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Chapter 1

The small dark-haired pig kicked and squealed when a man in loincloth grabbed it from behind and lifted it off the ground. Its cries grew frenzied as another man similarly attired bound its front and hind legs together in a tight grip before laying it on its side on a clay surface. The frantic eyes searched its surroundings for escape, all the while squealing for mercy from the trees, the sky, the ground and from the men who held it captive. A taller and darker man, whose long red loincloth was soaked black with the blood of earlier sacrifices, squatted next to the pig’s head and whispered a message, a plea to his god. The pig became still with terror. But when the man rose and touched the tip of a spear to its neck, it renewed its struggles. The spear pierced its throat, and the pain sent it into a flurry of convulsions.

A spreading numbness followed, and suddenly the pig was free. The animal bolted up a well-trodden limestone path. There was nothing to either side of the track; no stream, no grass, no bush and no rock but terror snapped at its heels. A storm cloud enveloped it and drove it into a frenzy of squealing and running. Eventually the fog cleared and its eyes fell on a sight more horrifying than sharpened spears and blinding dark.

A man as tall and as harsh as the black totem pole before a head-hunter’s longhouse glared down at it. The white hair that streamed down his head reached his ankles and was as hard and as straight as spiked thorns. To either side of him were two men with snarling black teeth. The pig prostrated itself before the god-man and grovelled. A jaw-breaking kick slammed into its face, splattering blood onto the god’s fiery red loincloth.

Words that the man had whispered into the pig’s ear gushed out of its mouth. “The scent of your blessing no longer permeates my home. My people are restless. This man is restless. Tell me where I shall fell your wrath so I may continue to worship your might.”

Sengalang Burong, the god of the warpath spoke, “It shall be as your master requests. He shall taste blood again before the rice planting season begins.”

The god reached for a horn-scabbard sword housed in a sheath of carved bone and tied it to his waist. Then one manservant placed upon his crown a war-cap lush with upright hornbill feathers, and the other wrapped around his shoulders a cloak of brown falcon feathers. Sengalang Burong turned his face east, sprinted forward with arms outstretched, and jumped into a black pool.

The dark sky stirred. A Brahminy Kite, the span of a man, cut through the air and flew down to the world. Thick clouds tore to shreds in his path. The wings flapped and blew a storm on the surface of a calm sea and the tropical sky turned red.

A barnacle-covered junk boat waved three fanlike lugsails in defiance to the unexpected gust and, aboard the rolling decks, Chinese sailors slipped and tumbled as they tried to grab hold of the halyard and reef the sails. A merchant captain swung his arm about wildly as though flinging instructions to the wind. Unmoved, the sacred bird continued eastward. As he neared the shore, the cries of hapless villagers and the shouts of pirates reached up to him in snatches together with the scent of blood the wind brought him. Even so, he stayed his course, uncaring, like the lush rolling forest behind the village and the yellow serpentine river that wound its way into the turquoise sea.

The sun had barely reached its noon seat when he alighted on a honeybee tree that loomed over the jungle like a silver tower. The branch groaned and the tree bowed under his divine weight. He knew the warrior who had sent him the spirit of the pig, for he had used this man’s blood-lust to his advantage many times in the past. Now as he pondered where he should let his wrath fall, he peered into the distance and his attention was drawn to a house where mosquitoes swarmed about like a cloud of thunderstorm. Year after year he had sent warnings to that house through the voices of his sons-in-law: Telling them to leave, telling them to let the land fallow. Yet each time they had only offered sacrifices to appease him. No more. He had grown weary of their bribes.
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Mist rose from the land, carrying a fragrance of fern from the forest floor up to the canopy. Pillars of white and black and gold stood in chaotic rows, some covered in lianas, others with curtain-like tendrils of the air-roots of epiphytes plants. Life was in their roots and life was in their branches, scampering, skittering or perching and swinging.

The sun turned the sky gold, then grey and soon waned into a soft glow that disappeared into the horizon beyond Mount Menuku. Behind leafy shadows insects hummed an endless symphony, and on nights such as this one, when the moon shone bright, a Hawk Owl would sing its mournful lulululul song on a high branch.

From a place where the jungle thinned and gave way to cultivated fields, an old woman’s singing joined the voices of the night. The mournful wail drifted out of a lone building, a structure some hundred thirty feet long and one that sat on fifteen-foot pillars. Running along the whole length of the front was an open veranda that faced a swollen river some forty yards away. Under the structure, brown and black feathered fowls wound their way between timber columns as they picked bits of leftover that rained down from the floor crevices above. Snorting in a handful of pens directly under the rooms of their owners were grey-haired pigs of small to medium sizes. All around, a musty aroma of human and animal refuse lingered over the clay surface like a warm blanket.

Against one end of the house, an access ladder leaned. Iron adzes had notched the single log to form steps, while wooden wedges affixed a crude hand-rail to one side for the benefits of the elderly and toddlers. Upwards it went to the core of the building, showing the way into a long gallery that stretched open all the way to the other end. In this gallery, columns grew upwards to suspend the thatched roof, and halved bamboos lay in rows to form a mesh-like floor. To one side, closed wide windows and doors built into a woven wall provided access to the veranda. Scattered against the same wall were plank-like wooden beds meant for young bachelors. To the opposite side of the whole length were nineteen evenly spaced doors that marked individual family quarters.

One of the bark doors opened and an old woman stepped out. Proudly hunched from years of toil, she wore a dark skirt around her waist but left her chest exposed to the warm air. A porcupine quill held her gray twisted hair back in a flat bun. She paused before a pile of scattered rattan and muttered under her breath as she re-tied the bale before returning it to a row of similar bundles that had been lined up against the wall.

Four young bachelors sauntered to the common entrance, reached down and pulled up the log ladder to lay it on its side by the wall. One man went into his family room, which was right next to the entrance, while his three friends opened a veranda door and sat down cross-legged in front of it. They started rolling shredded fresh tobacco in dry palm leaves that had been cut into squares. A smoky lamp of wood gum wrapped in palm leaf was brought out from the room and placed in their midst. Soon the rusty sweet scent of lit cigarettes filled the air.

The man who had supplied the light fanned himself with the front flap of his loincloth with one hand and wiped the sweat off his forehead with the other before re-combing the straight bangs over his forehead again with his fingers. Realizing how pointless his effort to cool himself was, he reached back and began twisting the long mane trailing down his back into a knot behind his neck. His fine face was clear of all facial hair.

Outside, a piece of washed loincloth fluttered in the breeze as it hung on a horizontal, thin pole. The wind whistled into a gust, making a narrow bamboo ladder that had been propped against the wall outside drop with a clatter onto the deck. It brought little relief to the heat, yet it was a welcome breath with tidings that smoke would soon rise over the land to mark the coming of the annual season for the sowing of rice.

One man said, “Ooi, Saung. You should help your mother change the bamboo floor on your veranda. Your neighbour Ukang almost fell to the ground this morning.”

Saung replied, “Hah, he uses that part more than I do. Let him change it. Else he can always stay on his side.”

The group chortled and was immediately hushed by the old woman with a heh-heh-heh timed to the soft stomps of her foot. “This is no time for mirth. The shaman is calling on the spirits to come and heal the sick. Be quiet. Else go down to the ground and keep the evil spirits company.”

After giving the grinning youths a final scowl, she joined the small crowd that had congregated in the middle of the gallery around a sinewy old woman. That woman, a shaman, rocked from side to side like one in a deep trance. Her voice rose and fell as she pleaded gently or begged piteously on behalf of a fevered woman lying on the floor before her.

Over forty men in loincloths and women in skirts spoke in hushed tones among themselves as they watched the proceedings. Some sat cross-legged while older folks leaned back against the wall, with their stiff legs stretched out in front of them. Two mothers nursed naked infants in their arms and nearby bare young children played quietly, trying as best as they could to keep their games out of the adults’ way.

A room’s distance from the crowd, a young man burned a piece of thin stick over a lamp and rubbed the melting resin onto the smooth surface of a clean blade, upon which ashes from the lamp was added. Then he passed the concoction to his sweetheart, who rubbed it onto her teeth as he watched with a proud black grin.

In the next patch of gallery, an old man stoked a small fire burning on a clay hearth that was placed next to a timber column. The smoke rose to warm the longhouse’s trophy heads in their individual loosely woven rattan holders. Mangy dogs circled the fire, waiting for that non-forthcoming morsel of food, for their last meal was two days ago after a successful hunt with the men.

A door swung open and a young woman came out bearing a handful of betel vine leaves that she had plucked from her back garden. As she wound her way towards the shaman, people shifted their buttocks to let her through until finally she placed the leaves on the floor next to the head of the sick woman. Then she took her seat next to the shaman.

Abruptly, the shaman’s chant turned into a scream of great distress. Pigs under the house squealed and children bolted down the corridor to the opposite end of the house, making the bamboo planks clatter after them. Then the same fear that had driven them off made them return to the edge of the crowd. An old woman slapped the floor beside her and called out in a hushed angry tone, telling them to behave else they would be taken by the incubus in the loft.

A seven-year-old boy, the son of the sick woman, observed her trying to lift an arm off the floor. Menjat twisted the front flap of his dark loincloth to the back and tucked it into his waist. Maybe the mosquitoes were tormenting her, he thought, for they had been tormenting him the whole evening. He reached for a piece of smouldering bark of the custard-apple tree and waved it in the air. A strong, incense-like fragrance drove the pests away. He returned the bark to its stone slab then crept towards his mother on all fours.

The shaman rose on her knees from a prostrated position on the floor and growled. Soon her growls rose to an angry pitch and she began to claw the air, her body hunched over like a sun bear. Her coiled hair fell loose and tumbled over her bare back, hiding the protruding ridges of her spine.

The boy stared with mounting dread as his sick mother tossed and turned like a person possessed. Fresh sweat broke through her already drenched skin. She started tugging feverishly at her own hair, making the tendrils form a messy halo about her face.

The shaman growled at a piece of unfolded woven cloth which was lying to one side of the patient. Menjat’s father had presented it to the shaman, believing that it was the source of his wife’s fever. Geometric swirls of red, black and ivory appeared to dance in the play of shadow and light. It was known throughout the house that Menjat was the artist of that motif, although none realized that the completed design was not as he had envisioned it. The boy had meant for it to be a drawing of three dancing serpents, but his mother had woven it into a pattern of swirling waters because she did not feel that her spirit would be strong enough to tame the python-spirit.

A second shout in the shaman’s high pitch chant startled the boy, making him press himself against the floor, close to his mother. He shivered as he watched the shaman’s face crease into angry wrinkles and her dark teeth snarl into the empty air above the cloth.

Menjat’s mother, Sika, moaned louder and slapped the bamboo floor as though trying to frighten away wild animals that had come too close. She retched and choked. His father, Apong, strode past him. Squatting next to his wife, he turned her face to the side and rubbed her back. Then he dipped his callused hand into a clay bowl of water and wiped her face clean of vomit and blood before laying her back on the mat. The shaman stood up and stomped her feet in a trance-induced dance around the patient. Apong washed away the rest of the mess through gaps in the bamboo floor. Then he kneaded Sika’s arm, as though willing for health to return. She opened her eyes and stared at Menjat. Immediately her feverish brow furrowed and she screamed.

Apong tried to hold her down but at that moment she shrieked, “Antu, antu…” Evil spirit, evil spirit.

Her husband said, “That is your own son. Don’t you recognize your firstborn Indai Menjat?”

Again she screamed, evil spirit, evil spirit. The group of people in the common gallery stirred as a strange chill began to permeate the crowd.

A stout woman, Indai Anyi, spat out tobacco juice through a crevice in the floor and called out, “No wonder there is sickness in this longhouse. The boy is possessed by an evil spirit. He will not be satisfied until he has drunk all our blood.”

The headman, Tuai Taka, called out with a shout above the din of raised voices and stood up in the middle of the crowd. He squared his shoulders, giving everyone a full view of the two rosette tattoos that proclaimed his head-hunter status. Then he said, “I dreamed of a small monkey-like being this afternoon while I napped in the field-hut. It had sharp teeth and a tongue that trailed down to its chest. It towered over me, demanding for blood, demanding for the life of every single person in this house.”

A few women from the crowd rose and described the specifics they believed proved Menjat’s guilt. “Menjat’s mother said he drew the pattern of the last cloth she wove. He drew it on the ground, in the field where she worked.”

“Indai Menjat promised to weave a cloth out of his design if he collects material for the dye. She promised to sew it into a Baju Burong, a jacket of the Birds for him. Everyday he came home with his basket full of the intoxicating kepayang fruit and ginger roots for his mother. He found red Engkudu and blue Tarum plants where we could not. Has any one of our children ever done such a thing at so young an age?”

“He told my son that the animals talk to him. He told my son that the birds showed him where to search.”

“He must have given himself to the evil ones while looking for dye. That was why the cloth Sika wove for him is so vibrant. All her other works are not as good as this one.”

The shaman’s voice made even the stoutest person tremble as she said, “There is no cure. There is no cure for this sickness. Evil has entered our sanctuary through this boy. He is the vessel. He must be sent away and the evil spirit will go with him.”

Women sitting at the back of the group got up and grabbed firewood placed under the trophy heads while those in front lunged for Menjat, but Apong pressed himself between the boy and the people. Hard blows rained on the father’s back and he bellowed. They fell back.

His face creased in anguish, Apong said, “I have done the rituals. I have fulfilled the demands of the spirit that appeared to me in my dream. I have sent my son down the stream when he was only five days old. Menjat was returned to me whole. He was saved from a crocodile. Have you all forgotten the teeth marks under his small boat? Have you forgotten the dark tooth lodged at the bow? I still keep it as proof. Many of you were there as witnesses. None of you have the right to kill my son.”

Tuai Taka called out, “Hey, Apai Menjat. That boy is evil. He must not stay in this longhouse else I myself will kill him and feed his flesh to the wild pigs.”

Apong held the boy close to his chest. He said, “Let me prepare him for his journey to leave this place. Let me get food, knife and a blanket for his travel.”

The headman said, “He must not bring a patterned cloth with him. He will use it to receive messages from the gods in his dreams. He is evil and anything he learns will be used for evil.”

The people shouted chaotically, no, the boy shall bring nothing with him. He must leave that very night. They pushed both father and son towards the entrance. Five men picked up the common ladder and slid it down to the ground as the people continued to pelt them with firewood and bones.

When his feet touched the ground, Menjat looked back up with pleading eyes and, in response, a woman splashed a pot of dirty water onto him. His father dragged him away and they ran down a well trodden path towards a field of fern. Nobody came down the steps after them as no one intended to leave the safe confines of the house after the sun had set. Only the light of the moon accompanied them.

The boy looked about fearfully, for it was strange to look at the familiar field in silver light. Even the bush he used to play around appeared menacing. The dark jungle loomed ahead, its silhouette blending into the night sky. He ran after his father’s long strides, believing that anywhere was safe as long as he remained with Apong.

Patches of moonlight penetrated the jungle canopy, giving some relief to the darkness below. Menjat stubbed his toe against a gnarled root as he tried to keep up. His father had not brought a machete so they could only move forward by parting the undergrowth with their arms. Again he stumbled as his foot sunk into thick layers of rotting vegetation. Dragging himself breathlessly, he half ran and half crawled as he chased his father’s receding form so that when he reached his side, he clung hard onto his father’s arm as though it was the only lifeline out of a dark abyss.

Apong led him for about two miles, away from the river and deep into a part of the rainforest where his son had never visited. The thick canopy made the area pitch dark. Sparse undergrowth eased the journey, but large surface roots slowed them down. Finally Apong stopped and squatted on the ground. His son tried to speak, but he hushed the boy. When Menjat released his arm to rub an aching foot, Apong silently moved away and stood behind a large trunk.

The boy reached out for his father, but found only empty air. He panicked and shouted, “Apai, father …” With both arms stretched out in front of him, he stumbled back the way he came, knocked against a tree and turned, the whole time calling for his father. The darkness made him lose his sense of direction. Trying to grab onto anything he could in the dark, he let out a shout when his small hand grasped a thorny rattan vine. His calls grew forlorn as sobs and terror began to wrack his body. He was terrified to be alone; he was terrified of the demons living in the jungle.

Aimlessly he stumbled about in the dark, wailing and calling for the one person he had never imagined would abandon him. The ground began to slope and he was forced to proceed on his haunches. He slipped and grabbed a bamboo. Fine stinging hairs pricked his palm and he screamed in pain. He whimpered and rubbed his hands together, but it only made the sting worse. High above his head, a troop of macaque monkeys screeched at him for invading their territory. Again he was pelted with twigs, seeds and faeces. Calling for his father between sobs, Menjat slid and tumbled blindly ahead. On reaching level ground, he rose and ran as fast as he could with both arms stretched out in front of him. He tripped on a root and knocked his head against a log. Dazed and disoriented, he lay face down for a moment on the damp ground. But the ever approaching shrieks forced him to rise and drag himself on all fours through the undergrowth. Finally he crawled into a crevice formed out of intertwined liana roots.
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In the high branches, a young macaque called out to his fellows, “Wait, wait. He is a human child, a boy from the longhouse of Taka.”

An adult turned, his yellow-tinted brown fur bristling and long tail curled. He shook the branch violently and said, “What does it matter to our game, Kayu Batu?”

“Do you not remember, Siol? Seven harvestings ago, the old chief tried to kill a baby boy from that house but the river floated the boy into a group of crocodiles. Three of our kin ended in the bellies of those reptiles when they tried to take him.”

“That is because we do not have a pact with those creatures. Men, however, made a promise not to hunt them as long as they don’t kill a human.”

“Mother said that the baby slept in the mouth of an old crocodile. The reptile rocked him to sleep. He must be that boy. He is of the right age. The other children are either too young or too old.”

Siol cackled then he said, “You are so full of rubbish. The old beast had a bad tooth and he used a crack in the small dugout boat to pull it out. Look at him. Even his own people don’t want him. What harm can he do? Even if we should kill him no one will avenge his death.”

Not to be outdone, Kayu Batu said, “But he had slept inside the breath of an old reptile. Surely the old one must have given him a gift, for the reptile is known to be generous to those who …”

Siol screeched and said, “Return to your mother’s breast half-brother. How is it possible that the same loin which had begotten me had also spawned you?”

A macaque called out and reported that they had lost the boy. Siol beat the branch, frustrated that his fun for the night had been ruined.

He swung to the ground to join his playmates in their search.
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Apong stared longingly into the blinding darkness, all the while willing for a spirit to appear and to tell him that Tuai Taka’s dream was wrong. He prayed for a god, even a demon, to give him a reason to run after his son’s voice and to again feel the small chest breath as he lies next to his sleeping firstborn. He strained his ears long after Menjat’s voice had faded in the distance. He could not understand why the spirits had allowed him to raise the boy if they had intended to take him away. If the child was not meant to live, why did they not kill the infant? Why did they let him love his son for seven harvestings and then wrest the boy away from him? Were the gods playing a cruel game to break his heart? As he retraced his way back to the longhouse, he made sure not to leave a trail for his son to follow. Bitterly, he wept.


Chapter 2

One long day led to another as Menjat moved ever deeper into the jungle. He could only scavenge on the forest floor, for the trees were too tall to climb and the lowest branches were farther from the ground than the roof of his home. He ate young fern and the shoot of saplings. He looked for the larvae of red ants between the buttress roots. Though the ants bit, the sting was well compensated by the larvae’s fruity sweetness.

Each evening when the light began to dim he would search for a hole to sleep in, and being polite, he always asked for permission from the spirits living within. The cold dampness and relentless mosquitoes tormented him yet he slept when overcome by exhaustion. On the fifth night he woke to the feel of cold scales brushing against his spine, but the snake only curled next to him and the boy felt strangely comforted by its company.

On the evening of the sixth day, Menjat came upon a group of Orang Utans. He had never seen apes before, but he recognized them because visiting bards had sung songs about their fur which was as red as a warm sunrise. A few young apes raced down to the ground towards him. One touched his hair and another nibbled his loincloth. Then the larger adults approached. The boy quaked with dismay but he was desperate for help regardless of whatever form it took, for he was bruised and hungry.

Menjat prostrated himself before a male sub-adult and pleaded, “Please, man of the jungle, please let me follow you.”

The ape rose to his full height and growled. Menjat heard him say, “Go away boy. Go home.”

The boy looked up, eyes fast filling with tears. “But I don’t know the way home. The macaques would not leave me alone. They throw twigs and stones at me.”

A loud crash made Menjat turn his head. His eyes widened and he trembled, for the male Orang Utan coming towards him on all fours was over five feet tall if he were to stand. His dark cheek pads were wide, like petals of the corpse flower and his belly was huge, like a woman swollen with child. Covering his chest in folds was a large bag of sooty-grey skin that hung from his throat. Menjat saw that a log had crumbled under his great weight. Then he watched the animal move slowly towards him, testing the ground in front of him with the back of his hand.

The first ape moved away and this one slumped down in front of Menjat. He touched the boy’s bowed and shivering crown with his knuckles. A deep voice, like the sound of sudden thunder said, “What is your name? Have you sprung up from the ground? Did a tree vomit you? Where is your mother, where is your father? You are too small to be a lone bear and too big to be a fowl.”

Menjat’s voice quivered as he answered with head bowed, “I am called Menjat. My mother is ill and I lost my father in the jungle. I cannot find him. I cannot find my way home. Please do you know how I can go home?”

A rumble issued, followed by a grunt. A young female, less than half the size of the male, crept forward and said, “Do you take Tok Anjak for a fool? He is a great teacher, feared by men for his strength and honoured by apes for his wisdom. Many of our kind follow him to learn his great ways. You cower like a spineless dog before him, and you dare ask him for a favour?”

Menjat looked up and met Tok Anjak’s eyes. They were a soft brown and had the same gentleness as his mother’s before she caught the fever-spirit. They stared at one another, unblinking. Tok Anjak finally broke the spell when he tapped the boy’s head with his knuckles. “Where did you learn to understand our tongue?”

“I have always known what each animal says. That is how I find the best fruits and leaves to eat.”

The male ape stared at him in wonder. Then he sniffed the boy’s head and studied his face. He asked, “Where is your home?”

“I am from the house of Tuai Taka. I live along the Layang River, away from the shadows of Mount Menuku, where fishes overflow to the banks and water reeds grew thick and green.”

Tok Anjak turned to the female and said, “The spirits has led this boy to me for a purpose, Nuai. I will show him the way to the river and he can then follow the trail made by Ribai, the river god, to find his way home. Maybe he will learn why he lost his father.”

Grunts of fear rose from the apes around them. Their teacher could not possibly be considering going near a river. They would drown.

Tok Anjak continued, “We will not walk down the river with him. He shall go alone. If it is the gods’ will that he should live, they will protect him.”

Menjat prostrated himself once more before the ape. He realized that he had brought no gift and was humbled that a great spirit of the jungle would agree to help him.

The Orang Utan stood up to full height and the long red fur that trailed to the ground doubled his great size. He said to the group, “This is Menjat. I welcome him into my company, just as I have welcomed the rest of you. He is my guest and will be as my own while with us.”

With a shake of his mighty cheeks, he took a deep breath and inflated the bag of skin on his throat. A long call, as loud and as deep as the call of a sea giant, surged out of his mouth and shook the trees. The macaques that had been troubling the boy scattered into the dark recesses of the jungle.
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With borrowed courage from the apes, the thick rainforest suddenly became a place of wonder and awe. Menjat was taught to climb high into the canopies where the adults moved slowly and laboriously as they tested the strength of each branch while the smaller ones swung and jumped with great agility. Orchids grew wherever the morning sun touched, some so dark they looked black, while others were as pale as the clouds and many in whispers of green. Dew made the flowers sparkle like a thousand rainbows and each time Menjat saw one, he would reach for the cup-like petals and carefully drink the fresh moisture within.

Nuai showed him where to collect wild fruits and where to dig for edible roots. She pointed out pitcher plants for water and she also showed him how to chew on leaves and to use the pulp to sponge for moisture in the barks. When it rained, Tok Anjak would call for him and he would share the shelter of a large leaf with the ape. The ape’s red fur was like shredded bark, and his body released a strong musk, but he was warm and the boy looked forward to being called to his side. After three weeks of moving without a trail, the sound of a small waterfall broke into their tranquillity.

Tok Anjak signalled for the group to halt before swinging down to a tree lush with dark, elliptical leaves. The branches were bent under the weight of unripe green mangos, and in between these were bunches of tiny reddish flowers that waved and promised more fare to come. The apes grunted with delight, for in a few more days the air would fill with the sweet scent of ripe fruits.

The teacher plucked a green mango and indicated with a wave of his hand for Menjat to follow before he climbed down the tree. He made his way towards the stream. Roots gnarled forward, breaking through the soil and trapping small stones in their labyrinth then abruptly stopped only yards away from the stream and an empty traveller’s hut. Away from the shaded boughs, four feet high cogon grasses filled the sunny bank with silky strands of white flowering stalks that overflowed into the watercourse. Tok Anjak moved indifferently through the tall blades of abrasive grass as his weight made a clear path for Menjat to tread.

The large animal sat under a shady patch of roof outside the hut and took a deep breath. Then he exhaled with a wide yawn. Water, stained red with dead leaves and wood, sparkled as it tumbled down a low cliff and filled a pebble-covered stream bed as colourful as a woven cloth. Tok Anjak watched the sight for a moment. Then he crushed the green fruit in his hand and bit down on the large, flat seed to leave a clear imprint of his teeth on its ivory surface.

He gave the seed to Menjat and said, “Take this with you. If you find that your home is no longer in that house, come back to me. Show this seed to the spirits and animals you meet. They will tell you how to look for me. Those brown monkeys will also not tease you if they know you are mine.”

Tok Anjak slipped his fingers in between the latticed wall, pulled out a halved bamboo from its base then twisted it free from the vine binding. He passed it to the boy, “This will help you walk when you are tired and dig for food when you are hungry.”

Menjat jabbed one end of the pole into the ground a few times. It was as thick as his wrist with a sharp point where it had been planted into the ground, and was as tall as him. When he looked up, Tok Anjak was gone. An empty jungle returned his gaze. He parted the grass with his new walking-stick and moved closer to the stream. Stooping on all fours, he gulped down the sweet water then watched tiny fishes swim about like streaks of lightning beneath the surface.

Unexpectedly, the frustration and fear he had felt before meeting the apes returned to overwhelm him. He trembled with every imagined screech and his chest felt tight as he thought of his mother. Then tears welled up in his eyes as he recalled the accusations of his people. But soon he saw how clear and beautiful the water was, so he stepped into the stream and entreated it to clean him of all evil. He missed his parents and he longed to tell them that he had never intended to make a pact with demons. He didn’t even know how it happened. Maybe the demon was the old man he had met in the rice field – the bard who told such wonderful stories about growing things but one who never came to the longhouse. Or maybe it was one of the animals who had helped him.

The young river gurgled and swirled as he submerged himself. Like the gush of a thousand voices it said, “Come quickly, my son. This way, this way.”

The boy climbed out and resumed his travel in the company of the watercourse. About him, the land sprouted young roots and soft leaves to nourish him. That evening he found sweet insect grubs inside a rotting log and, not wanting to destroy the whole nest, he used a twig to scoop his dinner out. At night he slept in the branches, for Tok Anjak had taught him to be wary of nocturnal hunters.

Day after day, the stream became wider and on the fourth day it merged with another tributary and turned into a murky river. He followed the watercourse downstream, watching out for crocodile tracks on the muddy bank. Just before nightfall, he stumbled into an abandoned camp. The residue of many campfires and countless human tracks made him run back into the shadows of the jungle. On the seventh evening since parting from Tok Anjak, he found another camp with as many campfires. Again the mud was filled with human tracks and the bank scored by boats. This one, however, had a log stretched over two platforms, much like an open doorway without walls. The surface of the trunk had been scored with sharp iron showing eighty slashes, a number beyond his skill to count. Menjat was familiar with the area since he had followed his father fishing twice before, but the structure was strange to him. He moved away and climbed the highest tree he could find.

On the afternoon of the ninth day, he looked down a gentle slope leading to the open area of his longhouse. The boy rubbed his eyes a few times, unsure of his own sight. Only the pillars remained and the ground was covered in ashes, with infrequent threads of smoke rising like anguished paeans to Petara, the Supreme Being. Hawks and crows peppered the ground and circled the air. They could not have moved, Menjat thought, for he had heard no such plans from the adults. The trophy heads were still tied to the principal column when he was chased out of the house.

The boy ran down a well-trodden path. As he got closer, he saw bodies without heads strewn on the trampled ground, some burned and others un-charred. He recognized the headman by the tattoos on his dark bloated body. As he approached it, carrion birds screeched at him for eyeing their meal. He turned his head about frantically to search for his father, but could see no sign of him. Running towards the field behind the house, he saw more bodies. His heart chilled as he watched crows and wild pigs scavenge. The sight and smell of ripe flesh nauseated him with terror, and made him gag and weep at the same time. Though the ground sent up a chill that made his feet cringe with each step, he forced himself to walk among the carnage. After a seemingly endless search aggravated by mounting panic, he found the headless torso of his father and younger sister. The crows feeding on the carcasses croaked and clawed at him, but the swing of his stick was more ardent and he sent each bird on its way with a hard blow.

The orphaned boy slumped onto the blood crusted ground and wailed like an infant. He called out between howls, “Oh father, why have you not come with me? Why have you returned? Was it to get my sister and my mother?”

Between sobs Menjat looked to his left then to his right, but he could not find a single living adult to advise him. He cried and hollered until nightfall, until his voice became hoarse with incessant grief. Then in the light of the waning moon, he saw a large man walking through the field towards him. The hexagonal shield on his left arm and the tiered layers of long hornbill feathers on his head pronounced him a man of war. The man’s shadow soon cast over Menjat’s bowed form, making him cringe as he imagined the feel of iron against his neck.

The man, whose voice was beautiful and strong, called out, “Why are you crying, boy? Why are you howling like a dog and intruding into the peace of the spirits? If you are hungry, eat. Are you not crying over rotting meat?”

Menjat’s voice quivered as he answered, “He was my father. She was my sister. I cry because I can no longer hear them call my name.”

The air churned and flung debris into their faces. A man-sized Brahminy Kite flew down and sunk its claws into dead Apong’s chest. The bones cracked under his weight, making Menjat call out and fall back in terror.

The sacred bird turned fiery golden eyes to the warrior and said, “Why is this boy still alive? I have blessed my chosen one with the head of every man, woman and child from this longhouse.”

“The boy had been disowned by his people. He is no longer one of them.”

“He should die like every one of them.”

The warrior scrutinized Menjat, his gaze fierce and piercing. He turned back to the bird and said, “He bore no affliction on his spirit. It is strong like his body. His mother’s hands had been gentle and his father had never struck him. His soul still clings to him.”

“He should be broken over the land, like an egg that spills its goodness on to a hungry earth.”

“Where now is the mercy of the great one? If a boy cannot place his faith on you, how can a man who seeks your counsel call himself wise?”

“You are a warrior-guardian. Where is his sword? Where is his shield? Where are the war feathers on his head? By what right do you claim to speak for him?”

“I was a boy once. I live because my enemy had shown me mercy.”

“He is weak, he is no warrior.”

“His heart is yet as soft as the ground he once sketched upon, though his spirit is as strong as the pattern of many serpents.”

The warpath god glowered for a long moment then he said to the man, “My passion is not in his blood.”

“Will a god crush a weak insignificant boy to show his might?”

His challenge drew a screech of rage from the bird who then said, “I shall wait for him to grow to manhood. And then I will send him to meet death.” With a loud flap, he released his grip on the body and jumped straight up into the air.

The warrior watched Sengalang Burong’s flight until he disappeared high in the dark heavens. He turned back to Menjat and said, “Foolish boy. How quickly you forget Tok Anjak’s care of you. You cry over a man who would no longer have you as his son. After he left you, he called himself Apai Pina. He forgot the name of his firstborn.”

Menjat wiped the tears off his face and looked up. The man’s skin shone like rich dark earth and his straight black hair were as nothingness under the light of the moon. The whiteness of the hornbill tail feathers decorating his war-cap shone like polished iron in the night, while the single black stripe on each of the hundred validated his courage, like the rosettes tattooed onto his shoulders and chest. Encircling his waist was a loincloth woven in copper red with both ends decorated in bold strips of black and white bark-cloth then finished with tasselled ends that reached down to his shins. His five-foot-long and sixteen-inch-wide shield was carved from softwood and reinforced with a rattan lash. Strapped to its convex surface was the head of a terrifying monster. As the man lowered the shield and leaned it against his right hand, he revealed a sword handle and sheath brimming with human hair from the scalps of his trophies.

The boy’s mouth gaped and his eyes widened as he studied him. Surely this must be Keling, the warrior-guardian who was said to live in Pangau Libau, a land between the heaven and the world. Menjat bowed to the ground and asked reverently, “Why has the great one come to pacify a boy? No bard has ever sung of such a thing.”

The man’s angry eyes crinkled and he laughed. “Every warrior was once a boy, every great man came from a child. The spirits will test him and teach him strength. Once he is proven strong, the gods will grant him gifts to bless mankind.”

Turning his back on the boy, the demigod trotted towards the jungle. Menjat rose to follow, for he hoped that Keling could tell him what to do, yet the warrior jogged straight ahead in wide strides. The boy tried his best to keep up, but after some hundred yards he fell down in exhaustion. He watched as darkness swallowed Keling’s form. Once again he was abandoned and he sobbed with frustration. Then he recalled Keling’s words and he wiped the tears off his face as he resolved to be a man sooner.

Menjat picked himself up and with a start he realized that his surroundings were fast disappearing into shadows. The recollection of stories from Tok Anjak as to how the spirit of the wild pig and fierce dog roamed at night to search for food made him imagine darker shadows lurking in the night. He leaned his stick against a tree which did not feel too wide for him to hug. Then wrapping his arms and legs around the smooth trunk, he inched his way up the surface until he reached the lowest branch. Using the branches like steps, he climbed higher to a windy height until his hands fell upon a leafy bough, which he twisted into a simple nest. Above him the moon had hidden itself behind a thick cloud. He hoped it would not rain as he lay down and took out the mango seed he had kept tucked in the waistline of his loincloth, clasping it tight to his chest. Thoughts that Tok Anjak cared pacified his aching heart.

[image: image]

Keling sprinted through the rainforest, his pace ever swifter as the night grew older. He heard the boy fall and call out to him. He did not turn back, for the warpath god had agreed to let Menjat live to adulthood, and Keling knew full well that there was no spirit or god audacious enough to go against the will of Sengalang Burong.

Mist carrying the scent of apes formed a trail for him to follow. As the air began to send tidings of dawn, he saw one who looked as red as tongues of fire slouching against a white tree. Tok Anjak stood up to full height as he approached.

They embraced and the ape said, “Fire and smoke had risen in the horizon eight times since we last met. It is a rare honour to meet with the great guardian even once in a lifetime, yet I have met him twice since my birth.”

Keling said, “I have come because I caught your scent on an Iban boy.”

A young Orang Utan placed before them bunches of ripe blushing figs. Tok Anjak grunted and the sub-adult scurried away. Both man and ape squatted on the ground and reached out for the treat. As they plucked fistfuls of the fruit, black ants spilled into their hands and scurried up their arms. Barely noticing the insects, they tossed the globes into their mouths, which burst like pockets of nectar when they bit down.

Tok Anjak watched his visitor’s face all the while. After consuming his third mouthful, he asked, “The boy is well?”

Keling grunted between bites then he said, “He is well. I found him unharmed and crying lustily over his dead father. But I cannot say the same for his people. They are no longer of this world.”

The ape rolled a fig between his fingers as he said, “Then the boy is without family?”

“Yes, that appears to be so.”

A long silence later Tok Anjak said, “There are many taboos which separate men from beasts. Chief among these is the taboo on mating. Yet what do the gods say on adoption? Have not men brought dogs to live in their house and partner with these animals in the hunt?”

“There is danger of breaking the taboos when you raise that of a different species among your own. However, the dogs were never made to forget their nature. What of the boy? Can the apes bring him up as a human?”

Tok Anjak chewed slowly as he chose his words. “I can tell the season from the scent of rain or heat in the air. I know every fruit tree and I can count the days from its next ripening. I can look into the eye of another and tell if he is brave or craven. But I cannot tell what manner of man a boy will become. I only know what manner of father I shall be.”

Keling smiled and stood up. “Look out for me tonight, my brother. I shall bring news from the gods.”

One, two, three long strides and the guardian disappeared into the dense jungle. Tok Anjak returned to the white tree and slouched on the ground between the buttress roots as he leaned his head against the trunk. He grunted good-naturedly as little apes grabbed for the leftover figs. Then he dozed off, apparently undisturbed by the scurrying of busy squirrels and the playing of mischievous youngsters. A drop in the air temperature woke him. He stood up to full height and scanned the surroundings.

Keling returned in the dim light, carrying an eight-foot blowpipe in his hand and wearing only a plain dark loincloth. A large empty basket, woven with rattan in loose curvy form, was strapped to his back. With his hair tied in a knot behind his head, he looked very much like a common hunter-gatherer.
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