Without Thinking

by Ashren

“What’s that?” Tarzan landed next to Jane as she emerged from the trees. She was cradling something in her arms. She held it up, smiling. “Jane? That’s a leopard cub.” Tarzan said, staring at the tiny bundle.

“I know, isn’t he sweet?” She said, beaming at his far from pleased expression.

“Jane? Leopards kill gorillas. They kill humans. A leopard killed my real parents.” He replied. “You have to kill it, to protect us all.”

“No! Look at him, he’s helpless! Killing him would be murder out of cold blood!” Jane said, looking shocked at his request.

“He may be helpless now, but he will grow.” Said Tarzan, a note of anger in his voice.

“All the more reason for me to keep him. If I raise him, he won’t learn to hunt, he’ll be tame.” Said Jane defiantly, stroking the thing’s head. It yawned, showing small pointy teeth.

“Look at those! Look! You can’t tame anything with teeth like that!” He said, pointing at the cub’s mouth.

“Nonsense. You can tame anything if you put your mind to it.” She said, burying her face in its stomach. “And you’re going to be the sweetest, tamest little kitten in the whole-”

“JANE! Don’t be stupid! It’s a LEOPARD!” Tarzan said, raising his voice. He immediately regretted it. Jane looked hurt. “Why didn’t you just leave it where you found it Jane?” He asked.

“It was abandoned. I couldn’t just leave it. It would die!”

“Well, that would be what was ment to happen, and it would have been no one’s fault.” Said Tarzan in a pained voice. He looked at her, not wanting to upset her. “You can keep it until it can fend for itself. Then you must release it. A long way from us.” Jane smiled.

“Oh thankyou Tarzan!” She held the tiny yellow ball of fur up to her face. “I’m going to call you……Feroce.” She said.

“Why?” Asked Tarzan.

“Means ‘fierce’ in French.”

“Well, that’s a good start to taming it. Giving it a name like ‘fierce’.” Said Tarzan sarcastically.

“Well I couldn’t remember the words for ‘sweet’ and ‘gentle’, alright? I was never much good at French. Just sounds nice. Feroce. Hmm.” Tarzan rolled his eyes.

*~*~*~*

A month or two passed, the temperature getting hotter day by day. Feroce grew quickly, much to the horror of the other gorillas, the ones with small young, but the cub did seem to be becoming quite tame. Jane, though, could not get him to eat bananas, and so let him catch rodents in the forest. The older he became, the livelier he became, and his energy seemed endless. It was going quite well until Jane was awoken one morning to the sound of Tarzan’s footsteps thundering towards her over the wooden treehouse floor.

“JANE?” He said, almost shouting. She looked up fearfully into his angry face, shrinking back into the pillows. “Do you know what has happened?” She shook her head. “One of the young gorillas is missing, and I found blood on some leaves near to where that…that Leopard of yours sleeps, whom, may I add has also been mysteriously absent this morning. Do you see a connection?” Jane pushed herself up defiantly and got out of bed.

“No I don’t.” She lied. “That blood could have been from anything, there’s nothing to prove it was my Feroce”

“No other predators are going to hunt where they can smell a rival. Even if it didn’t take the young gorilla, sooner or later it will start to. I have to protect this family. We have to. You must to dispose of it.”

“No Tarzan. I can’t do it. How could you even consider it? You’re being so cold.” Tarzan swung around. His blow caught Jane across her cheek.

“NO! You’re the one who’s being cold! Keeping that creature, doing nothing as it kills off members of our family!” He was breathing hard, his fists still clenched. Then he saw Jane. She was curled up, shaking and sobbing on the floor, her hand covering the side of her face. He stared down at her in dismay, realising what he had just done. “Jane, I…I’m so sorry…I didn’t mean to…I didn’t want to hurt you…I’m so sorry.” He crouched over her, trying to see into her face. He pulled her round to face him. “Show me?” Unable to look at him, she shook her head slowly, trying to pull herself away from him. “Please Jane. I really am sorry.” She glanced into his eyes, then slowly lifted her hand away, revealing her cheek. There was a cut across it, and the skin surrounding it was bruised. “Oh Jane, I’m so sorry.” He tried to hug her, but she pushed him away, her hand now covering the cut again, tears streaking her face. He reached out and stroked her hair, trying to comfort her, but she tensed up, shrinking away from him.

“Please don’t touch me.” She whispered. Tarzan felt sick for what he had done, and could feel the hot salty tears in his own eyes now. He stood up slowly.

“I really am so sorry Jane.” He said quietly, looking down at her. He wished she would stand up, let him hug her, accept his apology, for this terrible thoughtless thing he had done. But she just sat there, still crying quietly, the salty tears stinging her as they ran down her cheek into the cut, a red streak across her pale, beautiful face. He stared down at his own fist. He had hardly felt it, when he hit her, yet he had still managed to hurt her so terribly, in so many ways. “Please forgive me Jane.” He said. She didn’t answer. “Please?” No sign at all. He decided it would be best to leave her for a while. He turned when he reached the door. Jane was still sat, leaning against the side of the bed, her face buried in her arms, resting on her knees which were drawn up to her chest. Like a small frightened child, Tarzan thought. He had the most terrible desire to run back over her, to hug her, to apologise and reassure her over and over again until she believed him, to kiss her and make it all better, but he knew that she didn’t want his comfort right now. He left her.

*~*~*~*

The heat was intense, steam was rising like a transparent upward flowing waterfall from the lake, and the as-yet cloudless sky was a bright painted blue. Beneath the shade of a particularly leafy tree, Jane watched the Elephants, far below at the water’s edge, and covered with mud too keep themselves cool. She ran her fingers over her bruised, cut cheek. It was later the same day, and Jane had run there to escape the terrible happenings of that morning. She had been, not so much physically hurt, but more shocked. She had never imagined that Tarzan could do such a thing as hit her. It scared her. Tarzan had changed. Perhaps he would stay like that. All because she had had to go and adopt a baby Leopard. She felt the cut again, the long red streak through her face. Like a cross, thought Jane. A cross through her face, to show that Tarzan didn’t love her anymore. The very thought made her want to cry. She crawled out on hands and knees, and peered down over the side of the ledge. There was quite a long drop, down to the next ledge, covered in rocks and scrubby grass. If she fell now, she would probably die. She thought how easy that would be. To just jump. After all, Tarzan hated her, the gorillas hated her. The only person who seemed to like her was Feroce, and he was the cause of all this awful torment. Jane stared down for a long time. No, she thought. She crawled backwards, still peering fearfully downwards. It was almost hypnotic, staring at death. She stood up, but kept walking backwards, until she caught her heel on a stone, sending her flying. She hit her head as she landed.

“Oww.” She said dully. Staring up dazedly, she saw a yellow blur. “Wha?” She squinted, trying to make out what it was, but her question was answered when she felt something wet land on her face. “Oh FEROCE! Yuk!” She said, wiping the drool out of her eye. The Leopard stared down at her, mouth open, yellow eyes gleaming. Another glob of saliva ran off the end of a sabre-like tooth. Jane wiped her face again. “Oh get off me you humungous cat! You’re crushing me.” Feroce retreated into the shadows, then returned with something in his mouth. Something small, grey and furry. Jane gasped. It was the carcass of a baby gorilla. “Oh my goodness! That’s terrible!” She said, turning away from the horrific sight. “So…It was you, Feroce. I thought I’d tamed you.” She looked at him sadly. He obviously didn’t feel the same. Jane was knocked over backwards, as the Leopard sprung at her. A play fight. “No Feroce, no! Get off me. No games!” She said. Feroce took no heed. Just like a cub playing with a sibling, he sensed that she didn’t want a fight, and tried to provoke her. Jane screamed, as Feroce’s claws slashed playfully across her arm, leaving deep gashes in the skin. She kicked at his abdomen. This was a bad idea. Feroce, now thinking she was joining in, bared his teeth and made for her face. She blocked him by holding her streaming arm under his chin. He gnashed at her, making running movements with his huge paws, tearing up the skin on her legs and shoulders. She screamed louder, trying to roll out from under him. Terror and pain gave her strength, and she managed to push him backwards off her, but only to leap unhurt at her again. But he was only young, and miscalculated the strength put into the spring. The force knocked them both over the edge, tumbling through the air towards the ground.

*~*~*~*

No where, even here, under the dense foliage of the jungle, seemed to manage to provide complete shade from the glaring sun. Tarzan shifted slightly, to prevent burning from the small patches of sunlight on his back, shining through gaps in the leaves. He was staring at his hand again, still disbelieving of what he had done that morning. It had happened so quickly, before he could even realise what he was doing. He had been so angry. He hated himself for it, and he thought, Jane hated him too. No, it was worse than that. Jane was frightened of him. Oh so much worse than hate. How could he have done something like that to her? He had seen her leave the treehouse, glancing fearfully in his direction, covering her face with her hand again, and heading for the cliff overlooking the lake. He had thought about following her, but decided she needed some space, so he had let her go alone. It was awful to see her so upset. How would she ever trust him again? Why did he get so angry? He remembered the missing baby gorilla, and the blood on the leaves. What if Jane had been right? That it hadn’t been Feroce? Meaning that he had hit Jane for no reason. The expression on her face seemed to be permanently projected in front of his eyes, so that he couldn’t escape from it. Terror, hurt, shock, dis-belief, all in the same expression, and of course, the horrible cut and bruising, caused by his own hand, below her wide, tear filled eyes. If only he had thought.

“TARZAN! TARZAN WHERE ARE YOU? SOMETHING AWFUL HAS HAPPENED!” Tarzan jumped up. Kala, Tarzan’s mother, came crashing through the trees, cradling something in her massive arms.

“What is it?” Asked Tarzan fearfully, expecting the worst. Kala showed Tarzan what she was carrying. It was Jane. She was covered in gashes and bruises, her hair full of dust and bits of grass. Several of her fingers looked broken. “Is she…” Asked Tarzan, staring into her face, brushing her hair out of it with his hand.

“She’s alive. But unconscious. I think she may have broken her left arm and leg, and mabey some of the bones in her side. She’s been slashed up pretty badly too.” Tarzan looked at her.

“What happened to her?” He asked.

“She fell off the ledge overlooking the lake.”

“How did she survive?” He asked in dis-belief.

“I’m not sure exactly, but when I found her she was lying over Feroce. I guess, from the look of these cuts, he attacked her, and they both fell over the edge. He cushioned her fall.” Said Kala.

“He’s dead?” Kala nodded. “I’ll take her up to her bed, splint some of these breakages and that sort of thing.” Offered Tarzan. Kala nodded. Tarzan carried Jane up the ladder. Once inside, he laid her carefully on the bed. He used a piece of damp cloth to clean the cuts, taking a lot of care over the one he himself had delivered. Her cheek there was all swollen, the bruise was a dark almost purple colour. He bit his lip and kept on working, bandaging her leg, arm, and around her rib-cage, as he had seen her do many times, washing her hair and skin, and finally dressing her in a white night-dress. She didn’t come round for hours, but when she finally did, he sat next to her, pressing a wet cloth to her forehead, and stroking her hair gently.

“Tarzan.” She said softly, a faint smile on her face. She tried to move, but cried out as she leant on her broken arm and ribs.

“Shhh.” Said Tarzan comfortingly, a thing he had also learnt from Jane, helping her lie back down again.

“Why can’t I move?” She asked, her eyes tightly closed from the pain.

“You fell. Don’t you remember it?” He said, starting to sponge her face again.

“Oh yes.” She said faintly. “Feroce attacked me. He was play fighting. We both fell over the ledge.” She looked at him. “You were right. He did kill the baby gorilla. I’m so sorry I shouted at you, and then…you…” Tarzan knew what she had just remembered. The same expression of fear came over her face again. She raised her other arm to her face, finding the cut, pressing on the bruise to see if it was real.

“Jane, you do know how sorry I am that that happened.” Jane nodded, but she wasn’t looking at him anymore. “And that I really truly love you, more than anything else?” A pause this time, but followed by a nod. “So…won’t you forgive me? Please Jane?” He asked, trying to get her to look at him. “Please?” He reached out his hand. Jane did nothing for a long time. “I do love you, more than anything. I never wanted to hurt you.” He said. Jane glanced into his sad face, his green, regretful eyes. Finally, she took his hand, trying not to cry, but not able to stop herself. Tarzan bent over her and kissed her. “I’ll leave you alone for a while, okay?” He said, straightening up. Jane nodded, closing her eyes again, causing the tears she had managed to hold back to escape, wettening her face again. Tarzan left her too sleep.

*~*~*~*

The next few days were hotter than ever. The lake was shrinking, drained by the heat, leaving sticky brown mud around the edge of the water. There hadn’t been a drought like this for years, but Tarzan wasn’t too concerned with it. He had Jane to care for. Confined permanently to her bed, she spent a lot of time sleeping, trying to escape the terrible pains from her injuries. Tarzan helped her to wash, dress and brush hair, but even though she had told him she had forgiven him, she would flinch slightly if he made any sudden movements towards her. She didn’t trust him, still. He felt that same feeling of shame, every time she did that, it was terrible. He needed to talk to someone, someone who knew him in a different way as to the him that Jane knew. He went out to find Terk, his best friend. They sat atop a tree, the blazing sun on their backs.

“What’s botherin’ you, bro?” Asked Terk, eating an unfortunate ant that had crawled onto her hand.

“Terk, have you ever done anything really bad. Anything seriously terrible, in your whole life?” Tarzan asked her, looking out over the treetops.

“Must have done…um…ummm…well, there was that time when we were kids, when we accidentally upset the Elephants, and they came and stomped through where everyone was eating, and Kerchak got really mad. Do you remember that?” Tarzan nodded. Terk looked at him. “Why? What have you done?” She said, suspiciously. Tarzan looked down at his hands. He could feel the skin on his back burning, but he didn’t bother to move.

“I did something terrible.” He said, not looking at her.

“What?” Said Terk.

“I…I hit Jane. It was an accident really, but now she’s so scared of me. She jumps even if I raise my voice just a tiny bit. It’s awful.” He looked shamefully at Terk. She was staring at him, mouth open. “Woah.” She said softly, after a while, her shocked expression turning to that of sadness.

“I didn’t want to hurt her, you know I’d never want that. I was angry, about her leopard, and the missing baby gorilla. I went up to shout at her, and she accused me of being unfair, and…it sort of…happened. I felt terrible immediately afterwards. I wanted to kill myself for it. Her curled up shaking on the floor, that great horrible bruise across her face. It was awful. I love her so much.” He said, staring down again.

“That’s much worse than anything I’ve ever done.” She said. “Sorry.” She added, seeing the expression he now had on his face. “Do you want me to talk to her?”

“No. I have to sort this out. I just needed a best friend to talk to, that’s all.” Terk smiled weakly at him.

“You go do that. I’m sure everything will be okay eventually.” She said. “Hey, I gotta go do something now. Talk later?” Tarzan nodded. He sat for a while after she had left, thinking. Feroce was gone, so there was no reason for him to ever be angry with Jane again. Mabey Terk was right. Mabey everything would turn out all right. He hoped so.


Tarzan’s back was burning now. He decided to go for a swim in what was left of the lake. Everything was so dry. The fallen vines and leaves snapped below his feet, as he walked out into the sunlight from the shelter of the trees. The water was warm, but it was cooler than being out in the air. He walked along the sludgy lakebed, until it became deep enough to swim. Jane enjoyed swimming. He had taught her how to. It was quite comical to watch her, splashing a lot but determined, as she struggled across the surface, her legs getting quite tangled in her skirt. She learned very quickly. He wished she was there, with him, playing about in the water, her dark hair stuck to her face as she surfaced, always happy and laughing. What if she never got better? What if she was never happy again? The permanent sadness in her face made him feel worse than ever. Unable to move, to go outside, to do anything without help. Probably all his fault, too, Tarzan thought to himself. She will get better. She has to.

The sun was finally setting, the sky turning quite rapidly from blue to an orange-red colour. Tarzan wondered about Jane. He had been gone for an awfully long time, perhaps she needed something. He emerged from the lake, water running off the end of his nose and hair. He shook himself, as a gorilla would do. His hands and feet were covered in mud, cooling them, as the air was still very hot and quite dry. He sniffed. There was an odd smell in the air. Unfamiliar, and faint. He passed it as nothing. Walking quickly up through the forest, the smell became stronger, and he could hear a distant, indefinable noise. Wanting to know what it was, he took a vine and began to pull himself up. The higher he climbed, the louder the noise, a distant roar, the smell also becoming more pungent. Something was seeping through the forest, like a grey mist. He climbed faster, and as he emerged out over the canopy, the sight that met his eyes was that of pure chaos. Pink-red flames raged, advancing quickly through the dry forest, roaring like a huge angry beast. The continuous drought and scorching heat had triggered a forest fire! Smoke billowed in Tarzan’s face, stinging his eyes and inside his nose, as he stared out in dis-belief at the inferno. He recovered himself, clambering down part way, then setting off in the fastest way he knew- by vine. Darting agilely between the trees, he passed the gorillas, dropping down beside Kala.

“IS EVERYONE HERE?” He shouted over the roar.

“YES!” She shouted back.

“WHERE’S JANE?” Kala gasped, her hand flying to her mouth.

“OH NO! SHE’S STILL BACK THERE!” She cried.

“MAKE SURE EVERYONE GET’S OUT ALRIGHT. I HAVE TO GO GET HER.” He shouted, already starting to run.

“TARZAN! YOU DON’T HAVE A CHANCE!” Kala called after him, but he did not hear her. It wouldn’t have made a difference if he had. Kala watched him disappear, wanting to go after him, but she knew there was no stopping him. She turned finally, and began to run again, in the opposite direction.

*~*~*~*

Tarzan swung desperately from vine to vine, travelling faster than he had ever done before. The air was burning, filled with a deafening roar, everything was orange. He peered through the choking clouds of smoke, finally coming to where the treehouse was. It was already on fire. He swung up onto a branch, and leapt for the window. Sparks were flying into his face, stinging him. There was fire inside the room as well. Jane was curled up on the bed, screaming, and her face in her hands. He ran over and picked her up, turning to jump for the window again, but a part of the roof gave way, blocking them with a flaming wall. He leapt back across the bed, Jane’s right arm around his neck, her broken one laid in her lap. There was the second window, but that was facing back to where the fire was coming from. The only remaining option was the door, blocked partly by the collapsed roof. He jumped, burning himself as he passed through the flames, and reaching the door. He yanked it open. A searing wall of flames faced them. There were no vines for him to grab. He stared desperately through the fire. There were some vines hanging down, a couple of metres away, but he wouldn’t make the gap still holding Jane.

“JANE!” He shouted. She turned her face to look at him, her blue eyes wide with terror.

“I’M GOING TO HAVE TO LEAVE YOU HERE FOR A SECOND, SO I CAN JUMP AND GET THOSE VINES! I PROMISE I’LL COME BACK!” Jane shook her head, still staring at him.

“DON’T LEAVE ME HERE!” She choked.

“PLEASE JANE! YOU HAVE TO TRUST ME THAT I’LL COME BACK. I WON’T LEAVE YOU!” Jane clung tightly around his neck. “JANE, LISTEN TO ME! THIS IS OUR ONLY CHANCE. REMEMBER THE OLD ME? YOU WOULD HAVE TRUSTED HIM, WOULDN’T YOU? I HAVEN’T CHANGED JANE! YOU CAN STILL TRUST ME!” He looked pleadingly into her face. She stared back into his, the flames still raging around them, and slowly, she loosened her hold around his neck. He set her down carefully, then jumped again through the fire, gritting his teeth as they burned his skin. He grabbed the vine, and steered his momentum round so that he swung round in a curve, back through the flames. He quickly picked up Jane again, screaming as they leapt into the inferno, clinging to the vine. It had caught fire at the top, where it had been held so long in the flames. Tarzan grabbed another, as it broke, falling down into the hellish furnace below. He kept it up, grab, swing, grab, swing, finally escaping the scalding death they had almost suffered.

*~*~*~*

Both covered in burns and black with soot, they made it to the lake, where Tarzan knew it would be safe. The gorillas were there too, all accounted for. Kala ran up to them, tears rolling down her face, she could not believe that they were both alive.  Jane opened her eyes and lifted her head finally from where it had been buried in Tarzan’s shoulder.  She smiled at him.

“How did you get out alive?” Asked Kala, scarcely believing what she was seeing.

“I don’t really know. I just couldn’t leave Jane to die.” Said Tarzan, kissing Jane’s forehead.  He could see Terk with the other gorillas, smiling at them. She immediately looked away when she saw that he had seen her, and made out that she was pretending to be sick. He laughed, so happy that Jane trusted him again. It was as if someone had relieved him of a heavy load, so that he felt he was so light he could fly.

*~*~*~*

A week or so later. The terrible hot, dry days were ending, and clouds were gathering overhead, a sure sign of rain. Tarzan, Jane, and the gorillas had almost managed to get their lives back to normal. The fire had ended as fast as it had begun, dieing as it reached the edge of the cliff. The treehouse had been completely destroyed, but they were planning to build another as soon as Jane could walk independently again. All of her smaller cuts and bruises had healed, including, to Tarzan’s relief, the one across her cheek, as if to confirm that their awful troubles were over.

“I will still never forgive myself for what I did. It’s the sort of thing you can never un-do.” They were leant against a tree, Tarzan playing affectionately with Jane’s hair. She turned her head to kiss him.

“No. I think you did more than un-do it. I know you would never want to hurt me on purpose. You proved that to me, by risking your life to save mine. And you cared for me so well when I fell off the cliff. I know that you love me. And that I love you.” She said, brushing his hair behind his ears.

“I’ll always love you.” He said, smiling at her.

“I know.”

