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​Chapter I – Impossible Mission
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One Tiger and One Monkey in the Same Pit
The rain came without warning over the Malaysian jungle, sudden and merciless. It did not fall gently. It struck. Broad leaves bent low under its force, and the ground, already heavy with water, began to give way.

Streams swelled into violent currents. Roots loosened, and soil shifted.

Sharab was running when the earth vanished from beneath him.

For one fractured second, there was only air.

Then impact.

He slammed into slick clay walls and rolled through mud and torn roots. His claws tore uselessly at whatever they could reach. The descent felt longer than it was. The fall ended in a brutal jolt that drove the air from his lungs. He lay still at the bottom of a deep pit, stunned yet alive.

Above him, the sky had shrunk to a small, distant gray circle.

At the same time, not far away, Malia, a small monkey, struggled against the storm. The branch she trusted snapped under the weight of water. She grabbed a vine. It slipped. She caught another branch. It tore free from the trunk.

The jungle decided her fate.

She fell.

Her small body tumbled through darkness and rain until the pit swallowed her, too. She landed hard.  Mud splashed around her as pain shot through her shoulder.

For a moment, neither of them moved.

Rain poured straight down into the pit, turning the walls into smooth, shining surfaces. The air smelled of wet earth and fear.

Sharab rose first. He shook himself slowly. Rainwater flew from his striped coat. His muscles protested, but no bones were broken. He scanned the walls for a way out. Too high. Too steep. Roots pierced through in places, but not enough to support his weight. 

He leapt.  His claws scraped clay, slid, tore, and found no hold.  He dropped back down with a low, irritated growl that vibrated in the confined space, again and again.  

Each attempt ended the same way. Each time, the pit swallowed him back. Only then did he become aware that he was not alone.  A scent reached him first. Small. Warm. Alive. He turned his head.

In the far corner, pressed against the curved wall, stood a monkey. Mud streaked her gray fur. Her eyes were wide but unblinking.

She knew.  Every story she had ever heard ended the same way.  A hungry tiger.
A trapped monkey.  No witnesses.
Malia felt the tremor move through her legs and forced it to stop. If this were to be how her life ended, she would not beg. She lifted her chin, even as her fear-filled heart hammered painfully against her ribs.

Sharab studied her in silence. He drew in her scent again.

Sharp, instinctive hunger moved through him. It was not wild or chaotic, but simply natural. His muscles tightened. His body understood the moment's logic before his mind could form it. Food. Survival. End of struggle. For a single heartbeat, the choice seemed effortless. His claws flexed in the mud.

She did not look away. There was fear in her eyes, but beneath it was something else, refusal.  She was not prey.  She had presence.

The storm raged above them, but inside the pit, a different stillness settled.

Sharab held her gaze a moment longer. Then, slowly, deliberately, he turned his head away. He sat.

The tension did not vanish. It settled.

Malia did not move. She did not trust what she had just seen. Tigers did not sit beside food. Tigers did not ignore such an opportunity.

Rain softened. The violent drumming eased into a steady fall. Distant jungle sounds began to return, cautiously and uncertainly.

Evening crept down the walls of the pit. Shadows deepened. The circle of sky darkened to charcoal. Cold air collected at the pit’s bottom.

In the darkness, they remained where they were.

The tiger’s breathing was slow and controlled.
The monkey’s heartbeat was rapid and stubborn.
Two living beings, trapped by chance and divided by nature, were bound by the same circumstance.

And in the silence between instinct and decision, something impossible began.
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​Chapter II – Two Souls, One Fate
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The darkness inside the pit was not complete. Between the thick roots above, a thin ribbon of bluish light still slipped down, trembling whenever the wind moved the branches. The light shaped long, uncertain shadows along the clay walls. Just enough to see. Not enough to feel safe.

Water still dripped, one drop at a time, echoing faintly.

For a while, neither of them spoke.

Sharab lay on his side, eyes half open, listening. To the jungle. To the rain fading. To the small, uneven breathing in the corner.

Malia was the first to break the silence.  “I know who you are,” she said, her voice quiet but steady. “You are Sharab. The tiger who eats monkeys.”

Sharab exhaled slowly through his nose. “Yes,” he replied without turning his head. “I am Sharab. The tiger who eats monkeys.” He paused, then added, almost lazily, “And?” There was a flicker of irritation in his tone. Not anger. Tiredness.  After a moment, he said flatly, “I don’t feel like eating you now, maybe tomorrow.”

Malia swallowed. Her throat felt dry despite the rain. “My name is Malia,” she said. Saying her name felt important. As if it might protect her. “If you decide to eat me, please kill me first. I do not want to feel the pain of being eaten alive.”

Sharab’s ear twitched.

She forced the rest of the words out.  “I saw what happened to my brother,” Malia said. Her voice was lower now. “He was slow. He couldn’t run like the others.”

Silence came, the silence that stretches and does not break.

Sharab did not answer immediately. He kept his eyes on the narrow strip of light above them.  “I remember,” he said finally.

“You chased him,” Malia continued. “I knew he would not escape.” Her voice trembled, but she did not look away. “You didn’t look at me,” she added. “You didn’t see that I was there.”

Sharab’s jaw tightened slightly. “When I hunt, I see only movement, not faces,” he said quietly. 

“That doesn’t make it easier for me,” Malia replied.

“No,” he agreed. “It does not.”

Another pause.

“I did what I was born to do,” he said. “But that does not mean I do not understand what it cost you.”  He lowered his gaze at last. “I am sorry you had to lose him that way.”

Malia closed her eyes. The whole, sharp memory of her brother returned to her mind.  She saw her brother’s thin arms. She remembered how he had moved more slowly than the others. He tried so hard to keep up. It hurt his feelings when the other young monkeys sometimes raced ahead, leaving him behind. 

She remembered her mother’s hand covering her eyes. “Malia, don’t look,” her mother had said softly, though her own voice trembled. “What is happening is natural. Survival of the fittest is the law of nature.”

Malia had pulled her mother’s hand away. She had seen.

Later, high in the branches, her mother had spoken again, more quietly.

“Your father was taken by humans when he was young. They kept him in white rooms. They injected him with strange things. They kept him for years.” Her mother had stared into the distance. “When they released him back into the jungle, he was not the same. Your brother... he carried some of that damage.”

Malia had not fully understood, only felt the weight in her mother’s voice.  “This is the role of predators,” her mother had continued. “They take the weakest. It sounds cruel, but those who survive become stronger. Faster. Nature balances itself.”

“I understand,” Malia had whispered, tears drying on her fur. “But it still hurts.”

Her mother had kissed the top of her head. “It is allowed to hurt.”

With her thoughts back in the present, back in the pit, Malia opened her eyes.

Sharab was still there. Not moving. Not advancing.

“You say a predator is what you are,” she said slowly. “Then, you just said you were not thinking clearly. Does that mean you can think differently?”

Sharab turned his head, just enough to look at her properly. “You ask dangerous questions of  someone my size,” he said.

“I am smaller,” she replied. “But I can still ask.”

Something like the shadow of a smile passed through his eyes. “I can think,” he said. “But thinking does not change hunger.”

“Maybe thinking changes what you do with hunger.”

The words hung between them.

Before he could answer, something cracked above. A ripe papaya broke loose from the tree overhead and dropped straight down. It struck Sharab’s head with a dull thud. The fruit rolled across the mud and stopped between them.

For a moment, the pit was completely silent.

Sharab blinked once. Twice.

Malia stared at him.

Then she burst out laughing. Not politely. Not cautiously. Fully. The sound of her laughter bounced off the clay walls and came back larger.

“Yes, yes,” Sharab growled, though there was no real anger in his growl. “Very amusing.”

“It fell exactly on your head,” she managed between breaths. “Maybe the jungle is telling you something.”

“Oh? And what wisdom does a falling fruit carry?”

“Maybe you should try eating a papaya instead of a monkey,” she said. “They are sweet, harmless, and much easier to catch.”

“I tried papaya once,” Sharab replied with dignity. “When I was starving. It made my stomach revolt.”

“Maybe you ate it wrong.”

“There is a wrong way to eat fruit?”

“For a tiger, yes.”

He snorted quietly and nudged the papaya toward her with his paw.  “You eat it.”

She hesitated.  “What if that is part of your plan?”

“To feed you fruit so I can eat you later?”

“Yes.”

He lay his head back down.  “If I wanted to eat you, I would not need fruit.”

“Fair.”  Malia picked up the papaya and began to eat. The sweetness filled her mouth. For the first time since falling into the pit, something inside her relaxed. Between bites, she looked toward him. “You really are sorry?” she asked.

“Yes.”

“For my brother?”

“For what happened in front of you.”

It was not the answer she expected. It was honest.

She nodded slowly. “That is something,” she said.

The rain had almost stopped now. Only occasional drops fell from the roots above. The air grew colder as night settled fully over the jungle.

Malia finished the fruit and wiped her hands on the mud.

The darkness thickened.

Her body began to tremble before she could stop it.

Sharab noticed instantly. “I can hear your teeth,” he said quietly.

“I am not afraid,” she replied stubbornly.

“I did not say you were.”

She hugged herself, trying to hold in the warmth.

After a moment, Sharab shifted slightly. “Come closer,” he said. “You are losing heat.”

She looked at him carefully. “If you were going to eat me,” she said slowly, “you would have done it before apologizing.”

“Probably.”

“And before offering me fruit.”

“Certainly.”

“And before discussing philosophy.”

He gave a low rumble that might have been amusement.  “Your logic is improving.”

She moved closer, step by step, ready to leap back if necessary, but he did not move toward her.  She curled carefully against his side.  His fur was warmer than she expected and denser.

After a brief hesitation, Sharab lowered one large paw around her, not trapping her, just resting it there.

They lay still.
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