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The moon hung low in the night sky, its crimson glow bleeding through the canopy of the Gir Forest like a fresh wound. The jungle was eerily still, as though the entire world was holding its breath. Shadows stretched unnaturally against the gnarled trees, and the air carried a heaviness that even the most fearsome predators could not shake. Tonight, the jungle bore witness to the rarest of omens—the blood moon, an ancient harbinger of unease and whispers of doom.

In a secluded hollow beneath the sprawling roots of a massive banyan tree, a tigress lay panting, her powerful body trembling with the effort of labor. Her striped flanks heaved as her sharp breaths filled the den, mingling with the metallic tang of birth. Though she was cloaked in exhaustion, her golden eyes burned with fierce determination.

Outside the hollow, faint shapes moved through the darkness. Other tigresses had gathered, their golden eyes flickering uneasily in the faint moonlight. Such a gathering was unnatural; tigers were solitary creatures, bound by instinct to carve out their own dominions in the forest. Yet tonight, the blood moon had drawn them together like moths to a flame. Their presence was not born of camaraderie but of shared unease. The whispers among them carried through the stillness, soft and tense.

“The omen, this moon... of all nights to give birth.” one murmured, her voice barely audible over the quiet rustling of leaves.

An older tigress, her muzzle streaked with gray, nodded grimly. “Legend says those born under the blood moon brings shadows to life. Let us hope it is not true.”

The tigress in the hollow let out a sharp growl, her teeth bared in warning. The murmurs ceased, but the tension remained. This was her moment. Her cubs. And she would not have their birth tainted by the fear of others.

The first cub came quickly, a small, wriggling bundle of golden fur. The mother wasted no time, licking it clean with her rough tongue and coaxing a tiny cry from its fragile body. For a brief moment, the tension outside the hollow eased, and the other tigresses shifted uneasily in their spots, murmuring faintly.

A second cub followed, its striped coat nearly identical to its sibling’s. Then came the third. One by one, the tigress licked them clean, her instincts a practiced rhythm. Outside the hollow, the tigresses whispered among themselves, their unease momentarily overshadowed by the mundane miracle of life.

Then the fourth, and the last.

The tigress paused, her body going rigid as the fourth cub slid into the world. The others outside stilled, their whispers cut short, now a growl. A ray of moonlight slanted through the hollow’s entrance, catching the newborn’s fur and drawing a collective gasp from the watchers.

But this cub was different.

Its fur was unlike anything they had ever seen. What should have been a coat of gold and black was a tapestry of shadow. The stripes were so dense and jagged that they consumed the golden hues beneath, leaving behind an almost-black sheen. In the faint moonlight, the cub appeared cloaked in shadow, with only the faintest shimmer of gold around its edges.

The mother’s golden eyes narrowed as she regarded her cub. Her tongue flicked out instinctively to clean it, but her movements were slower now, cautious. The air in the hollow seemed to grow heavier, and the tigresses outside shifted nervously, their murmurs, their growls, growing louder.

“A shadow-born,” one whispered. “

Another tigress took a step back, her eyes wide with fear. “It’s a sign. A harbinger.”

The gray-muzzled tigress narrowed her eyes at the cub. “The blood moon speaks. Of what... remains to be seen.”

The mother tigress let out a low growl, silencing the gathering once more. Her body coiled protectively around her cubs, including the shadowed one, as her eyes burned with defiance.

“She’s mine,” the mother hissed, her voice sharp and unyielding. “Leave your superstitions outside this den.”

But the damage was already done. Outside the hollow, the tigresses lingered, their unease palpable. Though the cries of the newborn cubs filled the night, the shadow-born’s arrival had cast a dark pall over the jungle.

And far beyond the banyan tree, hidden in the shadow of the blood moon, something else stirred.

The hours wore on, and the blood moon began its slow descent toward the horizon, its crimson hue gradually fading into the deeper blues of night. Yet the unease it had cast over the jungle remained, lingering like a ghost in the silent trees.

Inside the den, Kaala’s mother stirred, her ears twitching as the faintest rustle broke through the stillness. She lifted her head, golden eyes narrowing as she scanned the entrance of the hollow. Her other cubs, nestled close, slept peacefully, but Kaala was restless. The shadow-colored cub wriggled free from her siblings, her tiny legs carrying her closer to the hollow’s entrance.

“Kaala,” the mother whispered, her voice low but firm. The cub paused, turning her closed eyes toward her mother. For a moment, the tigress was struck by how eerily the moonlight reflected her fur. It was as if the blood moon’s light had marked her not just in her fur but in her very soul.

Kaala let out a soft mewl, as though protesting her mother’s concern, before curling up near the hollow’s edge. Her tiny body was still, but her ears twitched, catching sounds that even her mother couldn’t hear. Outside, the jungle seemed to shift uneasily, the silence growing heavier with every passing moment.

The tigress rose, careful not to disturb her sleeping cubs, and moved to the entrance of the hollow. She peered out into the dense forest, her keen eyes scanning the shadows. The blood moon had begun to sink behind the hills, but its dim red glow still stained the horizon. The forest was alive with the usual nocturnal noises—crickets chirping, leaves rustling in the breeze—but beneath it all, there was something... wrong.

A distant rustle caught her attention, followed by the faint sound of something slithering through the underbrush. Her muscles tensed, every instinct screaming danger. She stepped forward, her large paws silent on the soft earth, her nose twitching as she tested the air. The scent was faint but unmistakable—reptilian, ancient, and wrong.

She growled softly, a warning to whatever dared to approach. The sound carried through the trees, low and menacing, and the rustling stopped. For a moment, there was silence. Then, slowly, the sounds receded, the unseen presence retreating into the depths of the forest.

The tigress remained at the entrance for a long time, her body a statue of vigilance. When she finally turned back toward her cubs, her golden eyes lingered on Kaala. The shadowed cub lay motionless, her breathing slow and steady, but the tigress couldn’t shake the feeling that Kaala had been listening, too, sensing the same danger that had crept so close.

“Kaala,” she murmured again, the name tasting bittersweet on her tongue. The cub did not stir, but her presence seemed heavier somehow, as if she carried the weight of the shadows themselves.

The tigress returned to her place beside her cubs, her body curling protectively around them once more. Yet sleep did not come. Her ears remained alert, flicking at every sound, and her thoughts churned with unease. The blood moon may have disappeared, but its mark lingered—in the jungle, in the air, and in the tiny cub sleeping against her side.

Far beyond the banyan tree, deep in the heart of the jungle, the rustling returned. This time, it was joined by a low hiss that echoed through the darkness like a warning—a sound that would grow louder in the days to come, and one that would change the fate of the jungle forever.
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The pride’s rest was interrupted by the faintest shift in the air. A rustling sound came from the edge of the plains, where the golden grasses met the dense, dark foliage of the jungle. The lionesses lifted their heads in unison, their muscles tensing as their sharp eyes scanned the horizon. Even tiny Rohan, lost in his thoughts, snapped to attention.

“What is it?” he whispered, his voice tinged with both fear and excitement.

Samrat growled softly, his tail flicking once as he stepped to the forefront of the pride. The rustling stopped, replaced by an almost unnatural silence. The wind seemed to die, and even the birds that usually flitted above the plains were nowhere to be seen.

“It’s nothing,” one of the lionesses murmured, though her ears remained angled toward the disturbance.

The silence stretched, growing heavier with every passing moment. Then, from the jungle’s edge, a shape emerged. It was quick, darting between the tall grasses like a shadow. The lionesses tensed, their claws unsheathing as low growls rumbled through the pride.

“Stay back,” Samrat ordered, his deep voice cutting through the tension like a blade. His muscles rippled as he prepared to confront the intruder.

The shape stopped, its outline barely visible against the backdrop of trees. It was smaller than expected, though its movements were precise and deliberate. As the lionesses encircled their cubs, Rohan couldn’t help but inch forward, his curiosity outweighing his fear.

But the shape did not move closer. Instead, it stood at the boundary where jungle and plains met, as though testing an invisible line. Samrat stepped forward, his imposing frame casting a long shadow. His growl deepened, a clear warning to whatever lurked beyond.

The figure hesitated for a moment, then continued, its movements swift and soundless. Tall grass swayed in its wake, and then all was still once more.

High up the gnarled banyan trees, Nisha crouched on her perch, her spotted tail curling tightly around the branch. She was no stranger to the unease that gripped the Gir Forest tonight. Unlike the lions, bound to the open plains, she knew the jungle’s language just aboveground—the whispered warnings in the rustle of leaves, the fleeting scents carried by the wind.

Her golden eyes flicked. The lion cub, Rohan, stood out to her immediately. The way he gaze lingered on the jungle’s edge. Curiosity. She recognized it because she had felt it once, long ago, before the jungle’s secrets had taught her caution.

Her ears twitched, catching a faint sound—a rustling far away, and deeper than the casual breeze through the underbrush. It was subtle, almost imperceptible, but it made her muscles tense. She leaned forward, her sharp claws gripping the bark beneath her paws. The jungle wasn’t just restless; it was disturbed.

At a distance below, Samrat’s deep rumble echoed through the golden grass, his eyes narrowing as he scanned the horizon. The lionesses were now alert, their bodies low to the ground as they tracked invisible movements in the distance.

“Stay close,” Leela growled to a younger lioness nearby. Her scarred muzzle twitched as she sniffed the air, her sharp instincts honed by years of survival. “Something is wrong.”

Samrat stared toward the grass, his growl matching the deep rumble that had emerged from its depths. The lionesses formed a protective circle around the cubs, their sharp eyes fixed on the tree line.

Leela stepped forward, her scarred face set in a determined scowl. “What is it?”

Samrat didn’t answer immediately. His gaze lingered on the jungle, where the shadows seemed to shift and move of their own accord. The blood moon, now lower on the horizon, cast an eerie glow over the scene, painting the jungle’s edge in shades of crimson and black.

“I do not know,” he admitted finally, his tone heavy with unease. 

High above, Nisha made her move. She leapt from the trees, landing gracefully on the outskirts of the plains. The lionesses hissed in warning, their claws unsheathing as they turned to face her.

“Wait,” she said quickly, her voice sharp but calm. “I bring no threat.”

Samrat stepped forward, his massive frame casting a shadow over the leopard. “Then why are you here?”

Nisha hesitated, her golden eyes flicking toward the jungle. “Because I thought I saw it. Or something.”

Samrat’s expression darkened.

The leopard turned her gaze back to him, her voice low and grave. “Whatever it was, I believe it was watching you... as you were watching it.”

“Speak plainly,” he growled.

Nisha’s eyes flicked toward the jungle, the faintest glimmer of uncertainty crossing her face before she spoke. “I’m trying to. This shadow. The wind, I was behind it. It was a stench that turns the earth to rot.”

The lionesses stiffened, and Leela snarled, stepping closer. “Enough riddles!”

Nisha let out a soft, almost dismissive chuff, her golden eyes glinting. “I am not here to give you riddles, lioness. I am here because even high in the trees... I felt fear.”

The pride was silent, the weight of her words settling over them like the blood moon’s crimson light. The rustle of leaves and the distant calls of nocturnal creatures had vanished, leaving only the oppressive silence of a jungle that seemed to be holding its breath.

Nisha’s golden eyes lingered on Samrat for a moment longer before she turned, then with a fluid leap, she disappeared into the jungle’s embrace, her sleek form swallowed by the darkness. The lions watched her departure in silence, the stillness she left behind oppressive and suffocating. Samrat’s golden eyes lingered on the shadows for a long moment before he turned his gaze back to his pride.

“She’s just trying to spook us,” Leela muttered, though her tone lacked conviction. Her claws flexed against the dirt, her ears twitching at every sound.

Samrat remained quiet, his thoughts churning over Nisha’s warning. The jungle was no stranger to tales of shadows and whispers, most of them exaggerated over time. But this night—the blood moon, the strange stillness in the air—felt different. And Nisha’s words carried a weight that he couldn’t entirely dismiss.

“Stay alert,” Samrat declared finally, his voice calm but commanding.

The lionesses nodded in unison, their bodies relaxing slightly but not fully. The cubs, sensing their mothers’ unease, clung close, their usual exuberance subdued. Above them, the stars flickered faintly, their light dimmed by the fading glow of the blood moon.
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At the edge of the plains, where the golden grass met the shadowed jungle, the jungle’s edge was still a constant source of tension. 

It was Leela who noticed the disturbance first. Her scarred muzzle lifted, her ears flicking forward as her amber eyes narrowed. She crouched slightly, her tail twitching with suspicion.

“Samrat,” she called softly, her voice steady but taut. “Something’s coming.”

Samrat rose to his full height, his powerful frame cutting a commanding figure against the morning sun. His golden eyes followed Leela’s gaze to the tree line, where the grass began to part. A figure emerged slowly, her striped coat faintly visible against the backdrop of dense foliage.

A tigress.

The lionesses reacted immediately, rising from their positions with low growls rippling through the group. Cubs were hurried behind their mothers, their small forms pressing close for protection. Leela moved to the forefront, her claws unsheathing as she bared her teeth.

Samrat lifted a paw, his silent command halting the pride’s escalation. His gaze remained locked on the tigress, his tail flicking sharply behind him. “Why do you stray so close to our lands, tiger?” he called out, his deep voice carrying over the plains. “Explain yourself.”

The tigress stopped abruptly, her golden eyes darting between the lions. Her head lowered slightly, her posture cautious yet not entirely submissive. “I mean no harm,” she said, her voice steady but edged with wariness. “I didn’t intend to intrude.”

Samrat’s ears flattened, his muscles taut. “And yet, here you are.”

The tigress hesitated, clearly aware of how precarious her position was. She tread carefully. “I... I was looking for my cub,” she admitted finally, her voice faltering. “She wandered too far, and I followed her trail.”

Leela snorted, stepping closer. “A tiger cub in lion territory? Do you expect us to believe that?”

The tigress’s head dipped lower in deference, though her golden eyes remained fixed on Samrat. “I’m not lying,” she replied quickly, her voice firm but respectful. “You know as I, the young often does not know of boundaries. Or listen.”

“Then why not call her back from your side of the jungle?” Leela pressed, her claws flexing into the earth. Her suspicion was palpable, her amber eyes narrowing with every word.

The tigress hesitated, her body stiffening. The truth—that she and Kaala had been cast out by their clan, left to survive on their own—was a vulnerability she could not afford to reveal. To admit weakness in this world was to invite potential death. Instead, she lowered her head further, her voice softening with feigned regret.

“I misjudged the distance,” she said quietly. “It was a mistake. I am sorry.”

Samrat’s gaze bore into her, unyielding and unreadable. The pride remained tense, the lionesses watching the tigress with barely contained hostility. Leela growled softly, taking another step forward, but Samrat raised his paw once more, stopping her in her tracks.

“You expect us to believe this is a simple mistake?” he asked, his tone dangerously calm. “You’re far from the jungle’s safety. Why?”

The tigress met his gaze, her golden eyes unwavering despite the danger she faced. “Because my cub is all I have,” she said simply, the weight of her words carrying more truth than she intended. “I will not leave her.”

Samrat’s golden gaze didn’t waver. He studied the tigress with measured intensity, his instincts evaluating her words against the growing unease that seemed to wrap around the night. His powerful frame towered over her as he stepped closer, his tail flicking sharply behind him. “If you value the peace between our kind, you will leave now. We do not tolerate trespassers, even for the sake of a cub.”

The tigress lowered her head further, her golden eyes flickering with both defiance and desperation. Before she could respond, a sharp chittering sound broke the tension. From above, a gray langur swung down from the trees, his long tail curling around a low-hanging branch. His curious eyes darted between the lions and the tigress below.

“Now, now,” Chikki said, his high-pitched voice laced with mischief. “What’s all this growling about? Surely we can talk like civilized animals.”

The lions’ attention shifted momentarily, their growls subsiding slightly. Chikki, ever emboldened, leapt to another branch, his fluid movements drawing wary glances. “Samrat, old friend,” he called cheerfully, flashing a wide grin. “You’re not really going to pounce on a mother looking for her cub, are you? That’s not very kingly of you.”

Samrat’s sharp eyes narrowed, his patience thinning. But before he could respond, another voice joined in—this one softer and melodic. “He has a point,” came the calm voice of Dawa, the hornbill, as she swooped down to land on a nearby rock. Her vibrant plumage shimmered faintly in the dim light as she tilted her head thoughtfully toward the lion king. “A mother searching for her child is hardly a threat to your pride.”

Chikki spread his arms wide, his sharp teeth flashing in the moonlight. “See? Even Dawa the dingy agrees! And she’s much wiser than I am.”

Leela growled low, her claws flexing against the dirt. “You two meddle too much,” she snapped, her tone sharp and dismissive. “This is no concern of yours.”

“Oh, but it is,” Dawa replied smoothly, her keen eyes meeting Leela’s. “The balance of the jungle concerns us all. Escalating this into something it doesn’t need to be serves no one.”

A soft chittering sound interrupted the tension as Chikki swung down from the branches above. He landed lightly on the ground, his bright eyes darting between the animals gathered below. He scratched his chin theatrically, his grin crooked but mischievous. “How about we simmer down and use our heads for a change?”

Samrat’s gaze locked onto the monkey, his patience thinning. “Chikki,” he growled, “speak plainly or be silent.”

Chikki leapt onto a low rock, spreading his arms dramatically. “Fine, fine,” he said, though his tone carried a sharper edge. “Here’s the thing, my dear lions and tigress: Everywhere I go, the jungle isn’t right. The birds have stopped singing, the monkeys are moving higher into the trees, and the ground... the ground is turning black in patches. Something big and bad is brewing, and while you’re busy snarling at each other, it’s creeping closer.”

The lionesses stilled, their ears flicking as they absorbed his words. Samrat’s amber eyes narrowed, his tail lashing sharply behind him. “What are you saying, Chikki?”

“I’m saying,” Chikki replied, his grin fading, “that if you start tearing each other apart over every little thing, all of you will be too weak to face any real danger when it comes knocking.”

“And what real danger is that?” Leela pressed, her voice thick with skepticism.

“Oh, I don’t know,” Chikki said with a shrug, though his gaze grew dark. “Maybe the thing that’s been leaving animals wondering aimlessly with blackened veins maybe. That might do it.”

The pride fell silent, the weight of Chikki’s words sinking into the uneasy stillness. Even Samrat, whose authority rarely wavered, seemed momentarily caught off guard. The tigress, however, straightened slightly, her golden eyes sharpening with a mix of fear and determination.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
WHEN THE KING l FTHE JUNGLE
CLASHES WITH THE KING OF BEAST\‘
AN






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





