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The elder Bigfoot crouched low behind a wide oak, his senses finely tuned to every twitch and flicker of movement in the forest. He could feel the presence of humans, their scent carried on the wind, mingling with the morning mist. His heartbeat echoed in his ears, a relentless drumbeat of fear.

These intruders were too close, their footsteps crunching over the thick carpet of pine needles, their voices low but distinct. He remembered the stories of his ancestors, tales of humans who brought destruction and chaos. The fear of losing his family, of failing to protect them, gnawed at him. But he couldn't let that fear paralyse him. He had to stay strong, for their sake.

Jason, the taller of the two hunters, paused, tilting his head as he looked around, his breath visible in the cool morning air. His companion, Pete, muttered something about last season’s haul and how this year was bound to be different. But Jason’s attention had shifted; he felt something prickling at his neck, like eyes burning into his back.

The elder Bigfoot remained still, his form blending seamlessly into the thick undergrowth. Long years of practice had taught him how to be one with the forest, a silent shadow amidst the trees. He shifted slightly, adjusting his weight to maintain his balance without disturbing a single branch. Humans were no longer a mystery but a threat—a curiosity that, left unchecked, could easily turn deadly.

Jason shrugged, seemingly dismissing his earlier discomfort, and leaned against a tree, rummaging through his pack. “It’s too quiet out here,” he murmured, as if he could feel the watchful eyes on him, although he’d dismissed it as nerves. He took out a small flask and passed it to Pete, who accepted it without breaking stride, muttering about luck and the forest “being stingy this year.”

The elder Bigfoot considered their movements. Every step they took brought them closer to his territory, the paths he had mapped and memorised since his youth. He studied the way they moved, noting how they clutched their guns with a casual arrogance, their voices tinged with a tone that suggested ownership, a claim to these lands.

He felt a surge of frustration—a quiet, simmering anger—over their ignorance. These humans had no understanding of the land’s true boundaries, the invisible lines that marked the family’s sanctuaries. He thought of the countless generations that had walked these paths, the wisdom passed down through the ages. The weight of that legacy pressed on him, a reminder of his duty to protect, to preserve. But he couldn’t act on that anger. Not yet. Patience was his ally, and survival depended on it. A distant memory flickered at the edge of his mind—a time when humans were less feared, less intrusive. 

He recalled the stories passed down, stories of dances beneath the moonlight with people who understood the forest, who respected it. But those days were long gone, and he could feel the cold reminder of the past lingering in the quiet between the trees.

A twig snapped under Pete’s foot, and the figure tensed. Jason looked up, his eyes narrowing. “Did you hear that?”

They both stopped, turning to scan the undergrowth behind them. The elder watched them closely, feeling his heartbeat steady and calm as he slowed his breathing, merging seamlessly into the silence once again. There was no need to rush; he had the advantage, and he knew it. As long as he remained patient, they would not see him.

A shadow darted between the trees, drawing their attention. Jason caught a glimpse but saw nothing more than a flicker of movement, his imagination fuelled by the quiet tension. He shook his head, dismissing it. Just nerves, he told himself.

But the elder remained, a silent watcher in the shadows, ever vigilant, as the humans crept deeper into his world.

Jason’s gaze lingered a moment longer on the thick underbrush before he gave a half-hearted chuckle, trying to shake off the unsettling sensation gnawing at him. “Probably just a deer,” he muttered, though his words lacked conviction.

Pete gave him a sidelong look. “You’re jumpier than usual, mate. Thought you loved this place.”

Jason shrugged, adjusting his rifle strap. “I do. But there’s something... I don’t know, off today.”

They continued their cautious walk, weaving between the towering trees, oblivious to the figure who trailed silently behind, barely a shadow in the pines. The elder Bigfoot had perfected the art of blending, of moving soundlessly, his steps timed to the natural rhythm of the forest. Each shift in the hunters’ movements was met with a subtle adjustment of his own, allowing him to remain unseen. Years of survival had taught him the skill of observing without being observed.

From his vantage, he scrutinised the hunters. There was an arrogance to the way they moved, an assumption of safety that, to him, felt reckless. They didn’t understand that they were trespassing, their laughter and conversation intruding on the quiet sanctity of his world. He could smell the faint tang of sweat on them, the metallic scent of gun oil lingering from their weapons. His senses, heightened by generations of living close to nature, took in each detail, assembling a mental map of their weaknesses, should he need to drive them out.

The elder kept his movements minimal, choosing his steps as carefully as a chess player selecting pieces. He watched their hands, noting the grip each held on their rifles, the way their bodies turned as they scanned their surroundings. Though they were armed, he sensed they didn’t quite understand what real danger felt like. To them, this forest was a playground, a place to assert dominance over creatures weaker than themselves. But the elder knew better. He knew the forest had its own rules, ones they could never comprehend.

A crow cawed in the distance, and Jason glanced up, his eyes following the sound instinctively. The elder remained still, nestled against the bark of a thick tree. His stare flicked to the sky as well, briefly acknowledging the bird as it took flight, its wings slicing through the silence. There was an understanding between the elder and the creatures of the forest, a mutual respect born of coexistence. Unlike these hunters, he didn’t disturb the natural order; he simply moved within it, barely a ripple on the surface.

The memory of the old ways surfaced again, tugging at him. In his youth, he’d heard stories from the older ones about the days when their kind danced under the stars with humans—before fear and violence had turned those rare, moonlit gatherings into mere legend. Those stories, though distant, lingered in his bones, a reminder of a time when the forest was shared. But those were only memories now, kept alive as warnings rather than hopes.

A faint wind stirred the pines, carrying with it a familiar scent—smoke. The elder stiffened, his nostrils flaring as he caught the pungent whiff of tobacco. One of the hunters was lighting a cigarette. The smell grated against his senses, an intrusion that felt almost personal. This was his domain, a place where such unnatural scents had no place. He crept closer, watching as Jason flicked the lighter closed, the small flame extinguished, yet its faint glow still marked him in the elder’s eyes.

Without making a sound, the elder reached down, his massive hand brushing the cold earth. His fingers closed around a small stone, just heavy enough to carry weight but small enough to throw with precision. It was a tactic he’d used before, a method of control. He could unsettle them, disrupt their confidence without revealing himself. With a flick of his wrist, he launched the stone towards the underbrush behind them.

The stone struck a tree trunk with a dull thud, startling the hunters. Jason spun around, his eyes narrowing as he searched the shadows. “Did you hear that?” he whispered, his tone now tinged with genuine unease.

Pete smirked, but there was a slight tremor in his voice. “Reckon it’s just a squirrel or something, mate. Or maybe a rabbit. They make all sorts of noises when you least expect it.”

Jason wasn’t convinced. His eyes darted from tree to tree, as if he might catch a glimpse of the culprit in the shifting shadows. The elder watched him, his own dark eyes unblinking, studying the flicker of fear growing in the hunter’s expression. That fear was useful; it would make them cautious, hesitant to push further. He would leave no trace, no physical sign of his presence, but his influence would seep into their minds, sowing seeds of doubt.

In his mind, he mapped the path they’d come from and the likely routes they’d take back. If he could drive them off without them understanding what had happened, they’d be less likely to return. But if he made a mistake, if he allowed even a glimpse of himself, it could ignite their curiosity instead, drawing them back with questions.

He crouched lower, his large frame almost invisible against the dense bark. The scent of the cigarette faded, leaving only the damp earth and pine around him. Patience, he reminded himself, was his greatest weapon. There would be no rash actions, no mistakes. He’d seen what happened when his kind made themselves known, how humans twisted fear into violence.

Jason shook his head, casting one last, wary look over his shoulder. “Maybe you’re right,” he muttered, though his voice lacked its usual confidence. “Probably just some wildlife. But still... I can’t shake the feeling we’re not alone.”

They continued moving, but the elder could tell they’d slowed, their senses now tuned to the forest in a way they hadn’t been before. He watched them go, satisfied for now. The threat had been momentarily neutralised, but he knew it was only a matter of time before they pushed deeper, emboldened by curiosity and the thrill of the unknown.

As he remained motionless in his hiding spot, his mind returned to his family, sheltered and waiting. They depended on him, trusted him to keep them safe from these intruders. And as he watched the hunters slowly vanish into the trees, he steeled himself, knowing this was only the beginning.

The elder stayed still, his body blending seamlessly into the shadows as the hunters moved further along the trail, their chatter fading to a low murmur. But he didn’t relax. He’d learned, over the long years of watching, that humans were unpredictable; they could double back, linger where they shouldn’t, or stumble across things they had no business finding.

He waited, every sense alert, watching the dense green around him. The pine forest lay quiet, still as if holding its breath, waiting for his signal. He glanced around, noting each branch and rock as if mapping his retreat path, should it be needed. Then, finally, convinced the men were moving on, he rose from his crouch and began his silent trek back to his family.

Each step was purposeful, every movement deliberate. Unlike humans, he didn’t waste energy crashing through the undergrowth. His size and strength didn’t hinder him; they allowed him to move with a fluidity that kept him invisible. This forest was his sanctuary, a place where he knew every rise and hollow, every stream and hidden path. Generations of his family had walked these same trails, their scents layered into the earth and bark, a tapestry of memory that reminded him he wasn’t just one creature—he was the latest in a long line of guardians.

His mind drifted to the young ones waiting back at the cave. They would be restless by now, their natural curiosity simmering beneath the surface, barely kept in check by their mother’s stern warnings. She understood the need for caution, more than most. She had witnessed close calls before, seen how easily a single mistake could lead humans into their midst. The elder knew she wouldn’t hesitate to gather the young and lead them away if danger came too close.

But it was the eldest son he worried about most. The boy was strong, curious, and too eager to learn about the world beyond their hidden lives. He asked questions, sometimes too many, about humans and their tools, about the lights that blinked in the forest and the strange machines left behind on trails. In his innocence, he couldn’t see the threat these things posed, the risk they carried for creatures like them. And while the elder could pass down knowledge, warn him of the dangers, he knew that at some point, the boy would have to experience the world himself. It was a thought that gnawed at him, even as he kept it at bay.

As he neared the cave, he slowed, pausing to listen. The faint murmur of his family’s movements within reached him, soft and reassuring. He approached with care, taking one last glance behind to make certain he hadn’t been followed. Satisfied, he slipped through the trees and into the shadowed entrance of the cave, his presence immediately noticed by his family.

The young ones looked up, their wide eyes filled with excitement and relief. They shuffled towards him, small hands reaching to touch his arm, his shoulder, to feel the reassurance of his solid frame. The eldest son hung back, his gaze sharper, more intent, as if studying the elder’s every move.

Their mother rose from where she sat, her eyes meeting his with a question. He gave her a subtle nod, signalling that the threat had been handled, at least for now. She gave a quiet sigh of relief, her shoulders relaxing slightly. She knew as well as he did that this wouldn’t be the last time they had to deal with humans.

“Did you see them?” The eldest boy’s voice filled his consciousness, filled with a mixture of fear and fascination. They communicated telepathically. 

The elder turned to him, his look steady, considering his answer. “Yes,” he said, his voice a low rumble that resonated through the boy’s mind. “Two of them. They’re hunting, but they don’t know we’re here.”

The boy’s eyes widened, his excitement barely contained. “Did you scare them away?”

“Not yet,” the elder replied, choosing his words carefully. “I showed them enough to make them uneasy. They think they’re alone again. But we must be careful. They’ll come back, and they’ll look harder next time.”

The boy’s face fell slightly, a flicker of disappointment crossing his features. It was clear he’d hoped for something more dramatic, more final. But the elder knew better than to indulge such thoughts. To him, keeping a low profile, avoiding unnecessary risks, was the only way to survive. And he intended to teach his family that same patience, no matter how eager they were to test their own strength.

“You didn’t have to throw rocks at them, did you?” one of the younger children asked, his voice small but curious.

A faint smile tugged at the elder’s lips. “Only a small one,” he replied, humour lacing his tone. “Enough to remind them they’re not alone, but not enough to show them who’s watching.”

The young ones giggled, imagining the startled look on the humans’ faces. Their mother, however, remained solemn, her gaze fixed on the elder, silently communicating her own concern. She knew that this close call would only increase the hunters’ curiosity, that each encounter brought with it new risks.

“We’ll need to move again soon,” she said softly, her tone laced with worry. “They’ll search wider next time. They might bring others.”

The elder nodded, acknowledging the truth of her words. He’d sensed the stubbornness in those men, their determination to uncover whatever secrets lay hidden in the forest. They were unlikely to let the strange noises and flickers of movement go uninvestigated. The thought of uprooting his family once more weighed on him, the ache of leaving behind their carefully constructed nests, their paths worn into familiarity over years. But survival was all that mattered, and if moving was the price they had to pay, he would see it done.

For now, though, they had the night. He’d done enough to keep the humans at bay, if only temporarily. As he settled down with his family, he listened to the quiet sounds around them—the rustle of branches, the distant call of an owl, the steady, comforting breaths of his loved ones beside him. The forest seemed to embrace them, holding them safe within its shadows.

Yet even as he relaxed, his mind remained alert, tracing over every detail of the hunters’ approach, each misstep and hesitation he’d observed. The tension from the encounter lingered, an unsettling reminder of the constant threat that loomed beyond the tree line. They could never be truly at ease, not while humans continued to venture into their world. And he knew that soon enough, the peace they’d known here would be shattered, forcing them to make difficult choices.

But for tonight, he allowed himself the comfort of his family’s presence, his senses keen yet tempered by the knowledge that they were safe. His scrutiny drifted to his eldest son, watching as the boy lay down, eyes still bright with questions he was too young to understand fully. The elder knew he would need to prepare the boy, to teach him what it meant to live in the shadow of humans, to survive by blending into the forest’s fabric.

As the sounds of the night deepened, the elder let himself slip into a light sleep, one ear tuned to the whispers of the forest. He knew, as did his mate, that this reprieve would be short-lived, that the hunters’ curiosity had only been piqued. And as the darkness wrapped around them, he prepared himself for the inevitable challenges that lay ahead, his resolve as steady as the roots anchoring the great pines around him.

The first light of dawn crept through the trees, casting a pale, silvery sheen over the forest. The elder stirred, blinking awake as the soft glow reached the mouth of the cave. Beside him, his mate was already awake, her eyes focused on the young ones still sleeping in a warm heap nearby. She looked up at him as he moved, her thoughts reaching him with quiet clarity.

“They’ll come back, you know.”

“Yes,” he replied, her words slipping into his mind with the ease of a well-worn path. “They’re too curious. Too stubborn.”

She tilted her head, a faint glimmer of worry crossing her expression. “Then we’ll have to be ready. The young ones... they’re not as careful as we were at their age.”

The elder glanced at his children, feeling the familiar tug of protectiveness. Their world was small—deliberately so, a cage of safety and shadows he’d crafted with care, despite the natural wanderings of youthful minds. Yet he knew, deep down, that he couldn’t keep them confined forever. They would want to know the forest beyond their immediate range, and with each season, the desire for freedom grew stronger.

As if sensing his thoughts, his eldest son stirred, blinking groggily. The boy’s gaze settled on the elder, sharp and questioning even before he’d fully woken. “Did they leave, then?”

The elder met his son’s eyes, his answer clear and steady. “For now. But they’ll be back. And when they do, you must be careful. Even more than yesterday.”

The boy frowned, his thoughts carrying a blend of curiosity and frustration. “But why do we always hide? They don’t know anything about us, only that we’re shadows. Ghosts in the forest.”

“Precisely why we must remain so,” his mother replied, her voice gentle but firm, settling over them like a forest mist. “The moment they see us for what we are, they’ll seek to claim us, to unravel every part of us. And when they find no answers, they’ll bring weapons instead.”

The boy’s shoulders slumped, his glare drifting to the cave floor. “I understand... but sometimes it feels as though the forest is more theirs than ours.”

The elder’s chest tightened at his son’s words, feeling the quiet resentment that tinged the boy’s thoughts. He shared it, of course—how could he not? But he’d long ago accepted the need to keep his family’s existence hidden, even if it meant carving out smaller and smaller territories to stay safe. He reached out, his mind touching his son’s in a gesture of reassurance.

“We have our ways, our strengths. What we lack in space, we make up for in understanding,” he said, guiding his son’s mind to the sensations of the forest, the sound of water trickling through hidden streams, the subtle shift of birds in their roosts, the scent of moss growing beneath thick tree trunks. “These humans may wander through here, but they don’t belong to it, not like we do. This forest listens to us, protects us.”

The boy looked up, his eyes glinting with a hint of pride. He nodded, though doubt lingered around the edges of his thoughts, as if something within him refused to accept the elder’s assurances fully. But before the elder could press the point, the youngest of his children stirred, breaking into their silent exchange with a thought both clear and bright.

“Is it time to find breakfast?”

The elder chuckled softly, amused by the eagerness that accompanied his youngest’s question. He glanced at his mate, who was already rising, stretching her limbs and preparing to lead the little ones out into the early morning. “Yes, little one. But stay close. We don’t want any wandering too far from the nest.”

The youngest grinned, darting a mischievous look at his older siblings before bounding towards the cave’s entrance, his excitement rippling through the silent link that bound them. He had a boundless curiosity, one that worried the elder and amused him in equal measure. But he knew his mate would watch over them closely, her senses as sharp as his own.

As she herded the children out into the morning light, the elder lingered by the cave’s entrance, his mind flicking to the thoughts he’d kept from the others. His mate was right—the humans would return, likely more determined than ever. And he couldn’t afford to let them stumble any closer to his family, not if he wanted to keep them safe.

“Will you come with us?” his mate’s thought reached him, laced with a question she hadn’t voiced outright.

He paused, glancing towards the path where the hunters had ventured. “Not this morning,” he replied, a grim resolve settling over him. “I’ll check the boundaries, make sure there’s nothing left behind.”

She studied him for a moment, understanding flickering through her gaze. He could feel her worry, her silent plea for caution. But she knew, as did he, that protecting their family demanded sacrifices. He offered her a reassuring thought, letting her feel the confidence in his plan, the steady purpose he held close.

“We’ll be back before midday,” she said, her mind reaching his like a soft, steady current. “And don’t let those humans catch even a trace of you.”

He nodded, watching as she led the young ones out of sight, their laughter echoing faintly in the early morning air. The forest embraced them, folding them into its ancient, leafy arms, and for a moment, he allowed himself to believe they could truly remain hidden here, safe from the world beyond.

Turning his attention to the trail, he set off in the direction the hunters had gone, his movements silent and cautious. As he moved, he replayed the scene from the night before, recalling the way the hunters had wandered so close, their casual disregard for the forest’s boundaries, their eagerness to see what they could find.

The trail cams they’d left would be his first priority. They were small, seemingly harmless, but he knew better than to underestimate them. He’d sensed the strange warmth radiating from them, the faint red glow hidden from most creatures but glaringly obvious to his own senses. It was a trick humans had developed to watch from afar, to turn creatures like him into moving pictures, trapped in a silent screen.

But he wouldn’t allow that—not in his forest. He moved along the path, scanning the trees, until he spotted the first camera tucked cleverly among the branches. It was positioned at the perfect height to capture movement on the trail, but its faint glow betrayed its presence. He crept closer, silent as the morning mist, until he was within reach. With one swift motion, he smashed it, the tiny device crumbling under his grip.

One by one, he worked his way through the forest, seeking out the devices and destroying them. Each broken camera brought a sense of satisfaction, a quiet victory over those who sought to intrude on his world. He imagined the hunters returning, puzzled by the destruction, perhaps fearful of the thing that had torn through their precious technology.

As he made his way back towards the cave, his mind drifted once more to the memory of his father’s teachings, of the stories of the forest’s old ways, the dances shared under the moonlight. Those days were gone, lost to time and human greed. But as long as he drew breath, as long as he held his family close, he would keep their secrets safe, guarding them like treasures hidden beneath the earth.

And so, with the last camera destroyed, he slipped back into the shadows, the forest swallowing him whole, leaving nothing but silence in his wake.
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The Watcher
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The elder crouched in the shadow of a broad pine, his dark eyes fixed on the path the hunters had taken. He could still sense their presence, faint but undeniable, a human scent mixed with the tang of metal and smoke. It clung to the air long after they’d passed, a reminder of how easily they could invade his world with their careless movements and foreign tools. Yet, despite the danger they posed, he felt a calm resolve settle over him. Watching them, staying hidden, was second nature to him, a role he’d carried for decades.

Long ago, his kind had roamed freely, blending with the landscape, as much a part of it as the trees and rivers. Humans had been few then, wandering through the forest without claiming it. They were curious, sometimes frightened, but they’d shown respect, treating the land as something alive and sacred. The elder remembered stories from his own father, who’d told him of nights spent watching from the treetops as Native tribes gathered beneath, dancing and singing in celebration of the forest’s bounty. Those nights had been filled with an unspoken understanding, an acceptance that both his kind and the humans shared these ancient woods.

But everything had changed in one terrible moment. He recalled the story well—passed down through the generations like a warning. It had been a gathering under a full moon, his family hidden but watching, when a young human, driven by fear or pride, had taken up his spear and struck one of their own. The loss had been swift and brutal, tearing apart the fragile peace they’d held. That single act had shattered the trust between their worlds, casting a shadow over every human that ventured too close. His ancestors had withdrawn into the depths of the forest, shunning human interaction, taking to the shadows where they’d remained ever since.

The elder flexed his hands, feeling the weight of his role as the family’s protector. It was his duty to shield them from the growing presence of humans, to teach his children that there was no safety in curiosity, only survival in secrecy. He alone carried the memories of that tragic night, passed to him like a burden, a legacy that reminded him to trust no one outside their family. Humans had evolved, growing clever with their technology, but their curiosity remained as dangerous as ever, their thirst for knowledge often disguising a desire for control.

He moved along the trail, his steps so light they left no mark. The hunters were up ahead, unaware of his presence, their attention fixated on the ground as they searched for signs of game. His eyes flicked to their gear—their rifles, the small, rectangular devices they checked periodically, the strange glint of metal hidden among the trees. Trail cameras, he knew. Small boxes that captured movement and recorded it, a trap that humans used to steal moments from the forest.

But he had advantages they couldn’t comprehend. His senses had been honed over years, attuned to the faintest shifts in the forest. The cameras emitted a subtle warmth, an almost imperceptible glow, detectable to him even in the daylight. He knew where each one was placed, their silent red eyes hidden among the branches, watching, waiting. He slipped past them easily, his form a mere shadow, never lingering long enough for the devices to capture him.

He watched the hunters from a safe distance, noting their movements with silent precision. They were focused, intent, moving with the purpose that only humans could bring to the forest, unaware of the subtle traces of danger surrounding them. Their voices drifted back to him, the words unfamiliar but their tones clear. There was frustration, a growing impatience as they failed to find what they sought. He could sense the change in their mood, their dissatisfaction like a ripple across the air, stirring the forest into a quiet unease.

In their frustration, they moved deeper into the woods, their eyes scanning for anything that might hint at a larger creature’s presence. One of them, the taller of the two, paused to examine a set of faint tracks on the ground, his brow furrowing as he leaned closer. The elder held back, watching carefully, ready to intervene if needed. He felt a flicker of satisfaction in knowing that these hunters, for all their gear and tools, would find no answers here. His family had perfected the art of leaving no trace.

For a moment, he considered the hunters as they were—vulnerable creatures in an ancient, watchful forest, unaware of the eyes upon them. He could end their search here, shattering their confidence with a single action. It was a thought that sparked a primal satisfaction in him, a reminder of his strength and his place within these woods. But he kept still, holding his power in reserve, knowing that his role was to remain hidden, to allow them only the smallest hint of what watched them from the shadows.

The elder shifted his weight, feeling the cool, damp earth beneath his feet. In the silence, he picked up a rock, smooth and rounded, the perfect size for his purpose. With practised ease, he calculated the distance, angling his throw to strike a tree a short distance away from the hunters. In one swift movement, he launched the stone, watching as it flew silently through the air, hitting the tree with a loud, echoing thud.

The hunters froze, their heads snapping towards the sound, eyes wide and alert. He could feel their fear ripple through the air, the sharp edge of panic as they scanned the trees. One of them swore under his breath, gripping his rifle more tightly, his knuckles turning white as he tried to mask his nerves.

“It’s just a bear, surely,” the shorter hunter whispered, though his voice wavered. “Nothing we can’t handle.”

The taller one didn’t reply, his eyes darting between the shadows, suspicion and fear warring in his expression. The elder remained still, his satisfaction growing as he watched the hunters hesitate, their confidence rattled. They’d expected game, maybe a few deer—nothing more. They hadn’t come prepared for something that could watch them, assess them, and decide whether they were worth the trouble of confrontation.

Finally, after a tense silence, the hunters turned back towards the trail, muttering nervously between themselves. The elder stayed rooted in place, watching as they retreated, their steps quicker and less certain than before. He knew they would attribute the sound to a bear or some other large animal, something within their realm of understanding. But the seed of doubt had been planted, a small, persistent fear that would follow them long after they’d left the forest.

As they disappeared from view, the elder allowed himself a moment of quiet satisfaction. The forest was his, and he’d kept it safe once again. For now, his family remained undiscovered, their lives untouched by the encroaching human world. And as long as he held his post, as long as he watched from the shadows, he would keep it that way.

The hunters’ footsteps faded into the distance, muffled by the thick undergrowth and swallowed by the forest’s natural hush. The elder exhaled slowly, allowing himself a moment to relish the silence. The forest was his again, its familiar rhythms returning, the delicate balance restored. But even as he savoured the peace, a flicker of unease lingered, a reminder that the humans were only temporarily deterred. They were clever, relentless in their pursuit of answers, and if left unchecked, their curiosity would drive them back here, hungrier and more dangerous than before.

With one last glance down the path the hunters had taken, he turned back, moving deeper into the forest. His steps were light, his massive frame barely rustling a leaf as he moved. He could feel the forest wrapping around him, a living presence that offered both comfort and camouflage. It was a sanctuary, yes, but it was also a constant reminder of his duty. His family depended on him to keep this place safe, to protect the fragile line between their world and the human one.

As he walked, his mind drifted, recalling the lessons his own father had taught him, the stories whispered under the cover of night. The forest had been different then, wilder and more expansive, unmarred by the trails and campsites that now littered the landscape. Back then, the humans had come only in small groups, nomadic tribes who moved with the seasons, treating the forest as something sacred. There had been an understanding, a shared reverence for the land they walked on.

But all of that had changed. He recalled the tale as if it had been told only yesterday: the night his kind had first tasted betrayal. It was his father who had seen it, who had been there on that tragic night when a celebration had turned to violence. Their family had watched from the shadows, curious and cautious, observing the humans who danced and chanted around a crackling fire. The tribespeople had known they were being watched, aware of the silent figures hidden just beyond the firelight. There was no fear then, only mutual respect, a peace held together by fragile threads.

But a single, reckless act had unravelled it all. A young human, driven by fear or pride, had broken away from the group, approaching the shadows with a spear held high. The elder’s father had barely had time to react before one of their own had been struck, the spear piercing flesh and bone, bringing the creature to the ground with a soft, shuddering gasp. Shock had rippled through the family, an unthinkable betrayal shattering the peace they’d known. The humans had fled, their faces twisted in fear as they realised what they’d done. But it was too late. Trust had been broken, and with it, any hope of peaceful coexistence.

That night had marked a turning point. His kind had retreated into the depths of the forest, withdrawing from the human world, hiding in places so remote and inaccessible that no human would dare follow. The elder’s father had passed down the story with a warning, a reminder that curiosity could be fatal, that humans, no matter how innocent they appeared, could not be trusted. And so, he’d raised his own family with that same caution, teaching them the art of staying unseen, of moving through the world like shadows.

But even as he adhered to these lessons, he couldn’t ignore the changes he’d seen over the years. Humans had evolved, their curiosity now bolstered by strange new tools and inventions. They no longer relied on their instincts alone; they used technology to track, record, and observe, prying into places they once feared to tread. The elder had seen them leave behind strange devices that blinked with tiny lights, their lenses reflecting the faint glow of the forest. These trail cameras were an unnatural intrusion, a sign that humans could no longer be deterred by the boundaries of nature alone.

He had learned to recognise the telltale glow of these devices, detecting their presence long before they could detect him. It was a gift his kind shared, an ability to see the faint infrared light that these machines emitted, a warning that had saved them more times than he could count. Over the years, he’d developed his own strategy for dealing with the devices. He would approach them silently, assessing their placement, before delivering a single, crushing blow that would shatter the lens and render them useless. It was a silent protest, a message that the forest was not to be taken lightly.

Yet, despite his best efforts, he knew that these measures were only temporary. The humans would return, their curiosity only fuelled by the failures they encountered. He could see it in their eyes, the way they whispered among themselves, casting furtive glances at the shadows. They didn’t know what they were searching for, not exactly, but the mystery of the unknown was enough to keep them coming back, each time with more tools, more determination.

As he approached a familiar ridge overlooking the valley below, the elder paused, his eyes scanning the landscape. From here, he could see the faint line of smoke curling up from the hunters’ camp, a distant reminder of the danger that lurked at the edge of his world. He knew they would regroup, reassess, perhaps even try to lay new traps in their relentless pursuit. But he was ready, just as he’d always been, prepared to protect his family with every ounce of his strength and cunning.

Below him, the forest stretched wide and untouched, a vast, living entity that whispered of ancient secrets and hidden paths. It was his home, his sanctuary, and he would defend it with everything he had. The hunters would return, of that he was certain, but they would find only shadows, echoes of creatures too elusive to be caught. And in the end, he hoped, they would leave, taking their questions and their machines with them, leaving his world undisturbed.

With one last look at the distant camp, he turned and began his descent back into the heart of the forest, his steps as silent as the wind rustling through the trees. The forest closed around him, wrapping him in its protective embrace, and he knew that as long as he remained vigilant, his family would be safe, hidden from the eyes of those who sought to uncover the secrets of the wild.

The elder moved carefully along the winding path, the silence of the forest wrapping around him like a cloak. Every step was measured, his senses finely attuned to the delicate balance of sounds and scents that drifted through the air. The morning was crisp, with the faint scent of damp earth and pine lingering on the breeze, mingling with the subtler hints of animal trails, budding moss, and distant water.

He kept his focus sharp, moving with the quiet grace of a creature who had spent a lifetime merging with the shadows. The hunters might think they knew the forest, but he understood it in a way they never could. It was an understanding born of survival, a knowledge passed down through generations that kept his kind hidden and safe. Each hollow, each rise, and each grove had been memorised, mapped within his mind until they were as familiar as the face of a loved one.

His mind turned once more to his role, to the weight of responsibility he carried. It was no small thing, this duty of safeguarding his family. He was the shield between them and the outside world, a silent guardian who kept the darkness at bay. His father had been the same, as had his father before him, each generation tasked with the burden of vigilance. But he wondered, with a pang of sadness, if this vigilance would be enough in a world that no longer respected boundaries.

The humans had changed over the years, driven by their relentless urge to know, to claim, to possess. He’d seen them build camps and mark trails, cutting through the ancient paths of the forest as if it belonged solely to them. The trails grew wider each year, creeping further into territories that had once been untouched, their presence a slow but steady invasion. And with each passing season, he felt the forest shrink, bit by bit, its secrets eroded by human curiosity.

He paused, his eyes scanning a nearby tree where one of the humans had marked the bark with a blade, carving initials into the trunk as if to leave a trace of his presence. It was a small thing, perhaps meaningless to the hunter, but to the elder, it felt like an insult. This was his forest, his family’s sanctuary, and he would not let it be claimed by those who barely understood its worth.

Rubbing his hand over the mark, he felt a surge of anger simmering within him. It was a rare feeling—one he usually kept at bay, tempered by years of caution and patience. But something about the boldness of this intrusion struck him deeply, like a thorn pressing into his side. For too long, he had watched these invaders encroach upon his land, taking without thought, leaving traces of themselves as if they had a right to be here.

He took a deep breath, calming himself, letting the anger dissipate into resolve. Emotion would only cloud his judgement, and he needed clarity now more than ever. Protecting his family required not only strength but patience, a willingness to remain unseen, even in the face of frustration. He knew that any open confrontation would risk exposing them all, and that was a risk he could never take.

Moving away from the scarred tree, he continued along the path, heading towards the hunters’ campsite. He was careful, his look searching the ground for any signs of new traps or cameras. They had likely left something behind—a marker, a device, anything that might provide them with evidence of his family’s existence. And he intended to find it before it could capture even the faintest trace of them.

Sure enough, as he reached a narrow clearing, he spotted another trail camera, cleverly hidden among the branches of a low-hanging pine. Its small, red sensor light blinked faintly, almost imperceptible to those who didn’t know where to look. But he could see it, feel its presence like a prickling warmth against his skin. He approached cautiously, his hand reaching up to grasp the device, his fingers tightening around its plastic frame. With a single, swift motion, he crushed it, the faint crunch of glass and circuitry satisfying in its finality.

He left the remains in the underbrush, knowing it would be of no use to the hunters now. It was one less device to capture the secrets of his family, one less intrusion into their world. But he knew there would be more. The humans were persistent, and their curiosity would only deepen with each failed attempt to catch a glimpse of him. He would need to stay vigilant, his senses sharp, his resolve unbreakable.

A faint sound reached him then, distant but distinct—the crackle of a fire, the low murmur of voices. The hunters were nearby, no doubt regrouping, perhaps planning their next move. He moved closer, crouching low behind a cluster of ferns as he observed them from a safe distance.

The taller hunter sat on a fallen log, fiddling with his rifle, his brow furrowed in concentration. His companion crouched beside the fire, poking at the flames with a stick, his expression one of frustration. Their voices drifted towards the elder, snippets of conversation punctuated by curses and sighs.

“Did you see the tracks?” the taller one muttered, shaking his head. “There’s something out here, I know it.”

“Could be anything,” his companion replied, though his voice wavered. “Bear, maybe. Or some other animal. Probably nothing to worry about.”

The elder watched them, feeling a faint sense of satisfaction at their unease. They were unnerved, their confidence shaken by the strange, silent presence they couldn’t see or name. He could sense their uncertainty, the subtle shift in their movements as they glanced over their shoulders, their voices lowered as if fearing they might be overheard.

They’d come here with expectations, hoping to capture something tangible, some proof of what they suspected lurked in the shadows. But all they’d found was an empty forest, filled with strange sounds and unseen eyes. They had no idea what they were up against, no understanding of the ancient intelligence that watched them from the trees. And he intended to keep it that way.

A small smile tugged at his lips, a flicker of satisfaction that he allowed himself to indulge. Let them wonder, let them fear. The forest would keep its secrets, and he would ensure they left with nothing more than questions and doubts. For now, his family was safe, hidden and secure, and as long as he remained vigilant, they would continue to live in the peace they’d carved out for themselves.

He backed away from the clearing, moving silently through the undergrowth, his thoughts focused and resolute. The hunters could return as often as they liked, could bring all the tools and devices they wished, but he would be there, watching, guarding. They would find only shadows, fleeting glimpses of something they couldn’t understand, until finally, they were forced to leave, defeated by the forest itself.

The elder moved away from the hunters’ campsite, his presence leaving no trace, no broken twig or disturbed leaf. The forest, vast and endless to an untrained eye, was his domain, each path a familiar corridor, every glade and thicket a part of the intricate map he carried within his mind. He made his way back towards the ridge, where he could survey the valley below, a natural vantage point that allowed him to watch over the land his family called home.

As he walked, his mind wandered to the ancient bond his kind had once shared with the forest, a connection born from centuries of coexistence and trust. They didn’t take from it, didn’t scar its trees or disturb its creatures. Their lives were woven into the fabric of this place, hidden and respectful, each step mindful of the balance that allowed them to remain unseen. The humans had once understood this bond too, but those days seemed long past, leaving a hollow ache in the elder’s chest whenever he thought of it.

Reaching the ridge, he crouched low, his gaze sweeping across the valley. His heightened senses took in everything, from the distant rustle of deer grazing near the creek to the calls of birds nesting in the higher branches. But it was the faint scent of smoke from the hunters’ fire that lingered, a reminder of the men who had ventured too close, their presence a foreign blight on the land’s natural rhythm. The elder felt the weight of his duty settle over him, the solemn understanding that his family’s safety depended on his vigilance, his ability to remain a ghost within these woods.

But for all his caution, a question gnawed at him, a fear that had lingered since the night he’d first seen the hunters. He had taught his children to remain unseen, to blend with the shadows and respect the boundaries that kept them hidden. Yet he knew that his eldest son, with his boundless curiosity, was beginning to question these rules. The boy’s thoughts were often filled with questions about the world beyond their territory, a restless need to understand the humans who ventured into their woods.

The elder sighed, recalling the conversations he’d had with his son, the boy’s thoughts tinged with a mixture of fascination and defiance. “Why do we hide?” the boy had asked him, his mind brimming with a youthful energy that seemed immune to the fear the elder had spent a lifetime nurturing. “Why do we live in the shadows when we could be out there, exploring?”

The elder had tried to explain, weaving the story of their history, the betrayal that had shattered the trust between their kind and the humans. He’d shown the boy the marks left behind by careless hunters, the scars on trees, the trails littered with strange objects, each one a reminder of the humans’ disregard for the forest’s sanctity. But for the boy, these explanations felt distant, intangible, a tale from a past he couldn’t fully grasp.

The elder had watched his son that night, noting the defiance that glinted in the boy’s eyes, the reluctance to accept a life lived in secrecy. He couldn’t fault him for it, couldn’t deny that part of him understood the boy’s need to break free, to explore a world that seemed just out of reach. But the elder knew, too well, the dangers that lay beyond the safety of their hidden lives. The humans were unpredictable, their curiosity a weapon as sharp as any blade, one that could tear apart the fragile peace he’d worked so hard to protect.

He lifted his eyes, scanning the far edges of the forest where the land met the horizon, his thoughts heavy with the knowledge that he would need to guide his son, to teach him the importance of their way of life. It was a difficult lesson, one that he’d learned in his youth, under his own father’s stern watch. The forest was vast and beautiful, yes, but it was also fraught with dangers, threats that lay hidden behind every shadow, every seemingly innocent path.

A faint movement in the trees below caught his attention, a shadow slipping through the undergrowth with the stealth only his kind could manage. His mate appeared, her figure blending seamlessly with the forest as she moved towards him. She joined him at the ridge, taking in the view as they watched over the valley in silence.

“They’ve gone for now,” he told her, his thoughts reaching hers with a steady, calm assurance. “I watched them leave, unsettled but determined. They’ll return soon, perhaps with more devices or a stronger resolve.”

She nodded, her expression thoughtful. “And our son? Did he ask again?”

The elder felt the familiar weight of her question, knowing how closely she guarded the boy’s safety, how keenly she sensed his growing curiosity. “He did,” he admitted, his thoughts careful, measured. “But he listens, at least for now. He understands the dangers, even if he doesn’t yet accept them.”

Her eyes softened, her thoughts tinged with worry. “He’s young. The forest is all he’s known, and to him, it feels limitless, full of wonders waiting to be discovered. He hasn’t yet felt the fear that comes from being hunted.”

The elder reached for her hand, a rare gesture, the warmth of her touch grounding him. “I’ll continue to teach him. He’ll learn, as we did, that some boundaries are meant to be respected. And when he’s ready, he’ll understand why we stay hidden.”

She squeezed his hand, a silent show of faith, her thoughts reaching him with a quiet reassurance. “You’ve always kept us safe, even when the forest has changed around us. Our son will learn that you’re guiding him in the only way you know.”

They stood in silence, the vast landscape stretching before them, each tree and shadow a reminder of the life they’d built together. But the elder knew, deep down, that their world was shrinking, bit by bit, the safety of the forest eroding with each human that ventured further into their territory. The hunters had come and gone, yes, but they’d left behind a scar, an intrusion that would not be easily forgotten.

Finally, he turned to his mate, his voice a steady reassurance. “We’ll move further north when the season changes. There are places yet untouched, lands where the humans have not reached. We’ll find safety there, if only for a while.”

She nodded, though he could sense the reluctance in her thoughts. Leaving was never easy, each migration a reminder of the life they’d abandoned, the memories left behind. But she trusted him, as she always had, her faith a quiet strength that held their family together.

As they began their descent from the ridge, the elder cast one last glance towards the hunters’ camp, his mind filled with a renewed resolve. The forest was his to protect, its secrets safe within his silent watch. And as long as he remained vigilant, the humans would find nothing more than shadows, distant whispers that would leave them questioning their own senses. For as long as he could, he would guard this place, knowing that each quiet victory meant another day of peace for his family.
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The Call of The Clan
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The cave was dimly lit by the morning light filtering through a narrow opening, casting a soft, earthy glow on the rough stone walls. Inside, the elder’s mate, Moora, rested beside their two youngest, her dark eyes watching them as they played, their small hands pulling at tufts of moss that lined the cave floor. Their laughter was silent but filled the space with a warmth that Moora treasured, a reminder that here, within these stone walls, they were safe.

The eldest of the young ones, a boy named Raka, sat near the cave’s entrance, his gaze fixed on the world beyond, his shoulders squared with the hint of pride that came from his growing role within the family. Though still young, he was eager, his thoughts filled with questions and aspirations to understand the forest as his father did. He wanted to learn every path, every sound, and every movement that marked the passage of life around them. He knew his father’s absence meant that the elder was out protecting them, ensuring the humans posed no threat to their haven.

Moora glanced at him, a touch of amusement warming her thoughts. “Raka, come away from the edge. Your father will return soon enough.”

Raka’s eyes flickered towards her, reluctant to move but obedient, his respect for his mother’s words clear. “But I want to see him come back, to know when he’s near. I could watch, like he does.” 

Raka's heart swelled with a mix of pride and longing. He admired his father, wanted to be like him, to protect their family. But there was also a flicker of doubt—would he ever be as strong, as wise? The thought of failing, of not living up to his father's expectations, weighed heavily on him. 

Moora smiled, though her thoughts held a note of caution as they reached him. “One day you’ll have that role, Raka, but for now, there’s no need to hurry. Your time will come, and when it does, you’ll be ready.”

Just then, the two younger ones, Mira and Toka, scurried towards Raka, pulling him from his post. They were both smaller and rounder, their movements filled with the carefree nature of childhood, unaware of the forest’s hidden dangers. Mira tugged at his arm, her eyes bright with excitement. “Show us the bird sounds again, Raka! Make the one that makes the squirrels chatter!”

Raka grinned, a look of pride crossing his face as he leaned down, opening his mouth to mimic the distinct call of a jay. The sound echoed through the cave, a perfect imitation that filled the younger ones with delight, their thoughts racing with excitement. Toka clapped his hands in silent applause, his wide eyes brimming with admiration.

But before Raka could entertain them with another sound, he felt the familiar presence of his father approaching. He turned, his posture straightening, as the elder entered the cave, his large frame filling the entrance before he moved quietly into the shadows. His expression was steady, though the glint in his eye betrayed a quiet satisfaction.

Moora rose to greet him, her thoughts reaching out in silent inquiry. “Did you see them again?”

The elder nodded, meeting her gaze with reassurance. “They were close but have moved on, at least for now. But more will come as the season changes. The humans are drawn to this land each spring, and with them come their tools, their noise. It won’t be long before they’re here again, more determined than ever.”

Moora’s expression grew solemn, and she glanced at the children, her thoughts brimming with worry. She knew that each passing year brought new challenges, a greater need to remain unseen. “Then we should leave soon, before the trails become crowded.”

Raka moved closer, eager to hear the discussion. “Are we moving north again, Father? Closer to the deep rivers?”

The elder looked at his son, a flicker of pride passing through him. “Yes, Raka. We’ll need to move further this time, setting up nests along the way, staying only long enough to gather what we need. You’ll help guide us.”

Raka’s chest swelled with pride at his father’s words, the weight of responsibility both thrilling and daunting. He glanced at his siblings, Mira and Toka, who looked at him with wide eyes, as though he were already their leader, someone who would ensure their safety. 

But beneath that pride, a seed of doubt took root. What if he couldn't live up to their expectations? What if he failed them when they needed him most? The thought of letting them down, of not being the protector they believed him to be, haunted him.

The elder knelt, his large hands gently brushing the heads of the younger ones, who leaned into his touch. “Today, we’ll prepare. There’s much to do before we can leave. We’ll gather food at the creek, set up nests, and I’ll show you how to use the sounds of the forest. We’ll learn how to make our own signals, warnings that only our family understands.”

Moora nodded, relief evident in her gaze, though her thoughts held a lingering sadness at leaving yet another familiar place behind. “The caves have sheltered us well, but it’s time,” she murmured, knowing they’d long grown accustomed to these temporary shelters, each one carrying memories of quiet moments shared and hidden laughter.

Together, the family moved into the morning light, the forest greeting them with the fresh scent of damp earth and the faint murmur of a stream nearby. The elder led them towards the creek, where the water ran clear and cool, small fish darting beneath the surface. The young ones watched in fascination as their father crouched by the water’s edge, his hand slicing through the water with practiced precision, emerging with a small, wriggling fish.

“Watch closely,” he instructed, his thoughts reaching each of them. “The fish move with the current, fast and agile. You must be quicker, calmer. Feel the water’s flow, become a part of it.”

Raka mimicked his father’s movements, his hand slipping into the water with a concentration that bordered on reverence. With a quick flick, he managed to catch a small fish, his face lighting up with excitement. Mira and Toka clapped silently, their thoughts buzzing with admiration, their own small hands eager to try.

After gathering a few more fish, the family moved further into the forest, foraging for edible plants and berries, each one contributing in their own way. Moora kept the younger ones occupied, teaching them to identify the plants they could safely eat, her calm presence grounding them as they worked. The elder and Raka gathered branches and leaves, preparing materials to build their nests along the migration route.

As they walked, the elder paused beside a tall pine, turning to Raka with a thoughtful look. “It’s time I taught you another skill,” he said, selecting a sturdy branch and giving it to his son. “Wood knocking. It’s a signal, a way to communicate without words. You strike the wood, hard and sharp, just once. It can mean many things—a warning, a call to regroup, a sign of safety.”

Raka took the branch, a mixture of excitement and determination in his eyes as he struck the tree with a firm knock. The sound echoed through the forest, a single, powerful thud that seemed to resonate among the trees. He looked at his father, pride shining in his eyes.

The elder nodded approvingly, lifting his own branch and striking the tree with a deliberate knock. “With practice, you’ll learn to mimic the sounds of other creatures too,” he added, demonstrating the sharp call of a hawk, a sound that could alert his family while blending with the natural noises of the forest. “These sounds will keep us safe, allowing us to move unnoticed, hidden from those who seek us.”

The young ones watched, their eyes wide with fascination, as they absorbed these new skills. Even Mira and Toka attempted to mimic the elder’s sounds, their small voices producing chirps and whistles that, while imperfect, filled the air with laughter.

As the day wore on, they worked together, building nests within a cluster of caves further along their path. The nests were simple but effective, woven from branches and leaves, each one providing shelter and warmth. The forest, with its quiet rhythms and hidden strength, felt like home—a place where they could move unseen, protected by the layers of knowledge that bound them together.

And as the sun dipped below the horizon, casting a golden glow across the trees, the elder looked upon his family, feeling a renewed sense of purpose. Here, among the trees and shadows, they had a life worth protecting, a bond woven from shared moments and the silent understanding that they were more than individuals—they were a clan, a single, unified presence within the ancient heart of the forest.

As the sky shifted from morning light to a misty grey, the family settled into a routine, each member working with silent purpose, bound by shared understanding. Moora gathered the youngest ones around her, showing them the art of foraging, her hands moving deftly over leaves and stems as she explained each plant’s purpose. Mira and Toka watched with wide eyes, their small fingers brushing over the leaves as they mimicked her movements, learning the difference between what was safe and what must be avoided.

Nearby, the elder and Raka worked in harmony, moving through the dense thickets, selecting branches and woven vines to build nests. Raka’s excitement was evident in his every movement, his hands quick and capable as he gathered materials, his young face intent as he tried to match his father’s skill. The elder watched him closely, his thoughts reaching out in encouragement, steady and calm.

“Not every branch will do, Raka,” he instructed, handing the boy a particularly flexible vine. “It must be strong but pliable, able to hold its shape through rain and wind.”

Raka took the vine, his fingers testing its strength, nodding in understanding. “I’ll find more like this,” he replied, his thoughts eager, filled with a sense of purpose. He moved quickly, scanning the undergrowth with newfound focus, his young mind absorbing each detail of the lesson. The elder felt a quiet pride, watching as his son’s confidence grew with every successful choice, the boy learning not only the skill but the patience and attentiveness it required.

As they wove the branches into a sturdy frame, the elder turned his thoughts to the journey ahead. The new nests would mark their path northward, each one a shelter they could return to if needed. He had chosen this route with care, following the contours of the land, ensuring that the family would have easy access to water, foraging grounds, and safe places to rest. It was a familiar path, one he had travelled many times in his youth, though each journey felt different as the forest continued to change around them.

Meanwhile, Moora showed the younger ones how to gather berries from a low-lying thicket, her voice calm as she instructed them in the art of careful picking, their small hands eager to pluck the ripe, dark berries. Toka, the youngest, was barely more than a toddler, his small hands clumsy but determined, his wide eyes filled with fascination as he placed each berry carefully into a woven pouch.

Mira, slightly older, took her task more seriously, her face set with concentration as she picked with precision, her thoughts clear and bright. “Will we take these to the nests, Mother?”

Moora nodded, her gaze softening as she watched them. “Yes, little one. These will keep us fed while we move. Remember, every berry matters. We take only what we need, and we leave the rest for others.”

The children’s thoughts rippled with understanding, a shared reverence for the forest that came naturally to them, passed down through quiet teachings and the example set by their parents. The forest was not merely a place to live but a part of their existence, a companion that had sheltered their family for generations. They understood, even at their young age, that they were caretakers as much as inhabitants, bound to the forest by a code that placed respect above all else.

By midday, the family gathered by a shallow stream, the clear water rushing over smooth stones, creating a natural melody that filled the air. The elder crouched by the water, showing his children the best way to catch fish, his large hands moving with careful precision. Raka watched closely, his expression serious as he imitated his father’s motions, his hands breaking the surface of the water with a quiet determination.

“Let the water guide you,” the elder murmured, his thoughts reaching Raka with a steadiness that grounded the boy’s excitement. “It moves in currents, each one flowing with purpose. You become part of it, not a force against it.”

Raka nodded, focusing as he dipped his hand into the stream, his fingers brushing against the rocks beneath. With a sudden flick of his wrist, he caught a small fish, lifting it from the water with a triumphant grin. The younger ones clapped in silent applause, their thoughts bright with admiration, while Moora offered a look of approval.

As they continued to fish, a light drizzle began to fall, the approaching spring rains pattering softly against the leaves. The family moved with ease, unbothered by the weather, each of them accustomed to the unpredictable changes of the forest. Raka’s thoughts reached out to his father, filled with pride as he inspected his small catch, his voice resonating with a mixture of excitement and humility.

“Is it enough, Father? Will it keep us strong for the journey?”

The elder placed a hand on his son’s shoulder, nodding with approval. “It’s enough, Raka. Each catch, each berry, each branch we gather adds to our strength. Together, we are prepared for whatever the forest brings.”

As they made their way back towards the cave, their pouches filled with berries and fish, the elder paused beside a thick tree, selecting a sturdy branch and tapping it firmly against the trunk. The sharp, resounding knock echoed through the forest, signalling their presence to any unseen members of their clan who might be nearby. It was a sound that held meaning—a call, a message, a reassurance that they were not alone.

Raka watched, his curiosity piqued. “Show me again, Father. The way you make the sounds. I want to learn them all.”

The elder nodded, feeling a surge of pride as he handed Raka the branch. “Each sound has a purpose. This one, a single knock, tells others that the way is safe, that we are here. It’s simple, but powerful.”

Raka took the branch, striking the tree with a quick, strong motion, the knock reverberating around them. He looked to his father, his gape steady, waiting for the next lesson.

The elder gestured for silence, his own hand raised as he imitated the call of an owl, the soft, haunting sound drifting through the trees. “The owl’s call is a signal of caution,” he explained, his thoughts steady and clear. “It tells the others to stay hidden, to watch and wait. It blends with the forest, unnoticed by those who don’t know its meaning.”

Raka’s eyes shone with understanding, his thoughts filling with a new respect for the sounds he’d once thought were only the calls of birds and animals. “So even the forest speaks, in its own way.”

The elder nodded, placing a hand on his son’s shoulder. “Yes, Raka. The forest speaks, and we listen. We learn to blend with it, to become part of its language. And in doing so, we remain safe, unseen.”

As they returned to the cave, the elder felt a quiet satisfaction settle over him, knowing his son was learning the skills that would one day keep their family safe. Each lesson, each knock and call, was a thread woven into the fabric of their lives, a legacy passed down through the generations. And though the future held uncertainties, he felt a sense of peace in knowing that his son, and the younger ones in time, would carry that legacy forward, keeping their family safe within the heart of the forest.

The rain had softened to a fine mist by the time the family gathered once more at the mouth of the cave, the day’s preparations nearly complete. Their pouches, now filled with berries and fish, were set aside, ready to be taken on the journey northward. The forest had provided, as it always did, offering its bounty to those who knew how to listen, how to tread lightly, leaving no trace beyond a bent leaf or a faint impression in the soft earth.

The elder stood near the entrance, his keen eyes scanning the forest as he waited for his family to settle around him. Moora sat beside the younger ones, Mira and Toka nestled close, their energy finally tempered by the day’s efforts. Raka knelt nearby, his face alight with a mixture of pride and quiet curiosity. He was eager to hear what his father would say next, the day’s lessons still fresh in his mind.

The elder waited until silence filled the cave, the misty light casting soft shadows across the stone walls. His thoughts reached each of them, calm and steady, a foundation on which they could rely. “The journey north will be long,” he began, his gaze resting on each family member in turn. “We will move through the lands our ancestors walked, following the rivers and paths they marked before us. But we must be careful—this season brings more humans, and they are drawn to the places where we once walked freely.”

Moora nodded, her thoughts reflecting the caution she’d nurtured through the years. She glanced at the young ones, her mind focused on the challenge of guiding them without drawing attention. “The humans will not leave easily. Each year, they come with more questions, more tools. We will need to move carefully, resting only in the places you trust.”

The elder gave a solemn nod, his mind reaching hers with a steady assurance. “I have chosen the route well. We will pass through the valleys and forests where they seldom tread. There are caves, hidden and deep, where we can shelter when needed. But we must be swift and silent.”

Raka looked up, his thoughts eager yet tempered by respect. “Will we use the nests we made? The ones in the trees?”

The elder’s expression softened, pleased by his son’s readiness. “Yes, Raka. The nests will be our first shelters. We will spend only a night or two in each, taking only what we need. This journey is not only to find a new place but to understand the land better, to know where we may go if ever we need to hide.”

Mira’s small voice reached him then, her thoughts delicate and tentative. “Will we see more of our kind, Father?”

The elder exchanged a glance with Moora, their shared thoughts heavy with memories of the other clans they’d encountered in past journeys. While they lived in relative solitude, he knew there were others who moved through the deeper parts of the forest, distant kin who followed their own paths and carried their own secrets. He chose his words carefully, hoping to satisfy Mira’s curiosity without raising expectations.

“There may be others, yes,” he replied gently, his thoughts wrapping around hers with warmth. “But we are each bound by the forest’s rules. Even when we cross paths, we remain hidden, cautious. Like us, they wish only to survive, to protect their own.”

The younger ones seemed satisfied by this, but Raka’s thoughts held a flicker of something deeper, a yearning that the elder recognised as a part of himself, one he’d learned to quiet with time. He felt a pang of understanding, knowing his son would one day face the same struggle between curiosity and caution, between wanting to explore the world and knowing the cost of that curiosity.

“We will leave tomorrow at first light,” the elder announced, his tone final. “Tonight, we will rest, gathering our strength. Our journey will be easier if we remain alert, and each of you must know the sounds to listen for, the signs to watch.”

He rose then, gesturing for the children to follow as he stepped outside the cave. The rain had subsided, leaving the forest refreshed, the air thick with the scent of damp earth and pine. He walked a short distance, pausing beside a large tree whose bark was marked by scratches from animals passing through. He turned to the young ones, gesturing for silence.

“Each creature leaves its mark, its scent, its sound,” he began, his voice a low murmur that they absorbed with quiet reverence. “Even we leave traces, though we are careful. But the forest knows how to disguise us, if we know how to move within it.”

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
BLAKE PATRICK





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





