last embrace, saying in a pleading mutter, “When he goes for me Ann, just run. Run as fast as you can. Don’t look back or try to save me. I don’t want him to get you too.”

  The worst-case scenario had come to pass, and Jack knew with a horrid finality that Mufasa wasn’t going to offer any quarter. He empathetically couldn’t stand to think of Ann falling victim as well, or having to see her lover thrashing helplessly in the lion’s crunching jaws for her final glimpse of Jack Driscoll. 

  As Westerners, the only direct contact most of us will have with lions is seeing them at the zoo, on TV, or at the circus. We are accustomed to think of them as the regal King of the Beasts, huge, affectionate golden felines who exemplify features of both our own house cats and the wild, noble nature we want to find in our own souls. Lazily stretched out like tawny mounds of muscle in the grass, going about their favorite activity of sleeping or languidly resting as they flick their tails, whether in the zoo or in the wild, it can seem as if one could go and approach, even walk among them, petting their velvet coats. 

  But this is empathetically not so. Most of the time, lions are benign creatures, getting on well enough with humans. When lions encounter people on foot, their reaction is predictable: They leap up and run away with a startled whoof , or retreat to a generous distance to assuage their curiosity from afar. If there is plenty of cover around, the lion that detects a person will just hunker down and sit tight until he or she has gone away, or cautiously get to its feet and silently slink away, the person never having had any inkling that the big cat was even there.

  Of course, there are always grisly exceptions to the rule. Only a century ago, tens of thousands of native Africans were slain each year by lions. Several hundred still are.

  Both Jack and Ann were familiar with perhaps the most horrific and disturbing of all accounts of man-eating lions, Colonel James Patterson’s spine-chilling The Man-eaters of Tsavo, about a pair of male lions who audaciously preyed on railway workers in 1898, temporarily halting the Kenya-Uganda railroad’s construction, taking an estimated one hundred and thirty-six lives before Patterson shot them.

  Fourteen years in their future, an entire pride of man-eating lions would hold sway in 1947 Zambia, the Man-Eaters of Njombe killing an astonishing 1500 people, local blacks and white colonists alike, before every last member was hunted down and destroyed.

  Yes, a lion may seem imperially regal and laid-back in the zoo or on a game drive. But when, like Mufasa was doing now, he’s producing deep grunts, tail lashing in anger, huge coral and ivory mouth open to reveal four-inch fangs, blazing amber eyes seeming to burn holes into your cringing brain, mane bristling in a furry corona as if charged by an electrode-then he is truly terrifying beyond words, right where it’s primal fear.

  There is a very good reason why the Maasai consider the ritual lion hunt as the rawest, greatest test of bravery a man can face, and never refer to the lion by name, but out of mixed respect and fear fittingly call the big cat olowuaru-kitok, the big carnivore. They know the power of this creature, magnificence and savagery all rolled into one, only too well. 

  A lion doesn’t even have to bother with biting or clawing a man to kill him in fact. All the cat has to do is give a good swing of its paw, powered by a forelimb that Carl Akeley estimated as being two to three, maybe even four times stronger than a man’s, and the poor guy or gal is felled by the blow. 

  There was absolutely no hope for Jack’s survival, but it gave him a degree of frigid comfort to know that as long as he kept on fighting, struggling, punching, moving, the lion would stay at his grisly work until the cat had finished it, providing Ann with plenty of time for escape. 

  If she chose to take it of course.

  Refusing, she told him defiantly, “No Jack! I’m not going to flee and leave you to be killed!”

  “That’s noble to say Ann, but I have no hope anyway! Better me than you!”

  “Stop stalling and come before me,” Mufasa sternly growled.

  “Best do as His Majesty says,” Zazu thinly implored.

  Every second seemed like a day as Jack Driscoll resignedly obeyed, Ann hanging back behind him. He just prayed that he’d go into Livingstone’s famous shocked stupor quickly when the three-inch claws hooked him and the canines met in his flesh. Ann was finally backing away though to his relief, and he felt oddly proud, honored even, through his fear to be willingly throwing himself on the altar and baring his chest to the obsidian knife for her sake. 

  “Now,” Mufasa said, eyes blazing, “what were you humans doing in company with the hyenas? If you were also trying to harm my son-“

  Timorously coming forward, Simba then cautiously spoke in their defense, “Dad, they were trying to help save us. The male one even fought all three of the hyenas by himself!”

  “We’d be dead by now if it wasn’t for them,” Nala added.

   In an instant, the lion king’s expression changed from accusing rage to astonished gratitude. “You went out of your way to save them?”

   “Yes.” Jack answered weakly. “I suppose you might as well repay me for it in the traditionally impulsive and ironic manner,” he said with a thin, mirthless smile and resigned shrug. “But I beg of you, please don’t hurt Ann!”

  “Be at peace, I’m not going to lay a claw on either of you,” Mufasa reassured them. There was still anger in his voice, but Jack was slowly coming to realize that this kind was merely directed at Simba, not at them, and he felt himself relax. A little bit. 

  “You could both have been hurt yourselves though, even killed. Why did you do such a risky thing?” the great lion inquired in awe.

  “That’s a question I’ve been repeatedly asking myself throughout the whole incident,” Jack dryly said, trying to use humor to quell his jangling nerves.

   “Maybe it’s because we couldn’t have lived with ourselves and just didn’t want to see the cubs die,” Ann thoughtfully suggested.

   “Well, whatever the motive, I am profoundly grateful,” Mufasa told them in purring relief. 

   All trace of fury at them was gone, and the playwright was pretty sure that this was the lion king’s normal voice they were hearing. To be true, Jack Driscoll had never exactly sat down and pondered what the voice of a male lion would sound like if it had the gift of speech, but he knew that if he ever had, it would be quite similar to this. 

  Mufasa’s voice was regal, rich, commanding, a warm baritone that bespoke wisdom and noble authority. He actually seemed quite gentlemanly, even downright amicable, and not in the mood for killing anyone. 

 Raising his great kingly head then, the red-maned lion then thoughtfully looked around at the gathering dark. “Do you two have any place to sleep tonight? This is certainly no place to settle down, I can tell you that.”

 “We kind of were meaning to sleep at the waterhole actually, Your Majesty,” Jack politely told him.

“Well, I can think of something twice as good as that,” Mufasa purred out. “How would you and Ann like to stay at Pride Rock for the night? In fact, you can stay for as long as you wish,” the great cat offered.

  Caught between deep appreciation at the gesture and apprehension at going into a lion’s den, Jack wasn’t sure what to say in response. Uncertainly, he looked into Ann’s eyes, doubt crossing back and forth between them. 

   This could very well be some kind of setup-what Carl had done had sensitized his own receivers to that-, or things might suddenly degenerate when they met the rest of the pride, and they’d both end up dead as a result.

  At the same time, he certainly didn’t want to risk provoking Mufasa by refusing a royal invitation, and what place could possibly be safer out here than a cave filled with lions, the best guardians imaginable? 

  It was Ann who broke the silence first, turning from Jack to Mufasa and demurely telling the lion, “Thanks, we’d love to. That’s extremely generous of you, Your Majesty.”

  With no other choice but to follow her lead, Jack Driscoll flashed the lion king a crooked smile before nodding and saying, “I’m happy to accept the privilege. Thanks a million.” 

  The die’s been cast I guess.   No turning back.

  Tentatively then, Zazu, visibly afraid of punishment for failing his duties, addressed Mufasa, “Your Majesty, the formalities?”

  “The formalities? Oh yes, thanks Zazu,” Mufasa nodded.

   Standing fully erect, head held high, the lion king pronounced, “I am King Mufasa, upholder of the Circle of Life, and ruler of the Mzima Pride. This is Zazu, my majordomo and adviser,” the hornbill nodding in recognition, “and this is Prince Simba with his companion, Lady Nala,” Simba giving a nervous, fearful smile as Nala gracefully nodded.

  “Now say your names,” Zazu coached.

  “I’m Jack Driscoll,” the playwright told Mufasa with a slow bow.

  Taking that as her cue, Ann gracefully went to stand beside him, stating ethereally, “And I’m his…consort, Ann Darrow,” giving a brief blush at her words and even curtseying as prudently as she could muster in a worn slip. Jack immediately looked away as his own cheeks became heated at the thought.

  Helping them along, Zazu informed them, “Now do a full bow, then roll onto your back with limbs splayed out.”

  The bow he understood, but totally puzzled at the bizarre latter gesture, Jack wrinkled his forehead, saying, “Huh?”

  “What’s the reason for doing that?” Ann asked in bemusement.

 “It’s the leonine way of showing submission,” Zazu explained.

  Hesitantly, looking into Mufasa’s imperial eyes, Ann knelt, and then bowed down before the red-maned lion, flipping onto her back in trepidation. 

  Jack should’ve been doing the same thing too, but reluctance and even a slight irrational defiance kept him standing up. He didn’t feel comfortable bowing down to a beast and debasing himself in this manner. 

  Even more, the playwright felt like he’d be showing weakness in front of Ann by submitting, looking like a pushover and a coward in front of her instead of a true steadfast man.

  Mufasa began to give a small growl of irritation, and Ann, still supine, sternly pleaded, “Jack, don’t act the fool! Just bow down and it’s done.”

  Feeling like a solider surrendering a weapon, Jack mouthed, “Okay Ann. All right,” before reluctantly kneeling down, stretching his body forward and lowering his head as he touched his palms to the stone.  

  Then, just like he’d seen his cats do time and again in respectful recognition that he was the boss, Jack swallowed his masculine pride and rolled over onto his back, limbs sprawling as his emerald eyes met Mufasa’s. He felt so horribly weak and vulnerable.

  “You can get up now,” Mufasa calmly told them.

  Flipping over and pushing himself off the ground, Jack helped Ann up before giving a placating lopsided grin and nervously quipping, “Sorry Your Majesty. It’s just a male type of thing.”

  “Perfectly understandable,” Mufasa good-naturedly responded. “Now that that’s all done, let’s all get out of here and go back to Pride Rock.” 

  “Yeah!” Simba enthusiastically said. “I’ll introduce you guys to my Mom, and we’ll play together, and-“

  “But first,” Mufasa snapped, turning to impale Simba with a suddenly steely, unbending gaze, “you are going to have some discipline and a talk with me about today.”

  Ears laid back, a cowed Simba paced up to his father, begging, “Dad, I…”

  “You deliberately disobeyed me,” Mufasa growled.

  “Dad, I’m…I’m sorry,” Simba weakly placated in remorse. Jack could relate all too well, feeling deep sympathy for the cub, but he knew better than to ever get involved in the disciplinary affairs of a father, especially a lion father to say the least.

  As the lion king began to walk away, looking over his powerful shoulder, he told his son in stern reproach, “Let’s go home.”

  Not wanted to say or do anything that might cause the again irked Mufasa to become irritated at them too, Jack waited with Ann until the shamefaced cubs were a few yards in front of them before falling into step himself.

  As he did, clutching Ann’s hand silently in his own, Jack heard Nala whisper to Simba, “I thought you were very brave.”

  In a similar hushed voice, Ann told him, “And I thought you were too Jack. But then, you always are.” 

  Despite the ominous darkness around him, Jack felt he was flooded with a heavenly light.

      On these occasions we would find ourselves beside the three males, all of us walking abreast. We were amazed by their tolerance of us, as well as by their beauty and their noble air. There is something uniquely awe-inspiring about a male lion in his prime. Dereck Joubert, The Lions of Savuti: Hunting With The Moon. 1997. 

   “Lion: The fiercest and most magnanimous of the four footed beasts.” Samuel Johnston’s Dictionary of the English Language. 1755.

  It gave Ann a wash of pleasure to see Jack’s tanned face light up in response to her commendation of his seemingly never-ending courage. The pleasure itself was added as icing to a profound relief, one that none of her fears in the graveyard had come true. 

  Relief that the hyenas hadn’t harmed the cubs, for one, the dire possibility strong enough to make her return to this eerie, darkening landscape of gray rock and white bone they would all thankfully soon be leaving. Relief that the shaggy, malformed creatures hadn’t harmed Jack as well, and what a fighter he’d proven to be! Relief that Mufasa, the awesome lion they were now trailing, even when he’d had every right, more than every right, to act out on his instincts to protect his cubs, had been a true king and not laid a claw on her or on Jack.

   “Thanks for the recognition darling. I do try my best, even if I’m still not completely used to it. Not to mention that sometimes I wonder what in the world I’m getting myself into,” he told her with a small, delighted smile, keeping his voice low in the tense atmosphere. 

   “Well, I think you’re doing a superb job of it myself,” she gently affirmed.

   “Just call me Jack Driscoll, Cretaceous Courageous,” Jack playfully quipped with a grin.

   Ann gently chuckled before suddenly, her nose caught an asphalt type of scent.  

   Thoughtfully, she asked Jack, “Do you smell that Jack?” even as she turned to the left.

   “Smell what? I smell plenty of carrion around if that’s what you mean. Sulfur too,” he muttered in dry disgust.

   “No, it’s like roofing tar.”

  Jack sniffed again in the foggy air before thoughtfully saying, “You’re right. In fact, I think that has to be either a tar or pitch seep.” 

  Then, she saw inspiration, the rising of a brilliant idea, grow on Jack’s lean aquiline features in the gathering dark as he looked in the seeps’ direction, then at the bones littering the rocks around them, then at a vent spouting high-temperature gases even as the forming concept grew in her mind. It was vital and brilliant all at once.

  “A torch, right?” Ann neutrally stated.

  “An excellent deduction Miss Darrow,” Jack approvingly affirmed. “Now let’s see if His Majesty will allow us to make and take one.”

  “I sure hope so,” Ann intoned in a voice of tentative hope and expectation. Already, she was getting goosebumps in her thin slip as the mercury began to slip downwards with the sun.

  Jack then spoke up, getting the attention of the lion king twenty yards in front of them with a wary, “King Mufasa? Your Majesty?”

 At the sound, Mufasa whipped his great blocky head around and stopped to look at them. For an instant, he was commandingly terrifying, black lips compressed and mouth corners drawn back, ears flattened and eyes piercing, all proclaiming that this was one peeved male lion. The sight made Ann’s heart jump into her throat, and both the actress and writer froze, muscles tense.

 But a second later, the lion’s expression softened, and he said in his rich baritone, “Yes Jack, what is it?”

  “Anything either of you need?” Zazu helpfully volunteered. “Oh, it’s time for a bathroom break, isn’t it? Simba, Nala, they say humans are shy creatures, so look away.” He reminded her so much of a feathered Preston.

  “No, no, it’s not exactly that,” Jack hurriedly corrected, giving a faint smile as he shook his head and Ann felt her own mouth corners draw upward in amusement. It was added to by the memory of how her mother had just had such a knack for anticipating these requests from Ann and her sisters, and Lord knew that she’d sure heard them often. 

  “What we’d like is if we could make ourselves a torch and bring it along.”

  “I’m sorry, but I’ve never heard of such a thing before,” Mufasa said in puzzlement.

  “A torch is how we transport fire,” Ann elaborated.

  “Fire? Why would you want to have anything to do with fire?” the lion asked in real shock, eyes widening. “Surely you must know that fire burns and hurts those who touch it. It kills and destroys even as it cleanses and encourages new growth.”

  “We know,” Jack calmly stated, “but we’re special in that as humans, we can control it and even make fire work for us. In fact, we really can’t survive without it around to keep us warm and protect ourselves, since we don’t have any fur or fangs like you do.”

  “I know I’ll be needing it soon,” Ann frankly added, feeling her body beginning to shiver.

  For a few weighted moments, Mufasa regarded them with his amber eyes, Ann imploring him with her own blue ones. Last time she’d slept the night away, Kong’s fur and body heat had provided a surprisingly effective, if bizarre, warm mattress and blanket all in one. 

  But out here her bed would most likely be either cold rock or dirt, and Ann wasn’t willing to gamble that the lions would just let her flop down on or beside them right away. Jack, she knew, would give her all the clothing that he prudently could and offer his own body heat as he laid beside hers-hell, after what he’d done already, Jack would probably cut his own chest open if she needed warmth that badly, as sickeningly lurid and appalling as the images were to her. They couldn’t escape being chilled or even live long though, without a fire, or at least she couldn’t. 

  Would the lion show inadvertent cruelty or accepting kindness? Ann felt like she was perched on a knife’s edge.

  Casually, with a hint of wariness in his own regal voice now, Mufasa told them, “Fire is a part of the balance here in the Pridelands. It gets rid of ticks and weeds, and then leaves excellent grazing in its wake. But there is a season for it, like with everything, and I don’t want to see a blaze come before its time.”

 “Please!” cried Ann in horror, clasping her hands. “We will be careful, you have our word!”

  Jack was about to protest as well, but Mufasa silenced him with a paw gesture, saying, “I’m not finished yet. If you two were willing to put your lives on the line to save my son and his friend, then that means you are clearly trustworthy indeed, trustworthy enough to be allowed to possess fire,” finishing with a smile.

  Relief and gratitude poured through Ann’s body as her body pleasantly slumped. Feeling like she could hug Mufasa, she told him, “Thank you so much Your Majesty. You don’t know how important this is to us.”

  Nodding to second the motion, Jack added himself, “Thanks. You won’t be sorry, we promise.”

  “No need for doing that,” Mufasa matter-of-factly replied. “Just make your torch and then come along.”

 An already broken bone, four minutes of holding the snapped end in the pitch seep, and a cautious prod into the vent was all it took for her paramour to have a blazing torch clutched in his broad right hand-she tried her best not to think of her other recent memory of torches, Ann reminding herself that this one meant life and protection, not the opposite. The gathered lions gave it an even stronger caveman-type aura, and Ann felt a weird urge to giggle at it all as Jack then picked up another bone to serve as a third club if needed, tucking it in his armpit.

  Using yet another slang term that was totally lost on her and Jack, although she guessed it must mean neat or amazing, Simba commented, “Wow! That is so cool how you did that! Can you teach me sometime Jack?” the cub excitedly requested.

 “Develop a pair of opposable thumbs, and I’ll be happy to,” Jack playfully, lopsidedly grinned, as Zazu and Mufasa both laughed knowingly.

  “Well, well, you humans truly can make and master fire,” an impressed Zazu declared, wings akimbo in a surreally humanlike posture. “And no wonder some call you the Firehands!”

  “Firehands,” Ann said with interest. “That actually sounds like a rather cute term, doesn’t it Jack?” turning in his direction.

  “Indeed it does,” he agreed, charmed. “Looks like Mufasa isn’t waiting though,” he added, gesturing with a flick of his expressive left hand in the strolling cat’s direction. Ann fell back into place at Jack’s side, and they silently followed His Royal Highness.

  Although the lion hadn’t said anything to directly imply it, Ann had the vague, ringing feeling that they’d tried Mufasa’s patience with their request to bring fire, in addition to the anger he was already feeling towards Simba about his little shenanigan.

  Therefore, it was in silence that Ann expressed her gratefulness to see the elephant graveyard’s boundary up ahead, the threshold between an earthly limbo and a wondrous, living paradise. Wordlessly, she and Jack glanced into each other’s eyes in the torch’s flickering orange firelight, and then Ann came out first, hooking her hands onto the bank’s lip and heaving her slim body out. Turning, she reached for the torch Jack proffered, and wrapped her hand around the pitted bone at the base as she stood up.

  Using a bone for a torch. It never would’ve occurred to her. Perhaps they could also collect more bones later and make them into weapons like darts, digging tools, and crude utensils. 

  Heaving himself up in turn, lips compressed against the pain of his shoulder wound as Ann bent to take one of his hands, Jack stood erect on the grass, inhaling the blue-gray air before taking the torch back from her. He squeezed her hand lightly in way of appreciation, and then they continued on together in the lion’s wake, thankful to be getting out of that valley of toxic-looking gas and death.

The torch’s yellow-orange flame was radiantly, gloriously bright. But it couldn’t compare to the spectacular, marvelous beauty of the African sunset off to Ann’s left, coloring the horizon lavender and pumpkin orange and carmine and indigo and rose and goldenrod and tangerine, a phoenix perishing in a flamboyant blaze of hues to be reborn again the next morning.

  It was every bit as enchantingly captivating as the sunset she’d watched with the giant ape on the outcrop that served as his lair. She knew he would just love to be here, seeing this right now.

  “Beautiful,” she appreciatively fluted out to herself.

 “And how,” a marveling Jack agreed, nodding his head while inadvertently bringing Ann out of her little reverie.

  Pointedly, Ann raised a finger to her velvet lips, and then lightly poked it in Mufasa’s direction. Jack immediately understood, giving her a brief, lackluster smile in apology. Since they’d left the graveyard, it had sure seemed to Ann like the lion king had been brooding, scowling almost as he walked along, turning what Simba had done and what his punishment would be over and over in his huge regal head.  

  The tension between him and the cubs could be felt vibrating in the cooling air, and now both Ann and Jack were walking even further back then the shamed Simba and Nala were.

  Mufasa wasn’t miffed at them personally, it was true, and a part of Ann admonished that she was being unreasonably apprehensive. Still, you definitely didn’t want to be only 5-10 feet from an irritated male lion when he impulsively decided that he just had to lash out at something, and said in his own mind, “Come to think of it…You’ll do nicely!!”

    Although their sizes couldn’t even begin to compare, it was wonderfully uncanny how much Mufasa already reminded her of Kong, in so many ways. The great lion was strong, regal, magnificent, intimidating, beautiful and fierce all at once. He was far more intelligent then she could’ve conceived, had immense power and projected authority, one hell of an air-shaking, commanding roar, a sense of humor, and protected his own with a determined, valiant savagery. 

  And in the face of everything logical, he’d spared both their lives and made her and Jack his friends. 

  Yes, she was really growing to like him. And in all honesty, she was very glad to have his leonine presence here as protection. It certainly wasn’t that she thought Jack was pathetic or weak-after what he’d done all for her on the island, how could she ever?-but there was only so much he as a mere human could take on and know how to deal with.

  A male lion though…Oh, a mature male lion could take on and know how to contend with anything out here. Forget about what the runaway slaves would cheer when they reached the Canadian border, she and Jack were truly under the protection of the Lion’s Paw! 

  Goodness knows that we sure do look the part though, Ann thought in mildly embarrassed amusement, briefly looking at her tattered slip and crude reed slip-ons. 

 She could tell from Jack’s face that he was hesitant for his part, trusting Mufasa, yet also filled with a real uncertainty about what tonight would hold for the two of them, something like on the longboat ride to the island. He was wondering if he’d have to use the torch for purposes other than illumination and warmth.

  Ann decided to do the reassuring herself for once, let him know that they’d hit a real jackpot, her mouth curving upward at the amusing play on words. She slowed to a stop then, letting the lions continue on for a bit. Immediately, Jack halted in his tracks, turning to look at Ann with concern in his green eyes as he trotted back through the red oat grass to her. 

  “Are you alright Ann?” he softly whispered when he reached her, the firelight playing orange over his features. “You weren’t just snakeb-“

  “Peachy keen,” she told him gently, starting to walk again at his left. “I just want to talk to you at a distance where Mufasa won’t hear us.”

  “What do you want to talk about? Anything eating you?” he asked as he touched her side, giving a muffled chuckle at his involuntary pun.

  “No, I’m fine Jack. It’s just that I can see something’s troubling you. It’s about the lions, isn’t it?” she said perceptively.

  “Me?” Jack responded with playful shock. “Ann darling, after facing dinosaurs and a pit of horrors, you think I’d be worried about mere lions?” giving her a half grin as the firelight shone off his marble teeth.

  Adopting a more serious tone, he softly confided, “Actually, yes, I am. Don’t misunderstand me Ann, I trust Mufasa, and I know we’d already both be dead if he meant to kill us, but we don’t know how the other lions will react when we meet them, and that frightens me.”

  “Well, we both knew deep down that we’d stumble into the lions sooner or later Jack, no matter how cautious and careful we were. Admit it,” Ann told him matter-of-factly.

  “Yeah,” Jack sighed. “It just comes with the territory and was inevitable out here, I guess.” 

  “And if anything, this was probably the best possible circumstance we could’ve met the lions under Jack,” she pointed out.

  Giving her a puzzled sideways look, Jack replied, “For once I’m afraid I don’t follow you. I certainly didn’t want to have cubs in the equation,” looking at Simba and Nala’s slinking forms.

  “Remember how you said yourself earlier, before we came to the waterhole, that helping an animal would be the best thing we could do for ourselves out here?”

  Realization of their incredible luck dawned on Jack’s face, and with heartened appreciation, he said, “Yeah, I sure do. The enemy of my enemy really is my friend after all, and we’ve sure struck gold when it came to using that method to make friends, haven’t we?” he contemplated with a broad grin of pleasure. 

  “You absolutely bet we have,” Ann responded. “And thankfully managed to save the cubs’ lives after all.”

  “It’s just like the story of Joseph, isn’t it?” Jack said with a reflective playfulness. “Do something that benefits the king, and then it benefits you in spades.” 

“And how,” Ann impishly agreed, playfully throwing his words from before back at him. They chuckled together, then, conscious of the noise they were making in the charged atmosphere, instantly, sheepishly fell silent.

  At that moment, Mufasa then stopped.

  Oh Jesus, he heard us and now he’s angry, Ann thought.

 “Don’t worry, I’ll take the blame,” Jack nobly comforted her as they began to walk back up.

  With his commanding tone, Mufasa’s voice could be heard quite clearly in the crisp evening air.

  “Zazu?” he authoritively snapped. It was not a request.

  Fearful trepidation written all over his features, the hornbill flew over and landed in front of his king, asking “Yes sire?” in a thin, cringing voice.

 Nodding his grave maned head in their direction, Mufasa told Zazu with unbending, punctual coolness, “Take Nala home. Jack and Ann too, and you’re responsible for getting them introduced. I’ve got to teach my son a lesson.”

  Through her surprised shock and worry that the lion king would not be accompanying them back to Pride Rock like she’d assumed, it bludgeoned Ann’s heart and moved her sympathy to see how Simba laid back his ears and cringed wide-eyed in the grass.

  Relief at not being chewed out or chewed on evident in his expression, Zazu flew over back to her, Jack, and the cubs with a business-type yet regretful attitude.

  “Come Nala. You too Jack and Ann,” he added, looking up at them. Turning to the prince, the hornbill put his wings on the despondent cub’s shoulders, gave a heavy, “I know what you’re going through” sigh, and then a commiserating pat as he said, “Simba…Good luck.”

  You’ll need it, Ann resignedly thought as she turned in obedience. Despite the fact that Ann Darrow was an independent woman, one who knew how to survive and speak for herself quite well, she also knew that there were times where the prudent thing to do was just follow orders. This was obviously one of them.

  Besides, although he’d opened his mouth to give some sort of protest, Jack had thought better of it and dried up. If he thought that zipping it and following Zazu was the sensible thing to do, then she’d follow Jack’s lead too.

  Before she did though, she looked with a mutual understanding at Simba’s forlorn form, and requested in a soft plea to Mufasa, “Don’t be too hard on the little fella.” 

  Jack’s face flushed in a mixture of shock and embarrassment at her presumptuous statement before he hurriedly tugged at her slim arm to hurry her along. As they got moving, Ann looked over her shoulder again at Mufasa, now disappearing from sight as the stars appeared in the blue-black dome over their heads. Now she was really thankful that they had torchlight to see by.

  Ann didn’t like it at all though, that Mufasa’s absence meant they would be basically meeting the pride by themselves, and she gripped Jack’s big left hand with her slender one for badly needed comfort. If the other lions either jumped to a faulty conclusion, or worse, decided that these human beings weren’t welcome here and got rather territorial, the chances were good that she and Jack would come to grief in Pride Rock’s shadow.

  Voicing her concern, Ann softly asked, “Zazu?”

   Looking over his shoulder, the hornbill asked, “Yes madam?” as he glided in beside her. 

   Taking a breath, Ann asked him, “Will we be safe when we arrive?”

   “Of course,” Zazu said. “No hyena would ever dare to approach Pride Rock.”

   “Actually, she means if the other lions there will try to harm us,” Jack specified on her behalf. “That’s something I’m also pretty damn worried about myself for the record.”

  “Oh, I see,” Zazu said with mild chagrin. Getting to the more pressing topic, the hornbill soothingly stated, “You can put your minds at ease about that right now Mister Driscoll and Miss Darrow. The very fact that I am even with the two of you gives you safe passage.”

  “Can we be sure about that?” Ann said doubtfully. 

  “Yes you can, my dear Miss Darrow,” Zazu politely assured. “As King Mufasa’s majordomo and herald, if I approve of you and feel that you can be trusted, then his Highness does as well. Besides, royal protocol states that if anyone does us a good turn, then we are obliged to cordially repay that favor, which naturally entails not eating them for one thing,” the hornbill informed them with a good-humored smile.

 “But what if something goes wrong anyway and even just one of the lions acts territorial, or even just gets irritated at us?” Jack grimly asked.

 Giving a sigh, Zazu solemnly told him, “While it’s prudent of you to respect their power, and all cats can certainly have volatile tempers at times, the Mzima Pride has always been quite tolerant of strangers in my experience. And even if one didn’t take kindly to you, as the king’s envoy I would happily put myself between them and you after what you’ve both done today. There is nothing to worry yourselves about.”

  Heartened by his words, Ann decided the hornbill was speaking the honest truth and relaxed, feeling her feet pleasurably sink into feathers each time she stepped on the silvered star grass. Jack apparently was reassured as well, for she felt a similar change in his demeanor.

  It was a gorgeous panorama around them, and Ann just walked with Jack beside her for a bit, silently enjoying the dreamlike view. About a third of the way from where they’d left the lion king and prince, Ann heard a shamed Nala begin to softly sob.

  Her attention diverted, Ann tenderly asked, “Hey, what’s wrong Nala?”

 “I feel so horrible,” Nala choked out in remorse. “I went with Simba because I thought the elephant graveyard would be a cool place to go see. We didn’t know that it would be dangerous and hyenas would try to eat us!”

  “It’s okay Nala,” Ann comforted. “You couldn’t have possibly known.”

  “Everyone makes mistakes,” assured Jack. “At least you’re willing to admit yours.”  

  “My mom’s going to be so mad when she finds out. She’ll spank me,” Nala fearfully quivered.

  “Well, just remember that it’ll be over and done with before you know it,” Zazu said to give her courage.

   “And that’s just part of how you learn as you grow up,” Jack added. “Besides, there’s not a kid in this world who listens, or who should listen, to their parents all the time. Believe me, I should know,” he emphasized with a lopsided grin.

  “And I should know too,” Ann added knowingly.

  “I still feel awful though. I did such a bad thing,” Nala sniffed in sorrow.

  “As I said, at least you appreciate that what you did was bad,” Jack comforted her. “And for what it’s worth, just know that if we weren’t there, there could’ve been a far worse outcome than merely being disciplined by your mother when we get back.”

  “I agree with that,” Zazu grimly said with a shudder.

  “She’ll sure be very happy to see that you’re okay, just like my mother was whenever she thought I was in trouble,” Ann continued.

  This touched Nala’s interest. “You got in trouble as a kid too?” she said, looking up in amazement as they walked.

 With a smile that was not exactly pride, Ann sheepishly responded, “Yes. And quite a bit of it in fact. So it’s not just you who’s misbehaved.”

  Jack’s glittering green hooded eyes widened in mock surprise, and he let go of her hand to put it on his hip, playfully saying, “You engaged in unruly behavior as a girl Ann? No, I don’t believe my angel could be capable of doing such things for a moment. Please say it isn’t so!”

  “Sorry to tell you this Jack, but it is so, and I enjoyed it,” Ann shot back playfully with a smirk, causing him to give one of his own.

  Adopting his role again, Jack shook his head in staged resignation and disappointment, dolefully lamenting, “I suppose I should’ve realized that even you weren’t unsullied from the start. After all, as the nursery rhyme goes, ‘There was a little girl/ who had a little curl/ right in the middle of her forehead. When she was good/ she was very, very good/ but when she was bad/-‘” 

  “She was quite horrid,” Ann finished, and they both broke out into wild laughter.

  “To be serious though, I admit going and doing some truly rascally things as a younger lady,” Ann said with a blush.

  “Such as?” Jack urged, eyes shining with mischief.

  “Goodness, there are so many! I would jump off the bed and try to fly for one thing, no matter how often Mother told me that it upset the people below us,” she laughed. “And then there was a time when right before we were all going to church, I was wearing a cute little frilly gold dress, and then got my hands on some chocolate frosted cupcakes!” she giggled. “It was not pretty.”

  Jack laughed loudly at the image, teeth stained orange in the firelight before he said, “You know, since my mother Esther is a Romanian Jew and Jason is Catholic, they had an agreement between themselves to expose me to both religions, which meant that I went to both churches and synagogues as a boy. But whatever the building, I remember that too often I’d try to jump and splash in every puddle while wearing my best pants and shoes on the way there,” crescent dimples furrowing his cheeks as he laughed. 

  Taking up her end, Ann nostalgically recollected, “And then there was a time when my middle sister Alice and I got into a fight over some foolish thing, and well, I accidentally tore a chunk of her hair out,” she admitted, feeling her cheeks heat up as she looked at the grass in embarrassment.

  “That’s nothing to what I did sometimes to my two younger brothers,” Jack assured her. “Us Driscoll men have prominent noses after all,” he quipped as he pointed to that feature, “so that unfortunately puts it in a perfect position to be bloodied. In addition, I also liked to fight dirty and bite for good measure.”

“I do that too sometimes. A lot,” Nala admitted.

 “Well you’re a lion Nala. You’re supposed to nip and bite in play,” Jack shrugged. “But getting back to the subject, we loved to make play forts out of the furniture together too,” he recollected, “and that just irked my parents to no end.”

  “What’s furniture?” Nala asked.

  “They’re objects made out of wood or metal that we sit on, sleep on, or eat off of mostly,” Jack explained. “They’re definitely not for playing with though,” he grinned.

  Giving a high-pitched laugh, Ann then said, “Well, when I was six years old at Christmas time, I tried to see if I could reach this pretty purple ornament on the tree. And I knocked it over with a huge crash instead,” she defeatedly smirked with a shrug.

  “Oh good Christ, I would’ve loved to have seen that!” Jack laughed wildly. “As for me, as mortifying as it is now, when I was…I…well…at the playground…” He turned away sheepishly, refusing to say more.

  Filled with a fevered curiosity, Ann prodded, “What did you do Jack? Tell me!”

  Giving a sigh, Jack weakly shrugged and admitted, “I peed off the monkey bars.”

  Ann felt her jaw drop in pure shock. She laughed in disbelief, saying, “You did something like that Jack? You, famous playwright Jack Driscoll, Mr. sophisticated and elegant, urinated off the monkey bars as a boy?!”

  “Sad, isn’t it?” her blushing man said. “Only my parents and siblings know, so please don’t you dare tell anyone else. Christ knows Carl would blab it to the world if he found out. Most likely after having a drink or six,” he added.

  “Don’t worry I won’t. Trust me,” an amazed Ann assured.

  “See Nala?” Zazu told her. “We’ve all gotten in trouble as children, and it helps you to ultimately become wiser in the future.”

  As Ann nodded to back the hornbill’s point up, Jack gave a slow, wistful smile, his eyes distant.

  “You remind me a lot of someone I once knew Zazu,” Jack told him softly.

  Beating a curious Ann to the punch, Zazu said with interest, “Really? Who was he? Or she,” he added.

  “His name was Bert Draper, but we all called him Lumpy, because of his dishes. He had a British accent, just like you,” Jack recalled with another smile that was part nostalgic humor, part sadness.

  It just made Ann feel guilty, guilty that both the cook’s savage death and the nightmare-inducing horror of it that would scar Jack for the rest of his life was on her account. 

  Tenderly, she stroked Jack’s spine, feeling his tightening back muscles. But if Jack felt like letting some of it out for his own sake, Ann wasn’t going to prevent him for a minute.

  Blissfully oblivious to the knowledge, Zazu laughed with pleasure. “So he spoke like me too, ah? You said he prepared food for you. Were his dishes any good?”

  “Sorry to say it, but for the most part they were only tolerable. Both his meals and speech were rather coarse,” Jack admitted with a candid, but good-natured shrug.

  “I’ll second that,” Ann added. The poor man…

   Thoughtfully, Zazu looked around, questioning, “If you knew this Lumpy and he made the meals, why isn’t he still with you then?”

At that, Jack shuddered, lightly licking his lips and looking at the grass. Ann silently embraced Jack around his back for comfort before deciding to spare him from giving the answer and seeing the memories anew. 

  “He’s dead now,” Ann told Zazu with a neutral softness.

 Zazu’s face fell. “Oh. I’m terribly sorry to hear that Madam.”

  “How did he die?” Nala innocently inquired.

  Like Ann, Zazu saw Jack’s throat muscles and teeth softly clench, and a fleeting, but still noticeable, strained look appear in his green eyes. “Nala, this really isn’t the time,” the hornbill flatly told the lion cub.

 “No, it’s okay,” Jack dismissed. “All you need to know is that-other animals-killed him.” He gave a trembling sigh, and left the subject at that.

  “I’ll tell you myself later Nala, okay?” Ann secretly volunteered. And it was all her fault.

  Her self-pity was swept away then when Jack suddenly stopped dead beside a spreading wild olive.   

  “And speaking of other animals…” he trailed off in awestruck wonder and nervousness.

  Following his gaze as it swept upward, Ann saw with a shock that they’d come right to the base of Pride Rock. The great stone giant was impossibly massive, dark and intimidating against the star-spangled sky, having a timeless permanence and authority to it.

  Ann had been impressed enough to see the granite monolith from a fair distance by day. But now, looming up in the dark only a few hundred yards away, horseshoe, free-tail, silt-faced, flat-headed, and mouse-tailed bats streaming and squeaking out of its caves and crevices, the impression it so forcefully made was multiplied by at least ten. She didn’t know whether it “wanted” to nobly welcome her and Jack, or strike them down.

  “Here we find ourselves at the Rock of Ages,” Jack breathed out.

  “Absolutely,” Ann nodded, only distantly aware that she was even doing it. 

  At last, they’d arrived at their destination, and their destiny.  

  The crude torch Jack clutched in his hand threw out orange and yellow shafts of light from its flame to pour over the base of Pride Rock, the top two-thirds still blue-black against the stars. He noted that the orchestra of cicadas and grasshoppers he’d been hearing all day had stopped, and the sounds of the African night had yet to get off the ground. It gave a hushed quality to the scene, the granite palace before them seeming like something ageless.

  “Makes quite an impression, doesn’t it?” Zazu said with knowing pride. “But there will be plenty of time later to enjoy taking the view. Come this way now and introduce yourselves to the pride,” the hornbill cheerily requested, starting to continue on. Nala reluctantly followed him, eyes downcast with fear and hesitation. 

 Ann slowly turned and fixed his eyes expectantly with her own, and Jack knew that she was again looking to him for what course of action they’d be taking. Suddenly Jack had the chilling feeling that he was about to do something profoundly stupid, that following Zazu into the lion’s den would be committing a murder/suicide.

 Field Notes 

 Shy, sweet, sensitive, writerly, introspective, honest, pragmatic, protective, mildly sarcastic nature to Jack.   Elegant uncertainty. Reluctant, makeshift hero.

Jack Dykowski Driscoll. Jack’s mother’s maiden name is Esther Dykowski. She is a Romanian Jew. His father, Jason Morris Driscoll, is dark Irish, Roman Catholic. Jack got his compassionate nature and wit from his father. Writes dramatic literature. Play-builder. A high-status figure in industry. The playwright’s vision often takes precedence. 

Ann Eunice Darrow. Mother’s name is Melissa Marquadt Darrow, was a vaudeville actress herself, deceased from typhoid. Was French. Father, a British man, Philip Gideon Darrow. Left family when Ann was four. 

Theatre for social change. Farce-a comic dramatic piece, highly improbable situations. Grand Guginol, a Parisian theatre that had the most naturalistic grisly horror plays as its specialty. When one of the lionesses breaks the impala’s spine for Jack to kill, it reminds him of a scene from there. 

You slay me! Water-proof-natural beauty, no makeup needed. What’s eating you? Tell it to Sweeny-tell it to someone who’ll believe it. Take someone for a ride-what Scar tries to do! Sap-fool, idiot. Sheba, sheik. Sitting pretty. Smoke-eater-heavy smoker, like Lumpy. Says you! Real McCoy. Pushover. Punch the bag-make small talk. Pos-I-tive-ly. On the level-honest, legit. Old boy-male term of address. Nobody home-someone who’s dumb, like Ed the hyena. Milquetoast-very timid guy. Middle Aisle-marry her. Live wire. Level with me-be honest. Keen-appealing, aesthetically pleasing. Kisser-mouth. Jeepers creepers! Soda jerk-dispense soda. Java-coffee. Hard-boiled-tough guy, like Bruce is supposed to be. Hopped up-on drugs. Holy Mackerel! Horsefeathers. Horseshit. Gay-deliriously happy! Go chase yourself. Fella-served same role as dude, guy, man, boy. Feel like death warmed over. Futz=fuck. For crying out loud! Don’t take any wooden nickels-don’t do anything stupid. Dame, doll-nice terms of endearment for Ann! Dry up-shut up. Cat’s meow. Crush. Bull. Bull session-guys gossiping, talking big. Sweetheart. Baby. Baloney. Broad. Beat one’s gums-idle, pointless chatter. And how! Absolutely. Most exclamations would likely have religious connection. Crazy. Wacko. Dunno. Glossed over. Old fool. Moving pictures, talkies. Infernal. Quartered-picked over. You bet. Huskies-strong guys. Beat it. Put up a bold front. Scram. Bluff em. For the sake of Goodness. Shut up! Darling.   

 History. KKK, blacks essentially servants to whites under sharecropping. Woman’s role-housewife and mother. Ann would presumably be happy with this, accept it as her natural role. During the time, women’s employment would mostly be in clothing factory. Very little work for a woman. Ugly decade, no jobs around, 14 million unemployed, very little money, and a lack of identity. Fights between boys in the school yard, rumbles in the street. Dates were simple. “All we have to fear is fear itself.” 

Maasailand. Enkai-Maasai god, represents rain, new life. Ilkisirat-time of the short rains. Olowuaru-kitok-the big carnivore, term for lion.  Ol-arru-the buffalo, he whose horns point downwards. 

Costs: Coffee-5-10 cents. Donut: 5 cents. Hamburger, mainstay meat: 15 cents/lb. Fries: 10 cents. Hot Dog: 10 cents. Roast beef dinner: $2. Ice cream cone: 5 cents. Soup: 10 cents a bowl. A week’s worth of lunches-$2.50. Sandwiches: 15 cents. Cokes: 5 cents. Bread: 10 cents. Butter: 29 cents. Milk: 10-15 cents a quart, in glass bottles delivered by milkman. Potatoes: 20 cents a peck. Canned Goods-10 cents. Flour-50 lbs for $8. Renting a two-story home-$8 dollars a month. Shoes-$8 dollars. Man’s suit-$20 dollars or more. Woman’s dress-$7-10. Bread, milk, fruits, and vegetables were delivered in horse-drawn carts. Lots of street vendors. 

Toys: Scooters made from crates. Erector sets. BB guns. Metal army soldiers. Checkers. Chinese Checkers. Snakes and Ladders. Most made out of wood or metal. Hide and go seek. Tag. Stickball. Baseball. Hopscotch. Simon Says. Wagons. Bicycles. 

Spotted hyenas: Somewhat bearlike. Rough coat, sturdy build, high shoulders, long muscular limbs. Maasai call them ‘the lame ones,” due to their odd posture and shambling, half-crippled gait-but they are far from lame, able to run thirty miles an hour. 34 inches high, up to 165 pounds, 20 less than Jack. Persistent, but amazingly craven when confronted by humans-usually scream, then run off. Lowing-shows rising impatience. Grunting-quiet, very low growl with mouths closed. Laugh-shows fear, agitation, or excitement. Tails fluffed and brandished over backs, animals parallel and lowing-aggressive behavior. Mobbing attacks. Droppings are a chalky white, crumbly. Kill by disemboweling, cutting major blood vessels. Can support its own weight by its jaws. Kill 50 people a year. 

Lions: Generally hunt early or late at night. Usually move on a broad front when hunting. Kill and or eat any other predators to eliminate competition. Roaring to intimidate-Mufasa does this to Jack and Ann. Puffing-faint, shows peaceable intentions. Submission-rolling over, mouth agape. Average weight for male-420 pounds. For female-260 pounds. Have 4-inch canines, 3-inch claws. Can run the length of a football field in six seconds. Horny nail at the tip of the tail. Can go four to five days without water without undue stress. Smell like carrion/honeyed tobacco.  

 Nine, ten lionesses in pride? Names-Masega (honey in the comb.) Chakavu (old) Mbalamwezi (moonlight) Ndugu (sister) Purupuru (playful) Maridadi (elegant) Chauski (born at night) Deiriai (child of the dry season) Jaha (dignity)

Leopards: Nduli is stark raving psycho. Loves torture, physical and psychological, kills for the sake of killing. Has a wall-eye. Is BIG. Scar’s servant. Weighs about 140 pounds-40 less than Jack but more than a match for him. Pound for pound, the most powerful and terrifyingly bold of all the big cats. Fight like ninjas, like Jackie Chan. Give a screaming roar of fury when angry, spit. Makes sawing calls-good way to just terrorize Ann and Jack. Cunning as foxes. Soft, velvet fur. Claws, not teeth, are weapons. Leap in 20-foot bounds.  

Giraffes: 

Useful Swahili: Hare-sungura. Rhino-kifaru. Harmless snake-ukukwi. Big snake-joka. Crocodile-ngwena. Female-kike. Male-kiume. Murderer-nduli. Love-penda. Diamond-almasi. Courage-moyo. Eland-mpofu. Giraffe-twiga. Red-billed hornbill-fimbi domo-jekundu. Jewel-johari. Honey-asali. Hero-chuma. Mountain-mlima. Sir-Bwana. Thank you-asante. Luck-bahati. One-Moja. Two-Mbili. Three-Tatu. Five-Tano. Six-sita. Today-leo. Who?-nani? How many-ngapi? Already-kwisha. Woman-mwanamke. Zebra-punda milia. Pretty-maridadi. Greeting-salamu. Gift-zawadi. Leopard-chui. Hunt-windo. Water-maji. Welcome-karibu. Good luck-bahati njema. How are you madam?-habari mama? Thank you very much-Asante sana. Danger-Hatari. Ostrich-Mbuni. Hippo-Kiboko.  

  With their long, lugubrious faces, their bearded chins and fly-whisk tails, wildebeest are the buffoons of the plains, absurd and ill-proportioned. Their heads are too big and their hindquarters too small. Their rickety legs appear too puny to support the weight of their bodies. They have the horns of an ox, the mane of a horse, and the sloping back of a hyena. They are a grotesque joke, a parody of the graceful antelope family. Long, straggling columns. Marching nose to tail in long trains. And from all sides, over and over again above the mounting crescendo of chats and mousebirds, barbets, weavers, starlings and wood hoopoes, the joyful purring of ring-necked doves throbbed. The sun swelled as it rose until it became an enormous golden bubble that clung briefly to the blood-read horizon, quivering in the melting mist before breaking clear. Croton bushes. Cicadas gave the heat a voice, and there was just an ashy blond stubble of grass. Knob-billed ducks and Egyptian geese were in the marsh. Cries of barbets and bush shrikes, hornbills and laughing doves. There is nothing made of flesh and bone that they cannot devour, few creatures they will not kill when the odds are right. Within every clan there are always some hyenas which are fitter and faster than the rest. These are the butchers, the natural leaders who are invariably among the first to be in at the death. A wild and heady sense of freedom, clear, pure air. They are coursers who seldom raise their hunting pace above thirty miles an hour, but can maintain a steady speed for miles, wearing down their prey. Streaming across the plains in hot pursuit they have a way of running that is beautiful to watch in its effortless economy of movement, lean and easy, but also chilling in its unremitting momentum. The high plains are home to many killers, but the dogs are the deadliest of them all. Sodom apple bush clumps. Gulping down meat as if they too, found the butchery distasteful and unbecoming. Wall-eyed-eye milky and opaque.

What he did next utterly surprised her. Stretching out his lean body, he rose to the balls of his feet, and walked out into the middle of the dog pack.

  “You might want to give me plenty of room fellas,” he suggested, gesturing outwards with his hands. Confused, the dogs got to their own padded feet and retreated about ten feet, forming a rough circle as Jack calmly looked around, removing any large sticks or anything that could be tripped over.

  Ann was equally bemused. “What the devil are you planning Jack?” she asked in a mystifying tone. 

  Turning to meet her gaze, he candidly replied, “A feat of agility Ann, or in other words, something very, very out of character for me. It’s kind of just to see if I can pull the trick off really.”

  For a moment, Ann was breathless. Jack Driscoll was not the type of man who she could ever conceive as doing acrobatics. To be sure, he was an agile, athletic man with good reflexes, and she’d admittedly thought to herself several times, looking at him through the practiced eye of a vaudeville performer, that he’d be great indeed at feats of gymnastics on stage. 

  At the same time though, Jack wasn’t the type of person to make a spectacle of himself in any way, shape, or form. Plus, she knew, although he’d never gone and actually said it out loud around her, she knew he personally looked down on vaudeville, thinking it inferior to the cultured, dignified atmosphere of theatre. That had made his attraction to her all the more surprising and unexpected.

  “What do you mean by trick, Jack?” she warily asked.

  Pausing from his stretching, he answered, “A back flip, or at least I’ll try to. Father always told me as a boy that love can make a man go head over heels, so I might as well start doing it sometime,” he smirked.

  Suddenly Ann understood. He was doing this not just to entertain their new friends, but also to impress her in that unspoken way of his. She knew men did this sort of stuff to look good in front of women all the time, and she couldn’t help rolling her eyes a little.

  You saved my life already Jack and wrote a stage comedy for me. Further feats aren’t required.

  “Well, here goes,” Jack cut in.

   “This will be good,” Moja said. Whether he was truly enthusiastic or just being facetious Ann couldn’t tell.

   “Jack, I wouldn’t try that if I were you,” Ann said, getting nervous now. “Look at yourself. Look at your shoulder,” indicating his scabbed, oozing wound. “You’ll just hurt yourself even more.”

   “It’ll just be one, Ann,” he reassured. “Then my performing days will be over.”

   “Okay,” she said warily. It’s always fun until someone gets hurt, she thought, remembering Mother’s wisdom. If he was that bent on impressing her, so be it.

    Furrowing his brow like a plowed field in concentration and narrowing his green eyes, Jack jumped, actually rotated a quarter turn-and crashed hard on his abused back. A gasp of pain escaped from his thin lips, and one of shock from Ann’s. “Are you okay Jack?”

  “I’m fine,” he responded, wincing as he got back up. “But I’m going to try one more time.”

  “Jack, that was good enough,” Zuri interjected. “You don’t have to provide entertainment for us at a cost to yourself.”

   “No, no, I’ll do it better this time. I can feel it. And my scratches too,” he wryly added. He didn’t need to try so hard.

    The second attempt, he managed to do a three-quarters turn-then fell hard on his shoulders, giving a quavering grunt of pain. “Jack, STOP!! You don’t have to kill yourself to impress me!!” Ann shouted. For a horrible second, she’d thought he was going to snap his lean neck.

  “One more time, then I will,” her partner said, holding up a hand in a pacifying gesture. Ann sighed in resignation. Men, even Jack, could be so mulish sometimes. “All right, but that’s it.”

   “Third time’s the charm then,” Jack said optimistically. He tensed his muscles once, twice, in front of her and the painted dogs, arched his back, and then leapt. Time slowed as he turned, and to her astonished delight, bruised and marked as he was, Jack actually landed squarely on his feet before her.

  As much as she hadn’t wanted to reward him, Ann couldn’t help but clap in appreciation, cheering “That was very good Jack!!,” the dogs contributing their squeaks, flutelike hoos, and whines of approval.

  For his part, Jack had an expression of disbelief on his angular features, clearly saying to himself as he stared at his feet in wonder, “I did it? I did it?”

  “See Jack?” Ann said through her chuckling. “We’ll be able to make a vaudeville man out of you yet!” she teased. Surprise registered on his face, being quickly replaced by amused embarrassment as the playwright gave a gentle headshake, saying, “Nah. I much rather prefer being a writer instead. I failed two out of three times after all, if you remember. Nonetheless, if we’re going to be gallivanting around together…”
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