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CHAPTER 1

Mowgli’s Brothers
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It was seven o’clock on a very warm evening in the Seeonee hills when Father Wolf woke up from his day’s rest. He scratched, yawned, and looked at Mother Wolf with her big gray nose dropped across her four squealing cubs.


“Augrh!” said Father Wolf. “It’s time to hunt again.”


He was on his way out of the cave when he saw the jackal—Tabaqui—approaching. The jungle wolves of India hated Tabaqui because he ran about making trouble, telling lies, and eating garbage from the nearby village. However, he did always know the happenings of the jungle.


Tabaqui told Father Wolf that he had some troubling news.


“Shere Khan, the Big One, has moved his hunting grounds,” Tabaqui said. “He will hunt here for the next moon.”


Shere Khan was the tiger who lived near the Waingunga River, twenty miles away.


“He can’t do that!” Father Wolf said angrily. “He will scare away the animals I hunt!”


“Why is everyone so afraid of Shere Khan?” said Mother Wolf. “He has limped on one foot since he was born and cannot hurt the jungle animals. That’s why he kills the village cattle. But now the people of the village will hunt him. We will need to run when they start the chase.”


Father Wolf listened carefully and heard the dry, angry whine of a tiger who has caught nothing and does not care if all the jungle knows it.


“Listen to that howl! It is the sound he makes when he hunts Man,” Mother Wolf said softly.


“Man!” said Father Wolf. “Are there so few beetles and frogs that he must eat Man?”


Father Wolf knew that the Law of the Jungle did not allow any beast to eat Man unless he was killing to show his children how to kill.


“Sooner or later, Man will be back with guns,” Mother Wolf said. “Everyone in the jungle will suffer.”


“Something is coming uphill!” said Father Wolf, twitching one ear. “Get ready!”


The bushes moved in the thicket, and Father Wolf dropped down to see what came out. He pounced—and then, if you had been watching, you would have seen the most wonderful thing in the world. The wolf stopped in midair. He came back down, landing right where he started.


“Man!” he snapped. “A man cub. Look!”


Right in front of him, holding on to a low branch, stood a little baby, soft and slightly chubby, who could just walk. He looked up at Father Wolf’s face and laughed.


“That’s a man cub?” said Mother Wolf. “I’ve never seen one. Bring it here. How little! How brave!” she added softly.
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In the next second, the moonlight was blocked out of the cave. The square head of the tiger Shere Khan appeared in the doorway, his body too big to fit through the small opening.


“A man cub went this way,” said the tiger. “Its parents have run off. Give the cub to me.”


Father Wolf knew the man cub would be in danger if he was handed over to Shere Khan.


“The wolves are free animals,” said Father Wolf. “They take orders from the head of the Wolf Pack, not from a striped cattle killer like you! The man cub is ours to do with as we choose.”


“This is I, Shere Khan, who speaks to you!” the tiger roared, filling the cave with thunder.


“And it is I, Raksha, who answers,” said Mother Wolf angrily. “The man cub is mine! He shall not be killed! He will run with my Pack and hunt with my Pack. In the end, you hunter of man cubs, you frog eater and fish killer … he will hunt you! Now go!”


Shere Khan knew better than to fight Mother Wolf. Even he could not best a mother fighting for the life of her child. He backed up, growling, his head twisting to get out of the cave. When he was outside, he shouted, “You may say this now, but we shall see what the whole Pack says. That cub is mine, and to my teeth he will come in the end!”


Mother Wolf threw herself down among her cubs. “Shere Khan is right,” Father Wolf said to her softly. “The cub must be shown to the Pack. Will you still keep him?”


“Keep him?” she gasped. “He came hungry and alone in the night, and yet he wasn’t afraid. Of course I will keep him. Lie still, Mowgli the Frog. This is the name I will call you.”


“But what will our Pack say?” said Father Wolf. “The Law of the Jungle says that cubs must be brought to the Pack as soon as they are old enough.”


“We shall see,” said Mother Wolf. “We shall see.”





Time passed, and the man cub stayed with Mother and Father Wolf. They waited until their cubs could run a little, and then took the young wolves and Mowgli to the Council Rock. The rock was a hilltop covered with stones and boulders where a hundred wolves could hide. Akela, the great gray Lone Wolf who led all the Pack by strength and intelligence, conducted the meeting.


There was very little talking at the Rock. The cubs tumbled over one another in the center of the circle, where their mothers and fathers sat. Sometimes a mother would push her cub far out into the moonlight to be sure it was seen.


At last, Father Wolf pushed Mowgli into the center. Akela never raised his head from his paws. A muffled voice from behind the rocks called out, “The cub is mine. Give him to me!”


Shere Khan’s cry did not work. Instead, there was a chorus of deep growls. Then a young wolf spoke out, questioning why the man cub was there.


Now, the Law of the Jungle says that if there is any question about a cub being accepted by the Pack, two members of the Pack must speak on why he should be taken in. These two members cannot be the cub’s mother or father.


“Who speaks for the man cub?” asked Akela. There was no answer, and Mother Wolf got ready for what she knew would be a fight.


Then Baloo—the only other creature that was allowed at the Pack Council—got up on his hind legs and grunted. The sleepy brown bear taught the Law of the Jungle to all wolf cubs and was respected among the senior wolves.


“I speak for the man cub,” he said. “There is nothing wrong with having a man cub in our Pack. I myself will teach him.”


“We need another,” said Akela. “Baloo has spoken, and he is the teacher of our young cubs. Who speaks besides Baloo?”


A black shadow dropped down into the circle. It was Bagheera, the black panther. Everyone knew him, but nobody cared to cross his path. He was as sneaky as Tabaqui, as bold as a wild buffalo, and as reckless as a hurt elephant. But he had a voice as soft as wild honey dripping from a tree, and skin softer than the down of a baby bird.


“Baloo has spoken for him; now I will speak too. Will you take a bull, fat and freshly killed, in exchange for accepting this man cub?” Bagheera asked.


The members of the Pack looked at one another. The panther should not even be at the meeting, but offering such a prize was tempting. The Pack agreed. Then, one by one, they slowly left to see the freshly killed bull. Shere Khan roared in the night, for he was angry that Mowgli had not been handed over.


“Roar well,” said Bagheera, “for someday this man cub’s roar will be of importance.”


“Take the man cub away,” Akela said to Father Wolf, “and train him well. Men and their cubs are very wise. He may be of help someday.”


But only time would tell if this would be true.





Now, you will just have to be happy with guessing at the wonderful life Mowgli had among the wolves for the next ten or eleven years. If it were all to be written down, it would fill so many books!


He grew up with the cubs, even though they were grown wolves almost before he was a child. Father Wolf taught him everything he needed to know about the jungle. Every rustle in the grass, every breath of the warm night air, every note of the owls above his head, every scratch of a bat’s claws, and every splash of every little fish jumping in a pool meant just as much to Father Wolf as the work of an office means to a businessman. When he was not learning, Mowgli sat out in the sun and slept, and ate, and slept again. When he felt dirty or hot, he swam in the forest pools. When he wanted honey, he climbed a tree for it. At first Mowgli clung to the branches. But as he learned, he flung himself through the branches, almost as boldly as the gray apes of the jungle.


More than anything, Mowgli loved to walk into the dark warm heart of the forest with Bagheera, sleep all through the drowsy day, and watch Bagheera do his killing at night. Bagheera killed right and left when he felt hungry. When the man cub was old enough to understand things, Bagheera explained that he must never touch cattle because he had been bought into the Pack for the price of a bull’s life. Aside from cattle, the jungle offered him all the food he would ever need.


Under the jungle animals’ watch, the man cub grew and grew strong. He didn’t know that he was learning many lessons while he was hunting for food every day. He found which plants were safe to eat, which animals he was able to catch, and how many bugs made a crunchy and filling supper.


Mother Wolf told Mowgli once or twice that Shere Khan was not to be trusted, and that someday he must kill the tiger. A young wolf would have remembered that every hour, but Mowgli forgot it because he was only a young boy.


Shere Khan often crossed his path in the jungle, for as Akela grew older and weaker, the limping tiger came to be friends with the younger wolves of the Pack. They followed him along, looking for scraps. Shere Khan was amazed that the Pack was still willing to follow a dying wolf and a man cub. He teased them sometimes, arguing that he would make a much better leader than what they had now.


Bagheera knew of Shere Khan’s thoughts, and told Mowgli that the limping tiger would kill him someday if he wasn’t careful. But Mowgli only laughed and answered, “I have the Pack and you and Baloo. Why should I be afraid?”


“Little Brother, open those eyes. Shere Khan did not kill you in the jungle, but remember, Akela is very old. Soon the day will come when he is leader no more. Many of the wolves believe that a man cub has no place with the Pack. In a little time, you will be a man.”


“And why shouldn’t a man run with his brothers?” asked Mowgli. “I was born in the jungle. I have obeyed the Law of the Jungle, and there is no wolf I have not helped. Surely they are my brothers!”


Bagheera stretched and half shut his eyes. “Little Brother,” he said, “feel under my jaw.”


Mowgli put his strong hand just under Bagheera’s silky chin. He came upon a little bald spot.


“There is no one in the jungle who knows I carry that mark—the mark of a collar. And yet, Little Brother, I was born among men. It was in the care of these men that my mother died—in the cages of the King’s Palace. It was because of this that I paid the price for you at the Council Meeting when you were a tiny man cub. I did not want you to be raised by men. Yes, I, too, was born among men. They kept me behind bars and fed me from an iron pan, until one night I got so angry I broke the silly lock with one blow of my paw and ran away. I became more terrible in the jungle than even Shere Khan.”


“Yes,” said Mowgli. “All the jungle fears Bagheera—all except me.”


“Oh, you are a man cub,” said the black panther very tenderly. “And as I returned to the jungle, so must you go back to men at last—to the men who are your brothers—if you are not killed at the Council.”


“But why—why should anyone wish to kill me?” asked Mowgli.


“Look at me,” said Bagheera, and Mowgli looked at him in the eyes. The big panther turned his head away.


“That is why,” he said, moving his paw in the leaves. “Not even I can look you in the eyes, and I was born among men, and I love you, Little Brother. The others hate you because their eyes cannot meet yours—because you have shown us since you were a young child that you are wise—because you have pulled out thorns from their feet—because you are a man.”


“I did not know these things,” said Mowgli sadly, and he frowned under his heavy black eyebrows.


“You must be ready for the Council at the Rock when the Pack turns against Akela. You will need to … to … I have it!” said Bagheera, leaping up. “Go down quickly to the men’s huts in the valley. Take some of the Red Flower they grow there. The Red Flower is a stronger friend than I or Baloo or anyone in the Pack who loves you. You must have it ready.”


By Red Flower, Bagheera meant fire, but no creature in the jungle called it that name. Every beast lived in great fear of it, because they didn’t understand it.


“The Red Flower?” said Mowgli. “That grows outside their huts in the night? Yes, I will get some.”


“Now that is how a wise man cub speaks!” Bagheera said proudly. “Remember that it grows in little pots. Get one quickly, and keep it by you for when you need it.”


“Good!” said Mowgli. “I go. But are you sure that Shere Khan is worth all this trouble?”


“I am sure, Little Brother.”


“Then I shall pay him back for all that he has done … and maybe a little more,” Mowgli said as he skipped away.


Mowgli followed the cries of the hunting Pack to the stream. The snort of a buck caused his ears to prick, and he listened to the howls from the young wolves. “Akela! Akela! Attack now, Akela! You are the Lone Wolf! Show your strength!” They expected their leader to miss his prey. His age made him slow and cautious.


The Lone Wolf must have sprung and missed the deer, for Mowgli heard the snap of his teeth and then a yelp as the buck kicked him over.


Mowgli didn’t wait to hear anything more. He dashed on and let the yells grow fainter behind him as he ran into the fields where the villagers lived.


Tomorrow is the day for Akela and me, Mowgli thought as he pressed his face close to the window of a hut. He can no longer prove his leadership. Death is near for him. I must get the Red Flower.


He watched the fire on the hearth all night and saw the woman of the house get up and feed it in the darkness. When morning came and most of the area around the Red Flower was cold and white, Mowgli watched a man child pick up a pot and fill it with lumps of red-hot charcoal. The child put it under his blanket and went outside to milk the cows.


Is that all? thought Mowgli. If a cub can do it, there is nothing to fear. He quietly walked around the corner, took the pot from the boy’s hands, and disappeared into the fog while the boy cried out in fear.
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