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Chapter Prologue:  The Hunt That Broke the Jungle
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~§§§~

THE UTAN-JEH JUNGLE was old—older than the names men gave the land, older than the kings who claimed Asyea-Rei.

It covered the heart of the land in deep green shadow, where rivers cut through dark soil and the crowns of ancient trees hid the sky. Thick roots rose like walls from the earth, while hanging vines turned every path into a snare for the unwary.

Most people feared the place because fear was wise.

Those who lived near its borders understood that Utan-Jeh answered to no village and no throne. 

It offered fruit, clean water, and shelter to those who treated it with care. It also buried hunters who entered with greed.

On this night, the jungle felt wrong.

Birdsong had ended before sunset, and the monkeys had withdrawn into the highest branches. Even the usual stir of leaves had faded, leaving the forest under a tense and unnatural calm.

Ten men moved beneath the canopy with practiced caution.

They crossed the uneven ground in single file, choosing each step to avoid roots, thorns, and dry branches.   Cloth wrapped around their weapons kept wood and metal from striking together. Sweat darkened their backs, while leeches fed unnoticed at their ankles.

They knew this land well.

Each of them had grown beside the jungle and learned its dangers while still young. They could find drinkable vines, follow fresh spoor, and judge the temper of an animal from one broken branch. Their elders had warned them to respect Utan-Jeh, yet those same fathers had also taught them how to kill within it.

They had come for a legend.

Stories of the White Queen had passed from hearth to hearth for years. Some claimed she was a tigress whose fur shone pale beneath moonlight. Others insisted no weapon could harm her because she was a spirit wearing the shape of a beast.

The elders spoke of her with caution and respect.

The hunters wanted only her hide.

Glory would follow such a kill. Songs would be sung. Rival villages would envy them. 

The skull-faced leader understood this better than any man there.

He walked at the front with steady confidence.

The tattoo across his face had been inked to resemble a grinning skull, so that his own features seemed hidden behind death itself. He had chosen the clearing ahead after studying tracks and wind for several days.   He had also set the trap with his own hands because he trusted no one else with work of value.

The clearing opened beside a narrow game trail that led toward water. Beneath loose leaves lay a net of ropes. Bent saplings had been tied back under strain, waiting to spring upward. Hooks of carved bone sat hidden among brush where no animal would notice them in time.

The design was clever, though vicious.

The men took positions along the edge of the clearing and settled into silence.

Waiting became its own labor.   Mosquitoes circled their faces. Cramped legs trembled from stillness. One hunter nearly cursed when an ant crawled beneath his collar, though fear of the leader kept the words behind his teeth.

No one moved when the sound finally came.

A faint rustle passed through the brush on the far side of the clearing. Several leaves shook. 

Then the foliage parted.

A white tiger stepped into view.

—————~§§§~——————

She stepped into the clearing with the calm confidence of a creature that had never known fear. Moonlight ran across her pale coat and caught the faint stripes along her sides, so that she seemed almost silver beneath the trees. Though large enough to kill any man there, she moved with a quiet grace that made her size easy to forget.

The hunters watched without breathing.

A moment later, another shape slipped from the brush behind her. 

It was a cub, young enough to stay near its mother yet old enough to test the world for itself.  The little one padded forward on uncertain paws, bright-eyed and curious, glancing from the clearing to the tigress as though seeking permission for every step.

Several of the men exchanged quick looks.

They had come hoping to kill the White Queen, but a living cub could be worth even more than her hide. Such a prize would bring wealth, favor, and stories that would last for years.

The skull-faced leader raised one hand, warning his men to hold their places.

The tigress lowered her head and gently nudged the cub toward the bait. Trusting and unafraid, the young tiger moved closer, drawn by scent and curiosity.  The leader’s eyes narrowed as he watched.  This chance was better than any he had planned for.

He gave the signal.

At once the trap came alive.

Hidden ropes snapped upward from the ground while bent saplings sprang free with violent force.  The clearing erupted in noise as men shouted, branches cracked, and leaves flew in all directions. What had seemed like still earth suddenly turned against the cub.

Then the tigress cried out.

It was not the roar of a hunter claiming battle, but a terrible sound torn from fear and fury alike. It rose through the trees and seemed to shake the night itself.

She lunged forward.

The ropes were faster.

The cub was jerked into the air as the net tightened around its body. It twisted helplessly above the clearing, paws striking at empty space while cords bit into soft flesh. Its cry rang out sharp and confused, the sound of a young creature unable to understand why pain had found it.

The jungle answered with silence.

Birds burst from branches farther off, then went still. Monkeys vanished into the leaves. Even the insects seemed to stop their song.

The hunters rushed forward with sudden confidence, grinning as they moved to secure their prize.

None of them saw the tigress until she was among them.

She burst from the brush with such speed that the first man had no time to lift his spear. Her weight struck him full in the chest and hurled him backward into the dirt. Before the others could recover, she wheeled and tore open a second hunter from shoulder to ribs.  A third stumbled away screaming when her claws raked his back.

Panic spread faster than courage.

Men who had spoken boldly before the hunt now thrust spears with shaking hands. Arrows flew wild through branches or struck too shallow to matter.  Those that found her flesh only fed the fury driving her forward.

Blood stained her white coat.

One arrow lodged deep in her side. A spear point cut across her ribs. Another blade opened her shoulder when she turned too slowly. Her breathing grew harsh, and each step cost more than the last, yet she never retreated.

Her legs trembled beneath her weight.

Pain dragged at her body and begged her to fall.

She refused.

The tigress placed herself beneath the hanging cub and faced the circle of men. What held her upright now was more than strength. It was the savage duty of a mother, the old law of the wild, and the fierce resolve of a guardian defending what had been entrusted to her.

Though pain shook her legs and blood darkened her coat, each breath became an act of defiance,  and every strike declared what no hunter there could mistake: 

they would not take what she had been made to guard.

—————~§§§~——————

The white tiger roared.

Even as her strength drained away, she kept her place between the hanging cub and the ring of men. Blood ran down her flanks, and each breath came harder than the last, yet she would not yield the ground.

The jungle watched in silence, and if silence could honor courage, then she was honored.

Above her, the snares drew tighter with every struggle. The cub cried out as the cords bit deeper into its small body, while terror shook its limbs and left it twisting helplessly in the air.

The hunters moved in to claim what they believed was already won.

The tigress met them in one last rush of fury.  She lunged with claws spread wide and struck hard enough to break a spear shaft in a man’s hands.  Rage carried her farther than strength could have, but rage alone could not turn iron points or stop arrows in flight.

The men had expected her charge.

Spears drove at her from two sides. Arrows struck from beyond her reach. One blade cut deep across her shoulder when she turned toward the cub.  Another spear found her ribs. Though she fought on, her roars lost their power and faded into harsh, ragged cries.

The jungle watched her fall, believing the White Queen had been brought low.

She staggered once, then collapsed beneath the swaying net. Her dimming eyes fixed on the cub above her, who still cried and strained toward the mother that could no longer rise.

The hunters shouted in triumph, deaf to the hush that settled over the clearing.

Yet their work was not finished.

The skull-faced leader stepped forward and pointed to the body at his feet.

“Take the pelt,” he ordered.

His men obeyed at once. Their hands were practiced, quick from years of killing, and empty of pity.  Steel flashed pale beneath the moon as blades cut into the white fur that had once shone like fresh snow.  Blood darkened it almost at once, though a faint sheen still clung to the coat where life had only just departed.

No grief touched them.

They laughed instead, pleased with the prize and with themselves.

Above them, the cub gave a thin, broken whimper. None of the men listened.

Small and shaking, the cub was cut free from the snare only to be shoved into a cage of bamboo slats bound with strips of metal. It pressed itself against the corner and cried in thin, frightened sounds that never reached the men who carried it.

Their ears were full of victory.

The skull-faced leader smiled as he looked over the white pelt draped across a hunter’s shoulders. His thoughts were fixed on the welcome that awaited him, on praise, reward, and the envy of rivals. He counted the fame already, though he had not yet paid the true cost.

The men began the march back to their village.

Two carried the cage by poles lashed through its sides. Others bore the blood-wet skin rolled across their backs. They joked in low voices and argued over how the tale should be told, each man giving himself a larger part in the fight.

They went on in high spirits, blind to the deepening shadows at their backs, while the silence that followed them was no emptiness at all, but something patient and awake. Within the brush near the ruined clearing, another shape moved at last.

The true White Queen emerged from the dark growth where she had watched unseen. She came to the place where the fallen tigress lay and stood over the blood that soaked the ground. Her eyes followed the hunters’ fading lantern light through the trees.

Grief touched her first.

Then rage drove grief aside.

“The humans will pay for this,” she said, and her voice was low enough to seem part of the earth itself. “They will pay in blood and fear. Our child will be returned to us, and the jungle will remember.”

The hunters heard nothing.

They walked on with dreams of songs, coin, and names that would outlive them. No man among them saw the branches bend as they passed, nor felt the weight of a gaze settle between his shoulders.

By the time darkness swallowed their trail, the cub’s pale fur still glimmered faintly through the cage slats, while the stolen skin left a red line where it brushed against bark and fern.

Behind them, Utan-Jeh remained still.

Stillness did not mean forgetfulness.

What had happened in that clearing would not end there. 

It had only deepened a wound, and old wounds left to fester in ancient places are seldom forgotten. The White Queen had seen everything, while beneath the roots of Utan-Jeh something cold and merciless had already taken shape. When it came, it would not break like thunder and pass. It would come as fear comes—quietly, and then all at once. 

The jungle waited, though not for long.
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Chapter 1:  The Trap Setter
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~§§§~

––––––––
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THE SHRUBS STIRRED so slightly that most men would have missed it, yet a pair of brown eyes watched from behind the leaves with eager concentration.

They belonged to a boy crouched low in the brush, his gaze fixed on the trap set a few paces ahead. 

What had once been a heap of broken boxes, cut bamboo, and discarded rope had become something clever beneath his hands. Every knot had been tied with care, while each panel had been balanced to fall at the proper moment. From a distance it looked like little more than forest litter, which was exactly as he intended.

The air lay heavy and warm around him, and aside from the occasional stir of leaves, the jungle had gone quiet.

Waiting tested the patience of most hunters, but to this boy it formed part of the pleasure. 

His heart beat faster with every passing moment because anything might emerge from the trees.

“Something big today,” he told himself, as though the jungle might hear and answer.

An ant crawled up the side of his neck. He pinched it away without annoyance, giving the insect the same calm attention he offered any creature that crossed his path.

Ashok-Hasan had seen fourteen summers, though his eyes carried a steadier age. They were deep brown and rarely still, always searching branch, shadow, track, or sky for some useful sign. Wavy black hair fell across his brow, while his narrow limbs held the wiry strength of a boy who climbed more often than he walked.

He moved as though trees had raised him.

Games held little charm for Ashok. He ran when there was something to learn, climbed when there was something to test, and returned from both with fresh cuts that carried their own lessons. Where other children found amusement, he usually found patterns.

Animals interested him for reasons few in the village understood.

He did not study them merely to catch them.   He watched how they paused before drinking, how they tested the air, and how they favored one path over another when danger threatened.   Once he understood their habits, he turned that knowledge into craft.

His traps were made to hold, not harm.

Leaves concealed the frames, while twigs guided paws toward harmless triggers. A rabbit might tumble into a box and sit there in offended confusion until Ashok opened the lid, apologized under his breath, and let it go. Birds were taken in light bamboo cages whose doors fell gently, while fine twine snares near streams closed around a leg without breaking skin.

Each design reflected patience more than cruelty. His hands bore the cost of learning.   Scratches crossed his knuckles, old cuts marked his palms, and bruises lingered where bark or branch had punished carelessness. He accepted such things without complaint because pain was only another teacher.

To Ashok-Hasan, the jungle was never just a place. It was a riddle that changed each morning, a song that rewarded careful ears, and a home that spoke most clearly when a person stopped trying to master it.

For all his skill and restless curiosity, he had few friends in the village. 

Most children found him strange, and some avoided him altogether. While they played games in the lanes or chased one another through the fields, Ashok spent his days among roots and streams, listening more than he spoke.

The village children called him Utan-Ash—Jungle Ash.

The name had begun as a joke whispered behind his back, yet it suited him too well to disappear.   Ashok often returned from the trees with some creature tucked into a pocket or draped across his shoulders, as though the animals themselves knew he belonged more easily beneath branches than beneath a roof.

Whenever he tried to explain it, the others only laughed. “Look at Utan-Jeh,” he would say, pointing toward the great wall of green beyond the fields. 

“Every time I go in, I find something new. Listen to the birds. See how the light falls through the leaves. Hear things moving where you cannot see them. How can you not want to know what’s there?”

The other children rarely shared his wonder.

“Isn’t it dangerous?” they would ask, smiling too much to mean the question kindly.

Ashok almost never answered.

There was little use arguing with people who had already decided fear was wisdom. Yet in his own thoughts he carried another truth. Danger formed part of what drew him there. The jungle felt alive in a way the village never did, and he wanted that feeling more than safety.

On warm afternoons he would emerge from the forest path to find the children waiting near the houses.

“Oii, Utan-Ash!” they would call. “What have you got today?”

Ashok usually answered with a grin.   He would reach into a pocket and produce some wriggling prize—a gecko, a tree frog, a bright beetle, whatever had crossed his way that morning.

“Just a curious little gecko,” he said once, holding the lizard up between two fingers.

Most of the children laughed and stepped back.   A few fled at once. Others came closer despite themselves, their faces caught between disgust and fascination.

Those were the ones Ashok liked best.

Curiosity, even mixed with fear, was better than mockery. Yet no one reacted more strongly than the woman who had raised him.

That same afternoon, Ashok walked toward the house with something long and scaled resting comfortably across his shoulders. His mother saw him from the yard and stopped where she stood.

“What is that on your shoulders?” she called, her voice climbing from alarm toward panic.

Ashok looked up, calm as still water.

“Oh, this?” He brushed a leaf from the creature’s smooth back. 

“It’s only a baby python. Isn’t it beautiful?”

He spoke with such honest admiration that beauty seemed, to him at least, the only possible judgment.

His mother gave a sharp cry and stumbled backward.

“Get that thing out of here right now!” she shouted, hands raised as though the snake might leap at her. 

“Ashok-Hasan, you cannot keep bringing wild animals into this house!”

He sighed, though without resentment, and carefully lifted the python from his shoulders.

“All right, all right. I’ll take it back,” he said. “But you must admit it’s fascinating, isn’t it?”

She stared at him, torn between anger and disbelief.

“You are going to be the end of me, Ashok,” she muttered. 

“You know how this village thinks and survives. People fear what they do not understand, and they trust only what has kept them alive.”

—————~§§§~——————

Apong-SiBuru was a peaceful village set between river and forest, where stilt houses stood among palms and fruit trees, and every path eventually bent toward water or shade. Its people lived close to the land and closer still to the vast jungle that bordered their lives. 

For generations they had taken fish from the river, timber from the trees, and warning from the sounds that drifted out after dark. Children were raised on tales of spirits, hunters, and beasts that watched from the green beyond the fields. 

Some stories were meant to frighten. Others were meant to teach respect. In Apong-SiBuru, no family heard such tales more often than the Hasans, whose name had long been tied to the jungle’s edge.

So when a son was born beneath their roof on the hottest day of that late season, many would later say the forest had marked him before he ever opened his eyes.

Ashok-Hasan’s fascination with the creatures of the jungle began on the day he was born.

That season the rains had come late, and heat lay over Apong-SiBuru like a heavy blanket. The air felt swollen with waiting. Inside the Hasan house, his mother labored through the long afternoon while the midwife worked beside her with calm, practiced hands. Her cries rose through the bamboo walls and drifted into the yard.

Outside, the old man paced.

Ashok’s grandfather wore a track in the dirt beneath the house, moving back and forth beneath its shade. Worry sharpened every breath he drew, though beneath it stirred a dangerous kind of hope.

Across the river, something strange had begun.

Animals gathered along the opposite bank in numbers no one could remember seeing. Foxes stood beside hinds. Birds crowded the branches overhead. Creatures that usually fled one another now shared the same ground in silence.

Even the Timorens had come.

The proud deer families waited at the edge of the trees with antlers raised like carved crowns, their dark eyes fixed upon the village. Nothing in them suggested fear. They looked as though they had come to witness.

The old man stopped and stared.

He did not know whether to pray or reach for a weapon. 

For a time he controlled himself.   

Then the crows arrived.

They poured into the trees in a black rush of wings, filling every branch around the house.   Their cries tore through the heat in harsh bursts that scraped across his nerves and shattered what calm remained.

Something was coming.

The jungle seemed to know it already.

Unable to bear another moment, he snatched up his bow and arrow and strode into the yard.

“Go back, damn creatures!” he shouted toward the riverbank. “Get back to your reeking Utan! Leave us alone, or I swear I’ll rid us of every one of you!”

The noise only swelled.

Crows screamed from the branches.   Wings beat overhead. Hooves struck the earth.   The whole world seemed to tremble with sound.

Then another cry cut through it all.

A newborn’s wail rose from inside the house, sharp and strong enough to silence every other voice.

For one suspended moment, the yard stood still.

The crows lifted from the branches in a dark cloud and wheeled away. The gathered beasts turned back toward the forest. Wings faded overhead, hooves thudded into the distance, and within moments the far bank stood empty.

Ashok’s grandfather remained where he was, bow half-raised, staring at nothing.

The jungle had fallen quiet again.

Inside the house, his grandson had entered the world.

Many in Apong-SiBuru later spoke of that day as an omen, though each told it differently. 

Some said the wild had come to welcome the child. Others believed it had come to claim him. 

No one doubted that his birth had been marked by something beyond ordinary understanding. 

Years passed, and wonder slowly gave way to habit, while the child born beneath those omens grew into a boy who studied the creatures of Utan-Jeh and the habits that ruled them.

Still, all his learning had not prepared him for what the jungle would place before him that day.

—————~§§§~——————

The day was hot in the usual way of late season, with a hard sun above and little wind beneath the trees. On such days, animals often left the deeper shade of Utan-Jeh to seek water, and Ashok-Hasan had chosen his place with that knowledge in mind.

He waited beside his trap with the patience of one who valued waiting as much as the catch itself.

The heat pressed steadily against his skin while thirst tugged at him from time to time, yet he had learned to ignore small discomforts when he was intent on something. 

Patience, to Ashok, was part of the work.

Nothing had come.

He wiped the sweat from his brow and glanced toward the river. For a moment he imagined wading into its cool current and letting the water carry away the long stillness of the afternoon. The sight of the i’Kong always steadied him. It ran clear and certain beside the jungle’s edge, a quiet thread beside the greater wildness of Utan-Jeh. As one of the many arms of the great Ilm, it carried old waters through old lands, feeding roots, stones, and those wise enough to settle near it.

Another hour passed before the jungle offered any sign at all.

A faint rustle reached him from the trap ahead.

Ashok’s head turned at once. His eyes fixed on the box of bamboo and wood where something now moved inside. His pulse quickened, and he crouched lower without thinking. Whatever had entered was no small thing.

He held his breath.

The mechanism gave way with a sharp snap, and the lid dropped into place with a heavy thud.

Ashok sprang from hiding and ran toward it.

The box rocked violently on the ground as whatever lay within threw itself against the sides.   He slowed only when he reached it, forcing caution over excitement. His hands trembled despite himself.

Then the movement stopped.

He knelt beside the trap and peered through the small viewing hole he had built into one side. It allowed him to see his catch before opening the lid, a trick he considered one of his better ideas.

His thoughts raced ahead of his eyes.

Perhaps a porcupine. Perhaps one of the larger jungle rats. Even a fox would have pleased him.

What he saw made him jerk backward.

He nearly fell as he stumbled away from the box, staring at it with widened eyes.

From the darkness inside, a pair of vivid blue eyes looked back at him—clear, wild, and utterly unafraid.

He had never seen eyes like them.

Ashok dropped into a crouch again, breathing shallowly now. Surely he had mistaken what he saw. 

He leaned closer and looked through the hole a second time. This was no rabbit, no fox, and no bird blundering into the wrong place.

Curled within the trap lay a small body covered in pale white fur marked by faint stripes that caught even the dim green light beneath the trees.

His breath caught in his throat.

Words failed him.

It was a tiger’s cub, and it was white.

He had heard the stories in half-whispered voices, passed from one firelight circle to the next whenever elders forgot themselves and spoke too freely.   Some claimed white tigers still moved through the deepest reaches of Utan-Jeh. Others said they had vanished generations ago and survived only in tales.

Ashok had listened to every version.

He had never believed he would see one.

Yet a white tiger now stared back at him from inside his own trap.

The cub’s blue eyes were wide with fear, and its small body shook against the bamboo floor.   Ashok’s first rush of triumph faded almost at once, replaced by a heavier feeling he had no ready name for. Such tigers were rare enough to be spoken of with reverence. To find one caught in a box of his own making felt less like victory than trespass.

He knelt beside the trap and carefully worked the latch loose.

When the lid rose, the cub shrank into the corner and gave a weak growl that held more fear than threat.

Ashok lowered one hand slowly, keeping his movements small and steady.

“It’s all right,” he whispered, his voice soft enough to blend with the leaves. 

“I won’t hurt you.”

He expected claws, teeth, or at least a frantic struggle when he reached inside.

Instead, the cub gave only a tired whimper.

It did not strike. It barely moved.

That frightened him more than any display of rage might have done.

He looked closer and saw the hind leg twisted badly beneath the body, bent at an angle no limb should bear. A narrow line of blood marked one side where the trap had cut through fur and skin.

The excitement of the catch vanished completely. In its place came pity, followed quickly by urgency. The cub lifted its nose and sniffed at his fingers before looking up again. Fear still lived in those bright eyes, but another feeling had begun to share the space with it. Trust might have been too large a word for so brief a moment, yet something near to trust passed between them.

Ashok felt it.

He knew then that he could not leave the creature there.

With careful hands he slid one arm beneath the cub and lifted it free of the trap. It weighed less than he expected. Its fur was warm despite the trembling that still ran through it, and when he drew it against his chest, it settled there without protest.

The choice seemed plain from that moment onward. He would protect it, whatever trouble followed.

As he looked into those pale blue eyes, Ashok sensed that the afternoon had changed more than he yet understood. This was no ordinary animal taken by chance into one of his devices. Whether guardian, omen, or merely wounded cub, it had placed a burden in his arms.

He turned toward home with the cub held close.

His thoughts ran ahead of him as he walked.  

The leg would need tending. It would need shelter, food, and secrecy if his parents learned what he carried. 

Plans formed before he had taken ten steps. 

Only when the village path came into view did the fuller truth reach him.

He had meant to catch an animal.

The trap setter had become the trapped.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2:  The House of Hasan

[image: ]


~§§§~

THE ROAD HOME WOUND through thick brush, crossed the narrow span above the i’Kong, and climbed toward the clustered houses of Apong-SiBuru. Along that familiar path, Ashok-Hasan cradled the white cub against his chest as he hurried through the undergrowth, his heart beating hard with excitement and unease alike.

The path home lay familiar beneath his feet. He knew every root that rose across it, every low branch, every bend where the jungle opened long enough to show the river. Even so, the forest never felt empty. Birds called from hidden perches, insects droned in the heat, and unseen creatures moved through leaf and fern as he passed.

The Hasan House stood not far from his trapping grounds. It was a traditional stilt house raised upon thick wooden posts above the damp earth, built in his great-grandfather’s time when floods had come harder and more often. Though no larger than many homes in Apong-SiBuru, it carried a distinction the others lacked. Dark timber walls had been fitted with care, while bamboo panels kept the rooms cool when the heat grew harsh. A roof of woven palm leaves crowned the house and gave off the faint scent of dry earth whenever the sun struck it.

Within, the house was broad enough to gather family and guests during feasts or ceremonies. The veranda, lined with carved railings worn smooth by years of hands and weather, caught every passing breeze and served as a favored place for the men of the household. Smoke from the kitchen drifted through the slats with the smells of spice, fish, and woodfire. Laughter often rose from the children’s room when cousins gathered there.

The walls also held the history of the Hasan name.

Antlers from great deer hunts hung above doorways. Leopard skins and other wild-cat pelts lay across benches or covered sections of floor. 

Spears, bows, and old knives were displayed beside them. Sunlight filtering through the bamboo struck polished horn and sharpened steel, so that the trophies seemed almost alive in the shifting light.

To visitors, such things spoke of success and strength.

To Ashok, they spoke of his father.

Kabira-Hasan’s bravery, skill, and standing in the village had all been won in the jungle.   The trophies were proof of dangers faced and overcome, and Ashok could not look at them without feeling some measure of pride.

Yet his own dreams followed another path.

When he imagined himself beneath the trees, he did not see a spear in his hand or a carcass at his feet. He saw tracks in the mud, birds nesting overhead, and creatures moving according to laws older than men.   


His father sought mastery through the hunt.   Ashok sought understanding through patience.


When the laughter of village children excluded him, the house remained a place where he felt rooted.   Within those walls he belonged, even if he did not resemble the men whose names were spoken with admiration.

The trophies never shamed him.

They reminded him that legacy could wear more than one face. His father had given strength to the jungle in blood and struggle. Ashok hoped to return something gentler.

Somewhere in that difference, though he did not yet have words for it, a calling had begun to form.

Though he had been born into a house of hunters, 

Ashok felt himself drawn toward another purpose, one that asked him to guard what others pursued.

—————~§§§~——————

Hasan’s father, Kabira, was a large and striking man whose presence filled a room before he spoke a word. Broad-shouldered, fully bearded, and handsome in the rough manner admired by villagers, he served as both master hunter and elected head of Apong-SiBuru. Men trusted his judgment, while others respected him simply because he looked made for command.

The Hasan family had long held prominence in the village, and much of that standing rested upon their skill in the hunt.

When dangerous animals strayed too close to farms, took livestock, or stirred fear in the district of Mian-Rei, the summons often came to their door. 

The Hasans were expected to restore order where others could not. At times the call came from farther away. Messengers bearing the seal of Asyea-Rei would arrive with royal demands for some beast worthy of the palace—alive if possible, impressive without question, and rare above all else. Such requests brought honor, coin, and risk in equal measure.

The Hasan men always answered.

They were hunters by inheritance as much as by trade. Methods passed from father to son with the seriousness of sacred knowledge. Before a chase, certain words were spoken. Certain tools were checked in a certain order. Tracks were read carefully, wind was judged, and silence itself became part of the lesson.

Their skill was not boastfulness.

It had been earned through generations of labor, wounds, and survival. They moved through the jungle with respect for its moods and dangers, reading broken twigs, sudden quiet, or restless birds as plainly as others read letters on a page. 

To them, the hunt was more than livelihood.   It carried duty, pride, and the burden of protecting those who could not protect themselves.

Ashok-Hasan’s mother, Kamala-Hiran, inspired a different sort of attention. Where Kabira seemed carved from timber and earth, Kamala carried a beauty that unsettled people as much as it impressed them.   She was slight of build, with warm brown skin, high cheekbones, and large expressive eyes that missed little. Those eyes held a sharp intelligence that made many lower their own.

She never sought notice, yet notice followed her.

Men admired her openly. Women measured her more carefully. Children often fell silent when she entered a space.

What stirred the most whispering, however, was her hair. It fell long past her shoulders in a deep red uncommon to the people of Apong-SiBuru.   In a village of dark braids and earth-colored cloth, that color stood out like flame against wet wood. Some called it beautiful. 

Others called it a portent.

The older women were least comfortable with it.

They muttered that such coloring belonged to distant bloodlines, wandering spirits, or troubles best left unnamed. Though many smiled in Kamala’s presence, some crossed themselves or whispered prayers after she had passed.

Kamala’s arrival in the village only deepened the mystery. Kabira had led an unusual expedition into Utan-Jeh, and when the hunters returned, Kamala came with them. No clear account of where she had been found or why she chose to stay was ever given. A week later she and Kabira were married.

The speed of it shocked the village more than anyone cared to admit aloud.

Questions went unasked in public and traded freely in private. Even those who disapproved could not deny the force of the match. Together they seemed less like a couple arranged by chance than two people who had already decided the matter for everyone else.

Their wedding became the great event of that year. The Hasan House was dressed in flowers, bright cloth, and carved lanterns that lit the paths with warm gold light after sunset. Villagers arrived from every quarter of Apong-SiBuru, while neighboring clans sent elders, gifts, and musicians.

Even the Prince Regent of Asyea-Rei attended in his father’s name. As a sign of royal favor, he presented the couple with a golden chalice set with small gems. During the ceremony, bride and groom drank from it together, according to custom, to symbolize one household and one future.

Yet the brightness of that wedding stood against a more complicated truth within the Hasan family itself.

Kabira-Hasan had been the only child of his father, Chanda-Hasan, after his own birth claimed both mother and twin sister. Such losses had marked the household early. Though grief weighed heavily upon him, Chanda remarried before many seasons had passed, and his second wife later bore him another son, Rashad-Hasan, who was five years younger than Kabira.

From the outside, the family appeared strong and fortunate. They carried a respected name, possessed land and standing, and lived beneath one roof.  Yet homes are not made peaceful by timber alone, and blood does not always settle every difference.

Rashad grew in the long shadow cast by his elder brother.

Kabira had been marked for leadership almost from boyhood. He was larger, surer, and favored by many who believed strength should naturally command. Where Kabira stood at the front, others expected Rashad to stand behind.

No open quarrel defined them.

Neither brother shouted across courtyards or traded insults before witnesses. The strain between them moved in quieter ways, through looks held a moment too long, through silences sharpened by pride, and through smiles that concealed more than they revealed.

Years taught them how to live beside one another, though not always with ease.

The Hasan household endured through duty, reputation, and the discipline of people who knew that family must sometimes be maintained as much as loved.

They managed, as families often do, by leaving certain things unsaid.


What remained unspoken would leave deep marks.


—————~§§§~——————

As Ashok-Hasan neared the house, its familiar shape rose between the trees, steady and unchanged.   For a moment, his thoughts drifted ahead of him toward the quiet presence he expected to find within.

He stepped inside with mud still clinging to his feet and breath uneven from the run.

Kamala stood by the hearth, clearing the last of the dishes. The dapuk had already been laid, bamboo raised just above the floor with a cloth stretched neatly across it. The scent of fish and eggplant curry lingered in the air, a meal he had missed once again.

“Where were you this time?” she asked, her voice tight with more worry than anger. 

“He’s been asking. You know how your father is about rules, especially meals.”

Kabira-Hasan treated such rituals as necessity rather than comfort. However busy he was with the affairs of the village, he insisted the family gather at the same time each day. Ashok had never found ease in those moments. He listened while his father spoke of weather, patrols, and the behavior of animals, yet rarely found space to speak of the jungle as he understood it.


“I’m sorry, Kama-Ma,” Ashok said quickly. 


“I lost track of time. I will apologize to Kabira-Tuan and—”

He stopped as a soft, broken sound came from his arms.

Kamala’s eyes dropped at once.

The cub slipped down from his hold and limped toward the dapuk, drawn by the scent of food. Its small body trembled with each step.

For a moment, Kamala said nothing.

“Ashok... what have you brought into this house?”

He could not hold back.

“The large trap worked,” he said, words rushing forward. “She came in today. We have to help her. She is—”

“Ashok,” Kamala interrupted, her voice tightening, “how many times have I told you those traps are dangerous?”

Her frustration rose quickly, though fear had not yet taken hold.

“You will get hurt, or you will bring something into this house that harms us all.”

Ashok lowered his gaze, nodding as he had done many times before, though the excitement within him had already begun to fade.

“But she’s hurt,” he said, more quietly now. “We cannot leave her like this.”

Kamala drew a slow breath before answering.

“Your father’s rules exist for a reason. Wild animals belong in the jungle, not in our home.”

“She needs help,” Ashok insisted.   “She is not like the others. Look at her.”

Kamala did not respond at once. Her gaze settled on the cub, which now stood weakly near the platform.

Something in her expression shifted.

She stepped closer and knelt beside it, studying the injury more carefully.

“What were you thinking,” she murmured, though the sharpness had left her voice.

Her hand reached out and rested lightly against the cub’s fur.

“She is hurt,” Kamala said after a moment, now speaking with quiet certainty. 

“We must be careful.”

She rose and moved quickly through the






































—————~§§§~——————
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