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Chapter One

Annisa

“I don't understand why you are leaving so early?” my mother groused. “And traveling alone.”

She squinted at my neutral expression. “That Dr. Numberi is a nice boy.”

The man was forty-five and married with two wives already. It was not the first time she had brought him up, and it would not be the last. My mother wanted to marry me off almost more than she wanted her next breath. No amount of academic or career success was ever going to mean as much to her as me finally getting married. I glanced at my watch.

“I should go,” I said, forcing a smile. “Security could take a while.”

My mother huffed. “Fine. At least take these with you.” She shoved a paper bag into my arms, forcing me to drop my knapsack.

“What is it?” I started to open the bag, but my mother shoved me toward the nearby security checkpoint.

“Just some things. Wear your hat while you're outside and wear sunscreen.”

I forced a smile as I hugged my mother. “I will.”

“You always say you will, but you're always so dark when you get back. It's like you don't care about yourself at all.”

I could feel my smile becoming a grimace. “I should really go.”

“Don't forget to hug your father,” my mother reminded.

I looked past her where I could see my father pacing while muttering into his mobile phone. “I don't want to interrupt. Tell him I said bye?”

My mother pursed her lips. “He doesn't approve of this trip, you know.”

I sighed. “I know.”

“But you're an adult and we can't tell you anything. Older and wiser, but what do we know? When I was your age, I never would have run off into the jungle like this.”

When she was my age, she had already been married for over a decade and had four children at home. I tucked the paper bag under my arm and reached for my knapsack.

“Yes, I know. I'm sorry, but this is part of my job.”

“If you were married, you would be home raising babies. None of this plant nonsense.”

I internally winced at her calling my life's work nonsense. “I'll…go on a few dates when I get back.”

My mother eyed me. “Don't just say that to shut me up, Annisa. I will hold you to it.”

“I know.” I looked at my watch again. “Tell everyone I love them.”

“Give your mother a hug,” she demanded.

I tried to set aside the old frustration. I gave her a quick squeeze and backed away. “Bye, Mother.”

“I will expect you back in exactly a month,” my mother warned. “I will send your father if I have to.”

I imagined my middle-aged father with his soft belly and loafers trekking through the remote jungle. I smothered a smile.

“I understand,” I said seriously.

I stood still so my mother could fuss with my hijab, making sure every strand of my long dark hair was tucked beneath the soft muslin scarf.

“Behave,” my mother reiterated.

Somewhere behind me, the loudspeaker announced the arrival of a flight from Jakarta. I gave my mother one more tight smile and hustled over to security. Once I was past the scanner, the security agent peeked in the paper bag before handing it back to me. I was pretty sure I knew what it was.

I looked back at my family. My father was off the phone, standing beside my frowning mother. My two brothers stood off to the side, trying to look cool the way all teenagers did. I waved before continuing to the gate.

The plane was already boarding, only the tail end of economy left at the gate. The line moved quickly and I boarded the packed airplane just before the flight attendant closed the door.

A choir of crying babies, loud conversations, and a worrying amount of coughing filled the cramped cabin. I found myself almost missing the mask requirements of the Covid era, as I squeezed into the middle seat between a coughing old man and a woman with a screaming infant. I gave them both a pained smile and put on my seatbelt, clutching my knapsack in my lap until the flight attendant finished her safety talk and did a final walk-through.

“Please put your bag in the overhead compartment or under the seat in front of you,” she said, pausing to give me a fixed smile.

I nodded and tucked my knapsack under the seat. As I sat back in the chair, I wiped my sweaty palms on my pants. No matter how many flights I had taken, it never got any easier. The queasiness of take off as my mind and body disagreed, and then the gut-wrenching terror any time my eyes wandered to the tiny windows.

I closed my eyes and focused on my breathing. Deep breath in, hold, and let it out slowly. I could do this. It was only an hour and a half. Deep breath in…and out. This was a chance of a lifetime, and a little fear was not going to stand in my way.

As the plane began to taxi down the runway, I shoved my shaking hands under my thighs. Breathe. In and out. Think of the jungle. Think of your work.

My stomach heaved as gravity pulled me deeper into my seat. Focus on something else. Sweat gathered on the back of my neck, sticking the thin fabric of my scarf to my damp skin. My head throbbed.

Seed, germination, growth, reproduction, pollination, and seed spreading. I inhaled shakily and repeated the lifecycle.

Seed, germination, growth, reproduction, pollination, and seed spreading. Somewhere in the untouched jungle near Mount Halimun, there was a Crimson Sun Lily. And I was going to find it.

∞∞∞

Muram

I watched the small group of hikers through narrowed eyes. They were stomping through the underbrush like rhinos. Loud, braying laughs echoed through the jungle as they trampled the plants along the edges of the trail.

I tightened my grip on the tree limb before climbing higher into the canopy. I tucked my wings in close to my back to weave between the close branches. When my head cleared the canopy, I finally felt like I could take a deep breath.

More and more humans came every year. At one time, it was only the Kasepuhan who walked through the jungle. They knew to respect the world around them. Both seen and unseen. I had no quarrel with the locals. But these outsiders…

I closed my eyes and tipped my head up to the sky, basking in the sun’s warmth. The dry season was far more pleasant than the stifling humidity of the rainy season that kept my thick fur damp for months. I grimaced at the thought. My ears twitched at another burst of laughter from the hikers.

Perhaps I should eat one of them. I glanced in the direction of the noise. Before I could give the idea more thought, I caught the distant sound of an engine. I cocked my head. It had been some time since the nearby village had a visitor. In fact, the last visitor…

I dropped below the canopy and swung across to the next tree. Traveling quickly from tree to tree, I rushed toward the edge of the village. It was probably nothing.

I tried to still the pounding of my heart, the instincts I had smothered for over three years. It was not her. It never was.

I lurched to a stop at the tree line. My claws dug into the branch beneath me as I watched a white truck pause in front of a small bamboo house. The driver, an old man stooped by age, climbed out and turned to look into the cab. A moment later, the passenger door squeaked open and a slight figure stepped into the sunlight.

The brilliant white scarf covering the figure's hair glowed like a beacon, and my breath caught in my chest. It could not be her. Even as I told myself not to hope, the figure turned to face the truck and I caught a glimpse of their face.

I inhaled so sharply that I nearly choked. I stared, leaning forward until I had to wrap my tail around the branch to keep my seat. I thought I had memorized her face. I knew her to be lovely beyond words, but this…

The sunlight kissed her brown skin, highlighting the soft roundness of her face. Her large, dark eyes moved between the small home and the surrounding jungle. I could see the eagerness in her face, her need to start work immediately. I sank deeper into the shadows and her gaze drifted past my hiding place.

I ached to know her. To hear her soft voice, and know she was speaking to me. To have her dark eyes look into my own and see me. In my mind, she was simply Kekasih. Beloved.

An old woman exited the passenger side of the truck, and Kekasih hurried to help her. I watched, unable to look away until my Kekasih disappeared inside the bamboo house. I gave myself a moment to calm down and find my center before I jumped from the branch and flew deeper into the jungle.

For the first time in over a year, I let myself visit my nest. There was little need for the skill of nest building, with so few of us left. There had once been over a dozen breeding pairs on the island. The humans put an end to that when they cleared most of the native jungles. My nest was a relic of a past that would never return.

I flew until the jungle grew too thick to maneuver, and then I swung from branch to branch into a close grouping of old trees. In the center of the group, lay my courting nest. I paused at the entrance.

I began building it nearly four dry seasons ago. I had never given much thought to nests or mating, resigned to solitude and the occasional visit to the local village. And then I saw her.

She had emerged from the thick foliage as if she were a part of it. She wore a loose pale green tunic over close-fitting brown pants and boots. A dark green cloth covered her hair and neck. A light sheen of sweat glistened on her forehead and she frowned down at the ground, clearly searching for something.

I had frozen in place at the first glimpse of her, unable to stop looking. Her plush pink lips moved as she muttered under her breath in a language I did not understand. I watched as she shifted her weight and crouched down to examine the ground more closely. Her cheeks were flushed from the heat, but it did not seem to affect her focus.

I had been simply curious at first. Who was this small human female who wandered the jungle alone? She was far from any path, but she did not smell of fear. Only the faint scent of coconut and female musk. It had frozen me in place.

The scent of her filled my lungs with each deep breath, wrapping around my heart and awakening something I had never expected to feel. When I was very young my father spoke to me of the mating urge. He said I would know my beloved by her scent. That it would change me and I would never be the same.

As I stared at the slight figure wandering through my jungle, I knew my father had been right. This human, this small, perfect being, was meant to be mine. And no matter how much her scent called to me, we were not the same. When I looked at her, I saw beauty beyond reasoning. But when she looked at me, she would see a monster.
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Chapter Two

Annisa

I woke far too early the next morning. Weak daylight painted the ceiling of the hut, spilling in the window that faced the tiered rice paddies. On the other side of a thin screen, my hosts still snored quietly. I rolled off my low cot onto my knees and reached for the bowl and jug beside the bed.

I quietly filled the bowl with water from the jug and splashed water on my face. Even so early in the morning, it was already balmy. That did nothing to change my plans. I had to convince the head of the science department and my overprotective parents that I was capable of doing my own field research.

The first time I visited Mount Salak, I was a grad student working on my thesis. I was with a mixed-gender group of seven from my university, and finding time to be alone in the jungle was nearly impossible. Now, three years later and graduated, I could return as an assistant professor. Alone. It was both thrilling and daunting.

After morning prayer, I stood and stretched. My hijab had twisted during the night, leaving my dark waves spilled across one shoulder. I slept with it uncovered and unbound at home, but it felt uncomfortable with only a screen separating me from mixed company. I twisted my long hair into a bun at the nape of my neck and readjusted my scarf.

I had taken the time to bathe and change my clothes the night before, so there was only the borrowed kain kebat to consider. The long, brightly colored cloth belonged to my host, Emak, who was kind enough to supply me with several wraps for my visit. I lifted the first Kebat from the small stack.

It was covered in thick bands of burgundy and gold in a thatched pattern reminiscent of the home’s walls. I took a moment to appreciate the handmade skirt before I wrapped it around my waist. I was free to wear my pants underneath, but in the village, the skirt was required.

I left my small sleeping area and paused in the main living space. The fire in the center of the hut lightly smoldered, a faint trail of smoke rising to escape the window high in the back wall. I tapped my hands on my thighs as I walked over to look out the front door at the narrow path that served as the main street. It was quiet.

I squinted down the street to where it ended just before the tree line. It would be rude to leave without speaking to my hosts. I had time. Even as I walked over to sit on the edge of the porch, I felt jittery.

More than my career hinged on this trip. If I could find the elusive lily, and show it in its natural environment, maybe I could make a difference. Change policies. Find a way to save what little wild was left on the island.

Every year, the jungle shrank a little more to make room for cropland. It was progress, but it was also devastation. If I could prove that the lily still existed in the wild, prove that the jungle was worth saving, maybe I could shelter the rest of the national park. Maybe, I could still the knife carving at the edges of the land.

A loud throat clearing jerked me out of my thoughts. I turned toward the screen to see my hosts shuffling out into the morning light. My gaze flicked to Abah for a brief moment before returning to Emak. She smiled and nodded.

“I trust you slept well,” Emak said.

“I did, thank you. And you?” I asked.

“We slept well. Thank you,” Emak answered for her and her husband. She gestured for me to follow her.

I grabbed my knapsack and walked with her out into the morning light. Emak stopped at the edge of the porch to tip her face up to the sun. She smiled, deepening the lines etched into her copper skin, and I found myself smiling in return. Emak opened her eyes to look at me.

“Eager to get started?” she asked with a knowing smile.

I ducked my head. “Very,” I murmured.

“Let me pack you food for the day,” Emak said, starting to walk without waiting for agreement. She was quick despite her age.

I hurried after her. We walked down the road to the larger bamboo structure that served as the communal kitchen. Over a dozen women were already busy with food preparation when we arrived. They chatted with each other in the local language as they worked. I tried to join in the food preparation, but Emak shooed me to the side.

“You are a visitor,” one of the other women said in stilted Indonesian.

I nodded hesitantly and scanned the large room. Along the back wall, five large pots hung over a trench full of flickering flames. The rest of the room held two long tables where the women were preparing the food for the men at work in the rice patties. After a few minutes, Emak emerged from the group with a folded cloth.

“This should suit you for the day,” she said, holding it out to me.

I took the small bundle thankfully.

“Be back before nightfall,” Emak cautioned.

I nodded. “I will.”

For a moment, she looked like she wanted to say something. She gave me a tight smile and shooed me toward the door.

“Good luck,” she said.

I smiled my thanks, already tucking the food into my knapsack. As I stepped out into the ever-brightening light, I smiled wider at the heat on my face. The sun had crested the hill to set the rice patties alight with glittering golden water and bands of emerald stalks. I took a deep breath and let it out slowly.

Maybe it was wrong, but a small part of me was happy to spend the day in the sun without the cosmetics my mother had given me. No brightening face cream after washing my face, and no sunscreen laced with lightener. Nothing to keep my skin from bronzing under the sun except the thick jungle canopy. My mother would be so annoyed. I bit back a smile and started walking.

∞∞∞

Muram

I tried not to seek her out. Now that I knew she had returned, I swore I could feel her presence the moment she stepped into my jungle. As if every breeze carried her scent and every bird call was an attempt at her name. I had only spent a short time at my nest the day before, torn between wanting to add to the already massive size and tear it down altogether. It was a glaring symbol of what I would never have.

By the time the sun was directly overhead, I could not restrain myself anymore. I swung through the trees, moving between the patches of light splashed across the jungle floor. A group of young langurs leaped out of my way as I passed, darting over to hide among the darker bodies of the adults. I moved quickly, eagerness making my heart pound in my chest.

A few moments later, I jerked to a stop at the edge of a small clearing. There she was. A gentle breeze fluttered the fabric of her headscarf as she crouched down to examine a cluster of red flowers. She was so close. If I only leaned out of the shadows she would see me.

I curled my hands and feet around the branch beneath me to resist the urge. I could never let her know of me. The village knew not to speak of me to outsiders. I only had to rein in my desires until my Kekasih drifted away from me again. Taking my heart with her.

I heard a soft sound off to my right and tore my eyes away from her long enough to look. A low shadow moved through the underbrush. I craned my neck to see better. The dark shape moved between the trees, dappled sunlight showing glimpses of black, coarse fur. A wild boar.

He did not seem to scent her yet. His slow, lumbering movements were deceptive. The beasts were frighteningly fast and vicious when they attacked. I narrowed my eyes at the boar as it moved closer to the clearing.

He was massive, larger than my Kekasih, and far heavier. She would not stand a chance against the boar if he chose to charge her. I looked between them. Was there time to put him down before he reached the clearing? I carefully descended from the canopy, silently moving from branch to branch.

Only a few arm's lengths from the boar, my wingtip caught on a thin, dry branch. The snap was loud enough to cause all three of us to freeze in place. A heartbeat later, the boar let out a deafening scream that made my ears flatten to my head. I made a wild grab for the beast, but he lurched forward out of my reach.

I whirled around to follow his progress and growled under my breath as his charge took him into the clearing. My Kekasih stood up slowly, her face turning pale as she saw the large boar hurtling toward her. I could hear her sharp intake of breath from where I perched, rooted to the spot. My decision was made in that instant as fear for her life overwhelmed my fear of discovery.

I leaped from the tree, using both wings and limbs to hurl myself through the jungle to her. I roared, attempting to draw its attention away from her. It worked. The beast skidded to a stop, pivoting on its back legs to face me and charge again. I caught a glimpse of my Kekasih’s terrified face before she turned to flee.

A moment later, the boar slammed into me. It took all of my strength to stay standing, as I wrapped my long arms around the boar’s middle and heaved. Spreading my wings wide for balance, I pivoted hard and hurled him toward the tree line. His heavy body crashed through the underbrush and he squealed before fleeing back the way he had come.

I was still breathing hard when a short, sharp scream rose from the direction my Kekasih had fled. My heart stuttered. If something had happened to her… I could not bear to finish the thought. I took two long strides and launched myself into the sky.

It was dangerous to fly with the trees so close together, but I needed to reach her quickly. The boar was not the only danger in the jungle. I tracked her footprints, dodging low branches as I moved as fast as I could without tearing a wing. Finally, I saw a small figure crumpled on the jungle floor ahead.

“No,” I breathed. “No, no, no.”

I landed beside her and crouched, reaching out but not daring to touch. Was she…? I looked her over desperately, trying to see where she was hurt. My gaze snagged on the faint rise and fall of her body. Alive.

My eyes burned and I swallowed hard. She was breathing. I moved closer, and after fighting with myself, I dared to look at her face. The cloth that usually covered her hair had fallen to the side, allowing a single tendril of long, dark hair to fall across her cheek. It shone in the sunlight, various shades of brown and deepest black.

I longed to see if it was as silky as it looked. I curled my hand into a fist and leaned down to get a better look at her face. One cheek was pressed to the forest floor and I inhaled sharply at the sight of a gash above her eye. As carefully as I could, I shifted her onto her back. A large rock, barely visible through the dirt and leaves was stained dark with her blood.

My chest ached. She must have tripped running from the boar. Running from me. I tore my eyes away from her small form and looked around. I could not leave her here, but I could not take her to the village during the day.

The solution was there in the back of my mind, but I shied away from it. I could not take her to my nest. I knew enough from the village women to know that holding her in my arms and taking her to my nest would be unacceptable. But what choice was there? I hesitated, trying to think of the least invasive way to carry her.

Finally, I carefully wrapped an arm around her shoulders and scooped beneath her knees to gently lift her from the ground. Her weight felt so right in my arms, I had to pause to take a deep breath. I brought her to my chest and her head lolled to the side to rest on my shoulder. It was so close to what I wanted, but still so very far. I headed for my nest, trying and failing to stop the bittersweet pain in my heart.
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Chapter Three

Annisa




I opened my eyes and immediately closed them again. The sunlight sent a spike of agony through my head, but from my brief glimpse of my surroundings, I was not in the village. But the soft surface beneath me was definitely not the jungle floor. Which begged the question, where was I?

My skull felt a few sizes too small, but I struggled to focus. Bird calls, distant hoots, and the whisper of the wind through the leaves. But no voices. Something shifted beside me, too purposeful to be a scurrying animal. I held my breath, expecting a barrage of questions from Emak.

Instead, I was met with silence, even as whoever had moved next to me paused. I waited a moment longer, then risked peeking my eyes open.

This time, it was easier, and I saw a blurry figure crouched at the edge of my field of vision. Too big to be one of the village women. My breath caught in my throat as I tried to sit up, only to flop back down with a groan. The world spun around me, my vision darkening as I weakly clutched at my head.

When my right hand drifted toward the center of my forehead, a massive hand gently grasped my wrist.

“No,” a deep voice rasped.

My heart lurched. Why was there a strange man at my bedside? Where was everyone else? Surely, we were not alone together. Everything I had ever been taught rebelled against the idea.

I forced my eyes open and squinted against the light to scan the room. I frowned. The walls, floor, and ceiling seemed to be made of the same woven material as the houses in the village, but the architecture was all wrong. There were no right angles, the floor curving into the walls that curved up to form the ceiling. It was, for lack of a better word, a giant bird’s nest. But what kind of bird…?

The still figure at my side shifted and I snapped my head around to look. The movement made my stomach heave and I had to close my eyes and take several deep breaths before the urge to vomit faded. I carefully squinted at the man. But it was not a man. Not anything remotely like a man.

Heart pounding, I slowly inched away. I did not dare take my eyes off of the… My mind stuttered. What was it? What was it? I could feel myself hyperventilating, but I could do nothing but stare.

The male’s upper body was very similar to a chimpanzee, with a barrel-like chest, long lean arms, and thick dark fur, but his legs were more human. Even crouched, I could tell his legs were long and muscular and would have him towering over me. His giant hands were clasped together in his lap, the long, thick fingers woven together to press his broad palms together. As if trying to prevent fidgeting. I paused.

For the first time, I let my gaze wander up to the creature’s face. He stared back at me with large, black eyes. Like bottomless pools of darkness, they glittered in the shade of the nest. His muzzle was shorter and less pronounced than a chimpanzee, a strange hybrid of ape and man. And his ears were closer to the top of his head and vaguely bat-like.

The creature shifted as if he were uncomfortable under my scrutiny. Something large and red shifted behind him. Wings? There were huge, crimson bat wings tucked tightly against his back. Almost as if he were trying to hide them. The sight made me pause.

This creature had helped me, and I was being unbelievably rude. Inappropriate proximity aside, he had done nothing to harm me. And I was making him self-conscious. I internally winced.

How many times had I been the one being scrutinized? The one always found wanting no matter my achievements? I took a deep breath and let it out slowly, forcing myself to relax and meet the creature’s eyes again.

“Hello,” I tried.

He cocked his head. “Hello,” he said hesitantly.

My lips twitched. There was something endearing about his obvious nervousness. It was difficult to be afraid in the face of it. I gave my surroundings a slow once-over. Without panic coloring my observations, the curious part of me took over.

“Did you build this place?”

When he did not reply, I turned my head to see him staring at me intently. There was a deep crease between his heavy brows. I frowned back.

“Do you speak Indonesian?” I asked.

His frown deepened and he made a quiet huffing sound. It appeared to be more frustration than hostility.

“Can you understand me?” I tried in the local language.

He perked up and nodded.

I smiled. “I’m Anissa.”

“Muram,” he said softly.

My smile faded slightly. Who would name someone that? A name was supposed to be a parent’s hope for their child’s future. As I took in Muram’s face, my heart hurt for him. This creature who had been cursed with the name Sadness.

∞∞∞

Muram

Annisa. My beloved’s name was as lovely as her. I busied myself pouring her a cup of water, willing my hands to stay steady. Having her so close, was a sweet sort of agony. At least her fear scent had faded.

When her beautiful eyes first opened, they had taken my breath away. But then the bitter scent of terror had filled my nest, and I shrank in on myself. If I could make myself small, maybe she would be less afraid. I wanted her to know she was safe with me, but the fear scent only grew. And then abruptly, it was gone.

She had looked up at me, her large, dark eyes searching my face. Her expression was one I recognized from her explorations of the jungle. Curiosity. I smiled to myself. My Kekasih, my Annisa, was as brave as she was lovely.

I turned back to her to hand her the cup of water. I carefully kept our fingers from touching, as she took the cup with two hands. I wanted to stare, to drink her in, so I had something to hold close when she left. Her eyes met mine over the rim of the cup and I tore my gaze away.

“Thank you, Muram,” she murmured when she set the cup aside.

My gaze darted over to her and then quickly away. “You’re welcome. Can I get you anything else?”

I could feel her watching me. My instincts told me to preen. To display for my desired mate. I pulled my wings in tighter to resist the urge. She was calm now, and I wanted to keep it that way.

“What happened to me?” she asked quietly. I saw her touch the bandage on her forehead from the corner of my eye.

I hoped she would keep the cloth in place. It was the last of the fabric I had from the village. My last trade was for rice and vegetables, food I had acquired a taste for over the years. The herbs under the bandage, though. That was a family recipe for quick healing.

“You tripped,” I answered, finally turning to face her fully. “Your head struck a large rock.”

Her fingers wandered over the bandage lightly. “Did you do this?”

“Yes. Please do not remove it,” I said quickly when her fingertips touched the edge of the strip of cloth.

She dropped her hands into her lap. “Of course. My apologies.” Her cheeks flushed and she looked around my nest.

“I would have taken you to the village, but I can not visit until nightfall.”

“I understand,” she murmured. “Thank you for helping me.”

I nodded. I started to say something, anything when she suddenly reached out to touch the wall of my nest. The primal urge to display slammed into me and my wings twitched against my back.

“Did you make this?” she asked, completely unaware of her effect on me.

I cleared my throat, but when I spoke it was still deeper than usual. “I did. Do you like it?”

“Like it?” she asked, running her dainty fingertips over my work. “It’s amazing. Beautiful.”

Yes, she certainly was.

“Thank you,” I said. “Are you hungry?”

I needed to do something with my hands before the traitorous things tried to reach for her. I glanced toward the back of my nest where I kept the food stores from the village. Between the rice, vegetables, and fruit I had picked the day before, there should be plenty to offer her. Unless she wanted something else.

My stomach churned at the thought. What if she wanted something I could not provide? I took a deep breath to calm myself. I was treating this like a courtship, but it was simply caregiving. She was not, and never would be, my mate.

As hard as it was to accept, this was the closest I would ever be to my Kekasih. She was my beloved, but I was not hers. I stood from the floor and began to turn when I caught her scent.

A jolt went through me and I looked back over my shoulder. She was frozen with her hand still on the wall, but her eyes were moving over me slowly. As I watched her, her pupils expanded and her top teeth dragged over her bottom lip. I was unsure what to make of the expression on her face, but her scent was…

I hurriedly moved away, kneeling at the back of the nest. I inhaled through my mouth, careful to take deep, measured breaths. Calm, I willed myself. I glanced down to see the front of my loincloth slowly return to normal. I would have to be careful.

Anissa brought out instincts I had never felt before.

“I-is there something wrong?” she asked softly, her voice barely above a whisper.

I swallowed hard and shook my head, not trusting my voice to answer her.

“I could make you something to eat,” she continued. I heard her shift on the pallet. “I’m a decent cook.”

“You should rest,” I said roughly. “Would you like some Nasi Goreng?”

“Yes, please, but I should really be helping.” I heard her starting to move and whipped around.

“No!” I said, panic making my heart pound.

Her eyes widened.

“No, I am happy to do it,” I said in a calmer voice. My instincts were screaming at me to court her properly, but I could not scare her again. My heart could not take it.

She was quiet for so long, that I feared I had ruined any hope of us even being friends. I looked at her from the corner of my eye. She was frowning, her hands fidgeting in her lap.

“If you’re sure,” she said, settling back onto the pallet with her feet tucked beneath her.

I was not sure of anything anymore. As many times as I had dreamed of speaking to her, I had never expected it to happen. She was a distant star, an untouchable beauty who was not intended for someone like me. Her kindness was for the villagers, her attention for my jungle. My soul bloomed in her presence and that would have to be enough.
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Chapter Four

Anissa

I was not sure what to make of him. After watching him while he cooked our food, it became obvious that my first impression had been completely wrong. Muram was more of a gentleman than many men I had met. He was kind and thoughtful. And he had rewrapped my hijab.

I reached up to touch my scarf. I could feel my hair lying oddly under the fabric, leaving no doubt it had come free at some point and been hastily bundled back under my hijab. It was thoughtful. Sweet. Muram probably did not understand the significance, but he had preserved my modesty anyway.

As much as I tried to resist, my gaze always returned to him. He was fascinating. As strong as he looked, Muram’s movements were carefully controlled. He handled delicate cups and thinly sliced the vegetables for the fried rice. When he turned to hand me a bowl, it looked like a child’s toy in his hands.

My gaze stayed on his longer than was proper before I murmured my thanks and began to eat. I had to bite back a moan of appreciation. I swallowed the first bite and glanced up to see his dark eyes watching me. My cheeks heated at the intensity of his stare. I reminded myself that he was probably as curious about me as I was about him.

Indonesians had many superstitions. Many creatures that were said to dwell in the dark and deep places of the country. With thousands of islands, there were plenty of places to hide. But Muram, he was something familiar.

The village women chatted as they cooked, exchanging gossip and telling stories. On my first trip to the village, they had mentioned a creature in passing. I had looked it up when I returned to my university in Surabaya.

The Ahool. It was said to be an ape-like predator with giant wings and a haunting call. A nightmarish creature made of teeth and claws. Aggressive. Territorial.

“Are you still hungry?” Muram asked quietly.

I looked up from my empty bowl and our eyes met. There was something so steady about him. A deep calm in his dark eyes. It had only been a short time since I woke and already my terror was a distant memory. His quiet gentleness was disarming.

I realized the silence had stretched while I was lost in thought and I looked away.

“No, thank you. It was very good.”

Muram’s wings rose a few inches before settling against his back. “I’m pleased you liked it.”

Silence fell again. I tried to resist the urge to glance in his direction. Human or not, the entire situation was as close to haram as I had ever come.

I tried to imagine what my family would say. The outrage if they knew I was alone with a male without a chaperone. I internally winced. It would not matter that Muram had likely saved my life. We were unrelated and it was forbidden.

But intent mattered to Allah, right? I was not looking at Muram lustfully. I was just curious. That he was strong-bodied and kind was beside the point. I was overthinking.

“Are you thirsty?” Muram asked, breaking the silence.

Without waiting for my answer, he poured a cup of water and handed it to me. My fingers brushed his as I took it and I felt an electric shock run up my arm. My eyes widened in surprise and I looked up to see his dark gaze studying me, intent and unreadable. My heart began to beat faster and I knew I needed to change the subject.

“Your Sundanese is very good,” I said, taking a hasty sip of water. “Someone in the village taught you?”

“Yes,” he replied. “Long ago. And gave me my name.”

I jerked my head up to watch him move to the back of the nest. “Muram?”

He nodded without looking at me.

“What were you called before?” Surely something better than “sad”.

Muram turned his head toward me and made an indecipherable series of hoots and chirps. At my stunned silence, he huffed a laugh. “It's not a sound a human can make.”

“What does it mean?” I asked.

He was silent so long that I began to regret asking. Maybe, it was something even worse than sad.

He sighed quietly. “Protector.”

I silently watched him arrange the bowls and utensils before walking the perimeter of the nest. He stopped at the entrance on the opposite side of me. He stood looking out at the jungle, and his shoulders rose and fell in a heavy sigh.

I studied him, taking in his powerful body and heavy brow in profile. As intimidating as his features were, he looked tired. Weary. As if the weight of the world had been on his shoulders for far too long, and the burden was slowly breaking him. I swallowed past the sudden tightness in my throat.

“Did they tell you what your name means?” I asked quietly.

He gave me a humorless smile. “Yes. And I suppose it suits me.”

An urge I had never felt before rose in me. The nearly overwhelming need to hold a man. To hug him close in comfort. My gaze dropped to Muram’s callused hand where it hung at his side. My fingers twitched with the need to touch.

“I am the last guardian the jungle will see,” Muram murmured. “And when I am gone there will be no one to mourn me.”

I had not known him long, but I knew he was wrong. I would mourn him.

∞∞∞

Muram

The red glow of evening spilled through the entrance of my nest. It painted the woven floor between us like a river I could not, should not, cross. I stayed away from Anissa as much as I could. No matter how much my nature yearned for her, I knew enough about the humans to understand the separation between their males and females. Even in the village, where they practiced a combination of local traditions and Islam, single men did not approach single women.

I had already touched her too much. The sensation of her silky hair brushing my throat when I carried her. The soft warmth of her body in my arms. The light floral scent of her skin. It would all haunt me long after she left.

I glanced at her from the corner of my eye. She lay still on the pallet, her chest rising and falling with each soft breath. I jerked my gaze away. I would need to change her bandage before night fell. And first thing in the morning, I needed to return her to the village. Even if I had to carry her.

I wanted to believe in my self-control. I wanted to think I could stay only an arm’s length from her and resist the urge to display. That I could bury my instincts to woo, and mate, and bond, but I knew better. I could not risk it. If I displayed and she rejected me, it would be a death sentence.

My kind were not built like humans. There was one chance, one display. I was already tempting ruin by showing her my nest. If I spread my wings for her, offered her everything I was, and she turned away… I squeezed my eyes closed.

No. I would care for her as much as I dared, and then I would let her go. Humans and Ahool may share the world, but we were not the same. And I loved her too much to ask her to care for me.

I quietly rose from my crouch and retrieved a clean bandage and the small container of salve. As I approached Anissa, she stirred and opened her eyes. They were lighter in the glow of dusk, the color of honey. She watched me kneel beside her, but the tension I expected did not come. She eyed me curiously.

“I should change your bandage,” I said.

Her eyes moved from my face to the items cupped in my hands. “Should I sit up?” she asked quietly.

I considered. Having her under my hands was a temptation, but her face near mine would be worse. I shook my head.

Anissa was calm and quiet as I carefully peeled back her bandage to check the gash on her forehead. The salve had prevented the wound from drying out, keeping the edges supple. She would heal quickly. In a matter of weeks, there would be nothing but smooth, unblemished skin. I smiled to myself and placed the new bandage.

As I began to move away, Anissa’s small hand covered mine. My eyes flew to hers. She stared at me in shock, as if she were just as surprised by her actions. I slowly twisted my wrist until her hand lay in my wide palm. I chanced a look down and for a moment I could not breathe.

How long had I yearned to hold her hand in mine? To know how the flowers felt each time she gently ran her fingertips over their petals. My fingers twitched as I fought the urge to cradle her hand in mine. Love her until she wanted to stay.

“I’m sorry,” Anissa whispered, starting to pull back.

“No,” I said breathlessly. “Please, don’t apologize.”

She paused. “I wanted to ask you something.”

I nodded, my heart pounding in my chest. "Anything," I said, my voice barely above a whisper.

Anissa hesitated for a moment before speaking. "I am here searching for a flower. If I show you a drawing, can you help me find it?”

A strange combination of elation and disappointment filled me. I had hoped for something more personal, but if I could be of service to my beloved… “I will do everything in my power to help you,” I said.

She looked up from our joined hands, and I was unsure what to make of the expression on her face. I had seen her in the jungle many times. I had watched her murmur to the trees and mutter at the chittering monkeys. She had been awed, and annoyed, and elated. But as many times as I had seen her face, she had never looked at anyone or anything like she was looking at me.

"You will?" she whispered.

"Yes," I said. "I would do anything for you."

Anissa's grip on my hand tightened and her eyes glittered before she looked down. I watched her lower lip tremble for a moment before she caught it between her teeth. She gave me a silent nod.

“Thank you.”

I tried to reply, but there were too many words I wanted to say. I would give her my whole world, everything I had and was, if she would only love me back. I sighed softly and lay her hand in her lap.

“Would you like to go back to the village in the morning?” I asked.

Anissa raised her head. “I have everything I need for now.”

Her eyes were deep pools and I was drowning. I cleared my throat. "Then let us begin at first light.”

“Good night,” she murmured.

I wanted to kiss her so badly I ached. “Good night.”

I left her to sleep and climbed up to perch on the branches above my nest. I could do this. I would help my Kekasih and return her to the village.

It was a simple task, but far from easy. Now that I had touched her, I felt irreparably changed. And for the first time, it occurred to me that I may not survive her leaving.

“Oh,” I breathed. I slumped against the tree trunk and looked out a the dark jungle.

Whether I had displayed or not, it was done. I took a deep breath and let it out slowly. If that was the price I paid for spending a couple of precious days with her, I would gladly pay it.
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Chapter Five

Anissa

What was I doing? I had broken more laws in the hours I had been with Muram than in the twenty-five years preceding it. Looking at his body, admiring his manners, and then touching. Touching! My parents would disown me if they knew what I was doing.

As I lay on the pallet, I could hear Muram above me. He spoke softly to himself in a language I had never heard before. Grumbles and quiet growls. The occasional sigh. Was he regretting his offer to help me?

I was still shocked that I had asked. And held his hand. Was handholding always so pleasant? The way his large hand curled around mine felt so intimate. I could not help wondering how his hands would feel on other parts of me.

My bare arms or my face? What would those thick fingers feel like combing through my hair? I pressed my hands to my heated cheeks. These lustful thoughts were the epitome of Haram. I had to control myself.

But it was so difficult when Muram was so kind and sweet. When he helped me at every turn and asked nothing in return. When he spoke to me, I could tell he saw me. There was no censure or expectation in his eyes, only patience I had never experienced before. And he was going to help me find the lily.

All I needed was a single photo and a mark on the map. If I could prove beyond a shadow of a doubt that the Crimson Sun Lily grew wild in the National Park, I could stop the logging. Muram and the other creatures that called the park home would be safe. I could not afford any distractions. I closed my eyes and forced myself to rest.

The next morning, I woke to the sounds of the jungle and quiet footsteps. I blinked open my eyes and turned my head. Muram paused when my eyes landed on him. For a long moment, I felt captured by his stare. When he finally looked away, I exhaled shakily.

What was that? I slowly pushed myself into a sitting position to watch him shifting through the supplies at the back of the nest.

“Did you sleep well?” he asked. There was a strange quality to his voice.

“Yes,” I said. “Did you?”

After a brief pause, he nodded. “Yes, thank you.”

Maybe, he was tired. I studied the set of his shoulders and the stiffness of his movements. Or he was regretting his offer to help me.

“If you’ve changed your mind about today, I would understand,” I said.

His head snapped toward me. “No. Not at all.”

“If you’re sure.”

“I am,” he said quickly. “I’m sorry if I seem distracted this morning.” He turned back to his food preparation. “I have a lot on my mind.”

I barely held back from prying. Why did I feel so compelled to comfort him? We barely knew each other. Was it just because he had helped me?

Male classmates and colleagues had helped me in the past, but I had never felt drawn to them. Politely grateful, but not… My mind stuttered over the word ‘attracted’. My eyes widened and I looked down at my lap.

Was I attracted to Muram? How? Why? He was not even human. If attraction to a man was haram, how forbidden would my desire for him be?

As my eyes slowly wandered to him again, I had to admit that I was attracted. He had protected me from the boar, kept me safe and fed, and asked nothing from me for his kindness. There were no long, grasping stares at my body. He had been nothing but polite and a perfect gentleman. So, of course, I was the one being improper.

I averted my gaze, my cheeks warming at the realization. I could not deny the attraction I felt, but I also could not act on it. I had to remember my work and my responsibilities. I could not let myself be distracted. Even though my hands itched to hold his again and feel his strong arms wrapped around me.

“Anissa?”

I jerked my head up to see Muram crouching beside me. He offered me a cup of water and a bowl of savory rice porridge. I took it gratefully, shivering as his fingertips dragged over the backs of my hands. I could still feel him watching me as I began to eat.

After our breakfast, Muram brought me a bowl and pitcher of water to bathe. He carefully covered the nest entrance with a woven curtain and ducked outside. I washed quickly, moving my clothes aside rather than shedding them completely. As much as I trusted Muram, he was not allowed to see anything but my face and hands. He was not a family member…or my husband.

My face flamed at the thought. I twisted my hair into a neat bun and rewrapped my hijab. Whether we found the flower today or not, I would need to return to the village for fresh clothes. I crossed the nest to push back the curtain.

Muram knelt on a branch directly across from the nest entrance. He looked up when I appeared and gave me a small smile.

“Ready?” he asked.

It suddenly occurred to me that I was high in the trees. I looked down and swallowed hard. The ground was a dizzying distance away.

“Yes, but how…?” I looked at Muram helplessly.

His eyes crinkled. “If you would allow me.”

I blinked in surprise as he quickly closed the distance between us. He gripped the top of the doorway with one hand, his feet braced on the edge of the nest. It put his chest a hairsbreadth from my nose. I snapped my head back to look up at him. He was already staring down at me with an unreadable look.

“May I help you down?” he murmured. He offered his free hand.

I inhaled shakily. The warm, musky scent of him filled my nose and I shivered. Is that what all men smelled like? Earthy and vaguely sweet. I wanted to bury my face in it.

“Anissa,” Muram said softly.

I shook my head. “Sorry. I was lost in thought.”

“May I hold you?” he asked.

My mind stuttered. I opened my mouth, but no words came out.

“To carry you down,” he added.

Right. Right, of course. I nodded. “Yes, thank you.”

His free arm settled around my waist and pulled me close. Thick soft fur caressed the side of my face, and I gave in to the urge to press my nose to the base of his throat. I thought I heard a low rumble, but then I was airborne. I gasped and wrapped my arms around Muram’s broad torso.

It was the first time I had ever embraced a man outside my family. Something about the feel of him in my arms made me think of sultry nights and a sky full of stars.

Muram held my entire weight with one arm as he spread his wings and dropped. In a matter of seconds, my feet touched the ground, but I had to pry myself away. For the first time, I understood why such closeness was haram. My thoughts were not as innocent as they should be. For the first time, I felt the urge to break the rules.

∞∞∞

Muram

She was killing me. Walking beside her, it was impossible to miss the scent of her arousal. I tried to focus on the path ahead, but my mind kept drifting back to Anissa's intoxicating fragrance. It took all my focus and willpower to retain my control.

I had never experienced such a strong reaction to anything. My body felt tingly and overheated and a strange heaviness had settled between my thighs. My wings trembled against my back, aching to spread wide in a mating display. It was all I could do to keep from reaching out and pulling her close to me.

We walked in silence for a while, as I tried to focus on the ground beneath my feet and the sounds around us. Anything but the evidence of her desire for me. I reminded myself she was likely chaste, like the women in the village. Their beliefs forbid intimacy outside of marriage.

Anissa cleared her throat, breaking the silence. I glanced at her from the corner of my eye to see her adjusting the scarf around her head again. It seemed to be a nervous gesture.

"Is everything alright, Anissa?" I asked, trying to keep my voice steady.

She glanced over at me, her cheeks flushed. "Yes, I'm just...it's nothing."

I grasped for something to say. Anything but the words on the tip of my tongue. As much as I wanted to confess my feelings, beg her to let me touch her just once before the end, I could not. Whatever forces had chosen this beautiful creature as my mate had not taken reality into account. How could a human and an Ahool ever be together?

Annisa suddenly gasped and my body acted before I formed a thought. I snatched her out of the air before she hit the ground. I was still scowling at the offending tree root when she said my name. My gaze snapped to hers and I carefully set her back on her feet.

I watched Anissa brush imaginary dirt off her clothes and adjust her head scarf. I mentally shook myself. Focus! I scanned the trees around us. We were closer than I had realized.

The trees thinned up ahead, allowing sunlight to dapple the path. It was only through sheer will that I gestured for us to keep walking. Once we stepped into that clearing, Anissa would see the carpet of crimson flowers. She would mark their position on her map and take photographs. And then she would be gone.

We quickly reached the clearing and after a quick scan of our surroundings, I let her rush forward. Foreign words spilled from her mouth, as she excitedly shrugged her bag off her shoulders and began to dig through it. I watched with a faint smile. Her happiness would always bring me joy. Even now.

She tipped her head back to look up at the blue sky and smiled in the sunlight. I stared, trying to memorize the moment. The way her pale scarf glowed against her bronze skin. The petal pink of her lips. The way her eyes sparkled when she glanced over at me.

My chest ached. Anissa pulled a folded map from her bag and after marking the location, stuffed it back into her bag to extract her camera. I watched her carefully walk between the flowers snapping picture after picture, still talking to me in that language I did not understand. I smiled. Despite the consequences of loving her, I would never regret a single moment.

Suddenly, I felt it again. The need to display. I scanned the clearing. What better moment than now when my beloved was so happy? I stepped fully into the sunlight and Anissa smiled over at me.

I gazed at her, drinking her in, and let my wings unfurl. I so rarely used them to their full extent, that I had forgotten how large they truly were. Easily three times my arm span, they slowly spread above my head and out to my sides.

They were as crimson as the flowers around her, made of an intricate web of deceivingly slender bones and thin membrane. They were a weapon, a tool, and a means of travel. To my kind, impressive wings were everything. My beloved was not of my kind, but I stood tall and proud to display for her. She would not understand the significance of it, but I did.
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Chapter Six

Anissa

As I stared at Muram, my camera hanging around my neck forgotten, the strangest feeling washed over me. The desire I was growing used to, but the demanding pull toward him was new. My eyes moved over the breadth of his magnificent wings and his strong body, slowly taking in every detail. The way his black fur shone in the light, the blood red of his wings, and the intensity in his dark eyes as we looked at each other.

The air felt charged, as the pull increased. I took a step forward and Muram echoed it. A pleasant shiver went down my spine. The heat that had been building low in my belly burst into flames. I gasped and stumbled forward another step. My gaze wandered over Muram’s body hungrily.

His large hands flexed at his sides, as the rest of his body vibrated with tension. Was he feeling the same urges as me? I thought I was alone in this forbidden need, but did he feel the same way? What if…what if I touched him?

There were no witnesses here. No eyes to see the way I looked at him. Or touched him. But it would be a sin in the eyes of Allah. The thought made me pause only steps away.

Muram stopped with one hand outstretched toward me. Both of us stood frozen as I considered the ramifications. If anyone ever knew… I met Muram’s eyes. He looked at me the way another man would gaze at a beautiful sunrise.

I took the last step to close the space between us. I reached up to touch his wings and Muram shuddered.

“Is this okay?” I whispered.

“Yes,” he gasped. “Don’t stop.”

I lightly ran my fingertips over the silky flesh, curiously following each visible vein. Muram trembled under my hands, but he did not tell me to stop. When I finished one wing, I repeated the actions on the other before returning to stand in front of him. He looked down at me with such softness, that I felt an ache in my chest. I hovered my hands above his chest.

“May I?”

“Please,” he said softly. “Please, don’t stop.”

I pressed my palms to his chest, my fingers sinking into his thick, soft fur. Muram arched, pressing himself more firmly into my hands. Boldness I had never known made me lean in and nuzzle the base of his throat. My hands wandered up to his broad shoulders before finding the base of his wings. Muram groaned deeply as if he were pained. Before I could snatch my hands away, he gasped my name and a plea for more.

I caressed as much of his back and shoulders as I could reach, as my breaths came faster. The feel of his strong body pressed so firmly against mine deepened the ache between my thighs. I wanted. I was not sure what I wanted, but I knew Muram could give it to me.

“Touch me?” I asked hesitantly.

His hands were on me before I had time to doubt myself. One large hand cupped the back of my neck to angle my head. The next moment, his thin lips touched mine. I gasped and my eyes fluttered shut.

His skin was rougher than mine and his mouth a different shape, but he patiently kissed first my top lip and then the bottom. Slowly coaxing my mouth open. I felt flushed and desperate, but he was calm as he licked between my lips to touch his tongue to mine.

My knees went weak. Muram looped his arm around my waist without stopping our kiss. My mind spun as I tried to make sense of all the new sensations. Hot and wet, soothing and exciting. His long tongue explored my mouth until I had to pull back to gasp for breath. I stared up at him in shock.

“More?” he murmured.

I nodded hurriedly and offered my mouth again. He kissed me until I felt light-headed. Until there was wetness between my thighs and I could not stop squirming against him. Is this what other women felt? This overwhelming need to be closer than close?

I pulled back with a gasp. We stared at each other, both of us panting. I raised my hands to my hijab and began to slowly unwrap it. No one outside my family had ever seen me without it. Except him.

I pulled it off and dropped it on the ground beside me. A part of me felt shame, but I pushed it aside. Everything I did was for others. Always struggling to please my family who would never see me for who I was. But Muram…

I raised my head, letting him look his fill. When Muram looked at me, I could tell he saw me. His presence was quiet and steady, like a mountain in a storm. And when I was near him, it felt like I could be steady, too. When he reached out to touch my hair, I unwrapped my bun to release it all.

He gently lifted a lock to his nose and inhaled. His eyes fluttered closed and he smiled. As I watched him, there was an unfamiliar warmth in my chest. We were so different in looks, but our souls felt the same.

I reached up to touch his face, running my fingers over his heavy brow and through the thick fur along his jaw. Muram's eyes opened and he looked at me with such affection, that I felt my heart swell.

"You are beautiful," he said.

For a moment, I thought he would say something else but he simply smiled and leaned over to pick up my hijab. I blinked, taking it automatically. I watched him back away from me with a frown. Did he not want me the way I wanted him?

“We should head for the village. It is not a short walk.”

His voice was gentle, but the words were like ice water. I jerked my head in a nod, hurriedly rewrapping my hijab. I had thought…? I mentally shook myself. It did not matter what I thought.

He was right, I realized as I put my camera and map back into my knapsack and shouldered it. What could there possibly be between us? We were too different. I had a life in Surabaya, a career. My family was there.

I had to go home.

∞∞∞

Muram

My body ached more with every step. I could smell the confusion and embarrassment rolling off of Anissa in waves. I wanted nothing more than to take her to my nest and finish the bonding. My body, my heart, my very soul cried out for her, but I could not ask her to abandon her life. What she did was important.

If she did not return home to present her findings, the jungle would continue to shrink every year until there was nothing left. There was more at risk than my life. Even if no one could speak my true name, I was still the protector of the jungle. And I would not be the reason Anissa failed in her noble work.

The silence between us was oppressive, and the trip to the village passed faster than I hoped. When I caught the scent of dozens of humans, I paused. They knew of me, but I was not permitted in the village during the day when visitors were present. I had to leave Anissa here.

Agony speared through my chest and I grit my teeth. I could not let her know what the separation would do to me. I knew her. She would insist on staying. But she would not be happy here with me.

“The village is just up ahead,” I said tightly. Another shockwave of pain went through me and I winced.

“Are you alright?” Anissa asked, turning to face me fully with a frown on her lovely face.

I nodded. “Safe travels.”

“Muram, I…” She trailed off when I turned and began walking back down the path we had taken. “Bye,” she said softly.

I did not dare look back. If I saw what expression came with that soft tone and hurt scent, I would not be able to leave. I was not strong enough. I walked faster.

I was barely out of her sight when my knees gave out. I sank to the jungle floor, bracing my hands on the ground as I dry heaved. It hurt far worse than I expected. Bonds were rejected so rarely, that my parents had only mentioned it in passing. To my kind, an incomplete bond was almost unheard of.

I laughed humorlessly and winced when another spike of pain went through my chest. How long would it take? I collapsed on the ground and rolled over to look up at the canopy. Above me animals were gathering, all staring down at me in confusion. They did not understand.

Who would protect them when I was gone?
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Chapter Seven

Anissa

I stared unseeing at the cup in my hands. All around me, the village women chatted as they cooked. I felt their stares, but I could not summon the energy to answer the unspoken questions. Had it been only two days? It felt like I had lived months in the time I was with Muram.

I felt different. Changed. Even if no one else knew, I felt like a woman who had known love. How was I going to return home and act like nothing had changed? Was I really going to marry someone else?

My thoughts ground to a halt. Someone else? Had I planned to marry Muram? I huffed a humorless laugh and several women glanced at me. I ignored the looks they exchanged. How would that work?

We were not the same. And what about my job? I had proof of the Crimson Sun Lily’s existence in the park. I had the means to stop the deforestation. Was I going to throw that away to run off into the jungle?

“What troubles you?” a voice suddenly asked.

I turned my head to see Emak standing at my side. She gave me a long look and jerked her head toward the door. I glanced around. All of the stares were directed elsewhere. I rose to my feet and followed Emak from the building.

“You saw him, didn’t you?” she asked the moment we were out of earshot.

“Who?” I hedged.

Emak squinted at me. “The Ahool. Muram.”

I raised my eyebrows. Despite what Muram had said about the village giving him his name, part of me shied away from revealing him. But if Emak already knew…

“Does everyone here know about him?” I asked.

Emak huffed. “Of course. So, as I said, what troubles you?”

“I found the flower I was looking for,” I said.

“And this upsets you?” Emak asked.

“No. Yes.” I sighed. “Maybe a little.”

“Hmm.” Emak gestured for me to walk with her.

We strolled down the main street in silence until we reached the edge of town where the jungle began to encroach. I turned to face her, but she was still looking out at the trees.

“There were once many Ahool in this jungle,” she said. “But as the jungle shrank, so did their numbers. And now, there is only one.” She sighed heavily. “I admit, our village was not always kind to the Ahool. Our ancestors feared them. Time has a way of changing hearts and minds.”

“What are you saying?” I whispered. My eyes shifted toward the trees before moving back to Emak.

“Muram is special to us,” she said. “I must know what happened between you.”

I shifted under her heavy gaze. “He helped me find the Crimson Sun Lily.”

“That mark on your forehead,” Emak said, giving it a pointed look. “It was not there when you left, and it would not be healed as much as it is without the right care. Muram treated your wounds.”

“Yes,” I said hesitantly.

“Did you spend the night with him?” Emak asked bluntly.

I stared at her. “No! Nothing like that. I was alone in his nest and he stayed outside.”

Emak eyed me shrewdly. “He showed you his wings, didn’t he?”

I inhaled so sharply that I almost choked. “What?”

Emak nodded like my reaction was answer enough. “It’s called displaying.” She dropped her head. “It’s done then.”

“What’s done? I don’t understand.”

As I looked between her and the jungle a coldness began to settle in my stomach. Why did she sound sad? She could not know how I felt about Muram. How hard it was going to be to take the truck to the airport tomorrow.

“It is said, an Ahool will only display once and then never again,” Emak said. “The Ahool mate for life, and the display is for their chosen.”

I took a step back. “I have to get my proof back to the university. I can’t stay here.”

Emak gave me a curious look. “Would you want to?”

“What?”

“Would you want to stay if you did not have to return to the city?” Emak repeated. “There are other ways to transport information, Anissa.”

I opened my mouth to disagree and paused. “Why are you saying this?”

Emak’s dark eyes searched my face. “Because you are different now. There is a longing in you that was not there before.”

I swallowed hard. I could not stay here. I had responsibilities. A job. My parents and brothers.

“Muram is not human,” I pointed out.

Emak nodded. “That is true, but do you think that makes a difference in the eyes of Allah?”

Emak's question hung heavy in the air, and I found myself at a loss for words.

Her gaze softened as she looked at me. "Love knows no boundaries, Anissa. It is not confined to the shape of our bodies or the color of our skin. It is a force that transcends all physical limitations and connects us at the deepest level of our being."

I felt a lump form in my throat as I tried to process her words. She made it seem so easy. But I would not live in sin with anyone. Not even Muram.

“My grandparent's Nikah was done in the local way,” Emak said gently. “Just the two of them. My grandfather gave my grandmother a portion of his land as his Mahr so that everything grown on it belonged to her. They lived many years together blessed by Allah.”

I tried to imagine it. Standing in that clearing full of flowers again, my hands held in Muram’s as we accepted each other as husband and wife in the eyes of Allah. And all that would follow such a contract. So many things that were no longer forbidden once we were married. I felt my cheeks heat.

Emak's words lingered in the air between us, and I could not help but feel a sense of longing in my heart. I had never considered the possibility of staying in the village, of building a life with Muram. But now, the idea seemed to take hold of me, refusing to let go.

"If I want to save this jungle, I have to go back," I said finally.

Emak tilted her head. “Not necessarily.”

∞∞∞

Muram




I made it to my nest and after staring up at it, I eased back against a tree and slid to the ground. I thought my nest was painful before it held Anissa, but now it was a reminder of how close I had been to what I truly desired. She slept in my nest, allowed me to care for her, hold her. And our kiss. I would hold that memory close until my life faded.

Already, I could hear her voice calling me from a distance. Beckoning me into the next life. I sighed, my head falling back against the tree trunk with a thump. The jungle was alive around me, but all I could hear was the sound of my Kekasih’s voice slowly approaching. The pain faded as her voice grew louder, and I closed my eyes.

If this was death, it was surprisingly nice. The birds in the branches above me called out a warning. My eyes flew open to see a familiar form pushing through the undergrowth toward me. I frowned. It could not truly be her.

She wore pure white pants and tunic and a crimson scarf over her head and neck. She looked up as my eyes landed on her face and our eyes met. Anissa? But how? I slowly rose to my feet, the pain fading by the minute.

“Why?” I asked when she reached me.

“I couldn’t leave,” she said. She gave me that same soft look I loved so much. “I want to be with you.”

Maybe I had died after all. There was no other explanation.

“You want to stay?” I whispered. Please do not let this be a dream, I begged anyone who would listen. Do not let it be a last beautiful hallucination before the end. I could not take it.

Anissa approached me slowly as if I were a frightened animal. How bad must I look for her to be so careful with me? My throat was too tight to speak.

“I think you care for me,” Anissa said. She only hesitated for a moment before she reached up to cup my face. “I care for you, too.”

My eyes burned. “You do?”

She smiled faintly. “I do.”

I was helpless to resist the gentle pull of her hands. I lowered my head until she touched her cheek to mine. “Marry me, Muram,” she whispered.

I gasped and clutched her body close to mine. “Truly?”

Anissa pulled back to look up at me with teary eyes. “The Holy Quran says, ‘And one of His signs is that He created mates for you from yourselves that you may find rest in them, and He put between you love and compassion.’” She smiled softly. “I think we were created of each other.”

“Yes,” I said. “I will marry you in the way of your kind. I will bond with you any way you are willing.”

“Then it is done,” Anissa said, nuzzling her face into my chest.

As easy as that? I closed my eyes, feeling for that sharp broken piece inside me. The bond that never was. But there was nothing. Only the glowing warmth of completion.

“Take me to our nest, husband?” Anissa looked up at me shyly.

I carefully scooped her into my arms. With a flap of my wings, I launched us upward. Carrying her inside the nest the second time was surreal. After her injury, panic and concern had dulled the effect of seeing her inside my nest. But with her awake and smiling in my arms, it hit me all at once.

We were bonded. Married. I gently set her on her feet to open the chest at the back of the nest. It was an heirloom, passed down from my father and his father before him. I lightly stroked the bride names carved into the wood, representing over a dozen bonded pairs.

I did not think I would ever open it. When I made the nest and wove the bonding cloth, I had no hope of using it. But I made it as beautiful as I could anyway. As I turned to present it to my beloved, her expression made all of the effort worth it.

She silently watched me arrange the cloth, pallet, and pillows into a comfortable sleeping surface. When I finished, I knelt and held out my hand to her. She took it without hesitation.

We knelt together in the center of the bedding, both of us looking down at her hands in mine. I had never let myself imagine this moment. Anissa lifted her hands to unwind her scarf. As she released her hair, it fell around her shoulders like dark silk. Long and glossy and even more beautiful now that I was permitted to see it.

I longed to reach for her, but I waited patiently as my wife slowly removed her clothes. When she was bare above the waist, she moved closer. I lightly ran my knuckles up the side of her neck and sank my fingers into the warm weight of her hair. She sighed and closed her eyes. She was so lovely, I could not decide where to touch her first.

I stroked the back of her neck, as I trailed my other hand down the center of her body. Grazing the small swells of her breasts and the vulnerable softness of her belly. She giggled when I circled her navel with a fingertip. I smiled at her and caressed up her ribs to cup one breast. Her laugh ended in a soft moan.

I had never seen a human woman unclothed, but I knew all others would pale in comparison to my love. I carefully rubbed over her small brown nipple, watching her lips part in pleasure.

“How does it feel?” I asked, lightly tugging on the hardening flesh.

“Good!” she gasped.

I slid my other hand down to mimic my actions on her other breast. Anissa arched into it, beginning to pant as she moaned my name. I felt heavy pressure between my thighs for a brief moment before my shaft began to emerge.

I tried to ignore the sensation, focusing instead on Anissa and her pleasure. I continued to tease her nipples, rolling them gently between my fingers as she moaned and writhed in my grasp.

"Muram," she breathed, her eyes squeezed closed in pleasure. "Please, more."

"You are so very lovely," I murmured, leaning in to press a gentle kiss to her shoulder. She shivered at the contact, her breathing becoming ragged. I couldn't resist any longer - I had to taste her. I moved my mouth to her breast, swirling my tongue around her nipple and sucking gently.

Anissa cried out, her fingers tangling in the fur on my arms. I licked and sucked at her tender flesh, reveling in her sounds of pleasure. The evidence of how well I was pleasing my Kekasih.

I continued to worship her body with my mouth, moving from one breast to the other. Anissa's reactions were intoxicating, fueling my desire for her. I could feel my shaft fully emerge, throbbing with need.

But I would not rush this moment. I wanted to cherish every second of our first union. I had waited so long, never thinking this moment would come. Nothing would keep me from basking in every moment of her pleasure.

I wrapped my hands around Anissa’s ribcage to lift her closer to my mouth. She cried out, her thighs spreading on either side of my hips as she clung to me.

“Please, Muram!” she gasped.

Her hips rolled against my belly and I could feel the feverish heat just beneath her clothes. With a final lick, I pulled away and looked up at her face. She was flushed with pleasure, her eyes heavy-lidded and glazed with desire.

"How are you feeling, my love?" I asked softly.

Anissa took a shuddering breath. “I want more of you,” she said.

“Yes,” I agreed.

I kissed her in the valley between her breasts and lay her down in the center of our soft bedding. I stroked my fingertips down her belly to the waist of her pants. I looked at her face to see her staring between my legs in clear fascination. I glanced down at myself.

My ridges were already raised, precome drooling from my pointed tip. Anissa reached down to touch me. I hissed at the light drag of her fingertips over each sensitive ridge and the valley of slick flesh in between. She slowly raised her hand to her lips and hesitantly licked.
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Chapter Eight

Anissa

I considered the taste. Salty and vaguely sweet. I licked my hand clean and looked up to see Muram watching me. His lips were parted enough to show a hint of his sharp canines and he was panting. His eyes were dark and hungry, but I was not afraid. Some might look at him as a monster, but not me.

I reached down between us to unbutton my pants and pull down the zipper. I gently took one of his hands and slid it down the front of my pants, biting my bottom lip when his fingers found the hot slickness of my farji. One thick finger slipped between my folds, the rough texture making me arch in pleasure.

Muram dropped into a crouch over me. His knees settled between mine, keeping my thighs parted as he carefully explored. His free hand landed beside my head, close enough that I turned my head to kiss his thumb. He smiled and nuzzled the side of my breast before looking back down to watch his hand moving between my legs.

His finger slid up and down my slit, dragging slickness from my entrance to my throbbing nub. He crooked his finger and I felt every ridge of his fingerprint. My thighs trembled at the shock of pleasure and I grabbed his shoulders.

Muram's eyes flicked up to meet mine, desire burning bright in their depths. His finger continued to move, circling my sensitive nub before slipping back down to ease inside me. I cried out at the sensation, my hips bucking up to meet his hand. My body slowly gave way for his thick finger.

Muram growled low in his throat, the sound sending shivers down my spine. I frantically struggled to push my pants down, needing more of him. All of him. Muram moved his hand, casually curling his tongue around his slick finger as I shoved my pants and underwear down my thighs and off.

“More!” I gasped.

Muram gripped my thighs in his large hands and spread them wide. He settled on his belly and his short muzzle dragged over my inner thigh before he lipped at my damp folds. He spread me with his thumbs and licked into me. I tensed, my breath frozen in my chest at the gut punch of pleasure.

He did not pause. He licked at me hungrily. Loud and messy, bathing every inch of my farji with his tongue. I gripped handfuls of the bedding, trying and failing to hold back my cries.

Muram's groans of pleasure vibrated against my sensitive skin as he devoured me. His tongue dipped inside me, sliding deep and spreading my tight farji. One of his thumbs slipped and grazed my throbbing clit. I sobbed when I came, my inner muscles fluttered around his thrusting tongue.

“Muram,” I moaned.

He looked up at me, his eyes glowing with a fierce hunger. "Yes, my love," he urged, his voice guttural. "Take your pleasure."

He slipped two thick fingers deep inside my clenching heat and fluttered his tongue against my sensitive clit. I gasped for breath, not prepared for the wave I could feel cresting again. I cried out, helplessly bucking my hips against his face as he urged me on. I came hard, my inner muscles clenching around his fingers as I screamed his name.

I was still shaking when he dragged me under him. I wrapped my legs around his thick waist, desire making me bold. His fur was soft on my inner thighs as he positioned his shaft at my entrance and paused. Our eyes met, and for a brief moment the hunger faded and we gazed at each other.

“Take me,” I murmured. “I’m ready.”

He jerked his head in a nod, and his thick shaft began to spread me open. He was far larger than two fingers. I panted, struggling to relax even as I trembled at the overwhelming stretch. Muram's eyes never left mine as he pushed deeper, his shaft inching its way into my slick heat. I could feel every ridge and bump of his length, and I could not help but moan as he filled me.

Once he was fully seated inside me, he stilled, letting us both adjust to the new sensation. I could feel his heart pounding against my chest, matching the rhythm of my own. He leaned down and pressed a soft kiss to my lips, his tongue slipping out to taste me once more.

Slowly, he began to move, pulling out before easing back inside. The ache began to fade, my earlier need returning with a vengeance. I wrapped my arms around his back and jerked my hips into his next thrust. I moaned at the deep, rolling pleasure.

Muram responded with a low growl, picking up his pace as he drove into me again and again. I met him thrust for thrust, my body slick with sweat as I chased after the next wave of pleasure. His mouth dragged over my neck, teeth nipping at the sensitive skin as he moved above me. I arched into him, my fingers digging into his back as I urged him on. The tension inside me built with each powerful thrust, my climax just out of reach.

Muram seemed to sense my need, his movements becoming more urgent as he drove into me. His shaft hit deep inside me, the ridges dragging against my walls with every thrust. My breath hitched as he angled his hips just right, the pleasure bordering on pain. Muram's growls grew louder, the sound filling our nest as he took me with an almost brutal force. I cried out, my fingers clenching in his fur as I came apart beneath him.

My inner muscles clamped down on his shaft as I rode out my release, the waves of pleasure crashing over me like a tidal wave. Muram continued to pound into me, his hips slapping against mine as he chased his pleasure. I was vaguely aware of crying out over and over, begging for more, and nearly incoherent in my ecstasy.

“Kekasih,” Muram gasped.

The tenderness in his voice made my eyes burn, and when I squeezed my eyes closed in pleasure a single tear rolled down the side of my face. Muram stilled above me, his movements slowing as he reached his own climax. He pressed his forehead to mine, our heavy breaths mingling as we both came down from the high.

“I love you, Anissa,” he said. “I have loved you for years.”

I considered his words. I thought of the way he had treated me so gently from the beginning, making me feel safe and cherished. The way he saw me. I suddenly realized why he had sounded so choked up when he called me Kekasih. He had called me his beloved before he even knew my name.

As we lay there, still intertwined, I could not help but marvel that I had found my other half in the middle of the jungle a thousand kilometers from home. I ran my hands over Muram’s back, his soft fur sliding between my fingers.

“I love you too, Muram,” I said.

I had never felt this way about anyone before. Muram had awakened something deep within me, a part of myself that I never knew existed. A better, stronger, braver version of myself.

He raised his head to look down at me tenderly. “I will spend the rest of my life making you happy, Anissa.”

I pulled him down into a kiss.

∞∞∞

Six Months Later

Muram

It was interesting the things that changed and what stayed the same. I looked around the nest I shared with my beloved. Anissa had added things over the weeks. Small feminine touches. A woven cloth to cover the table I had carved for her and more pillows for our bedding.

The entire nest smelled like us. It was difficult to remember what it was like to be alone. Every day with my Kekasih was a soothing balm on the long, painful years. I looked around the nest. I had taken advantage of her absence, using the time to clean.

I walked to the door and looked up at the sky. She should be finished with her visit to the village soon. I jumped from the nest and swung from branch to branch, quickly making my way toward the village. I paused within hearing distance and sniffed the air.

Anissa's scent was faint, but getting closer. I dropped to the ground in time to watch her walk through the trees with her arms full. I hurried to take the large basket from her and leaned down to steal a kiss. Anissa grinned up at me.

“Good news today!” she said, bouncing on her toes a couple of times.

I smiled at her joy. “I am eager to hear it.”

Anissa gestured for us to continue walking. “The government has finally passed new legislation,” she said excitedly. “Jail time for attempts at deforestation and nearly five hundred hectares have been added to the border of the park as a buffer.”

“Congratulations, beloved,” I said, pride swelling in my chest.

When Anissa sent her proof to the university, she worried that it would not be enough without her presence. But the university had been surprisingly motivated. They sent periodic updates through the village’s spotty satellite internet connection, and over the past few months it became obvious that change was happening.

Anissa beamed. “Thank you,” she said, reaching up to cup my face. “I could not have done it without you.”

I shook my head. “You give me far too much credit, Kekasih.”

She waved off my words. “Modesty,” Anissa teased. “Let’s go home.”

I paused, letting her walk down the path ahead of me. Home. Yes. With her, my nest finally felt like home. My Kekasih was my home.

Anissa turned to look back at me. “Are you coming?” she called.

I smiled and nodded. I would follow my beloved anywhere.

Thank you for reading! I hope you enjoyed this story as much as I enjoyed writing it. If you have a minute, I would love a review. :) 

If you would like to stay up to date with new releases, join my mailing list! Don't worry, I won't spam you. :P
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