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Somewhere across the ocean and over the fields, past the deserts and the forests, there is a land nestled among mountains. The endless peaks reach far above the clouds to stare at the sun in the face, and to look down upon the earth like giants on their thrones of stone. These mountains stand guard over a valley, a valley overrun with jungle, where flowers and trees and animals thrive undisturbed, away from the rest of the world. The Valley of Clouds, as it was once called by people that time has forgotten, is home to countless wonders, from monkeys the color of sky and flame, to birds that can sing the songs of the gods, to blooms whose scent is enough to make the hearts of men weep in ecstasy. But none of the wonders of the Valley of Clouds can compare to what lies at a clearing on the lowest point of the Valley. There, on a small island in a pool of crystalline water, stands a Mango Tree. The boughs of the Tree are full and rich, with emerald leaves and strong, healthy branches. But the fruit, oh the fruit is the true marvel. Mangoes as big as a horse’s head, skin the color of sunset, and flesh as yellow as pure gold. The flavor is sweet and intoxicating, the juice abundant and free-flowing; it leaves your face and hands sticky and your heart content. It was once said that those who ate the fruit of the Mango Tree would be happy for the rest of their days.
At the very top of the Valley, at opposite ends of the slopes, lie two caves. One of the caves is dark and ominous, surrounded by sharp rocks and bones. This is the cave of the Tiger. The Tiger was a ferocious creature, with burning orange fur and ebony stripes. His fangs were long and wicked, and his claws could tear through the wood of the strongest trees as if it were the stuff of clouds. The other cave was small and round. Two weeping willows stood guard in front of the mouth of the cave, shading the entrance with curtains of green. This was the cave of Rika. Rika was a girl, a human girl. It is unknown where she came from, but she had always lived in the cave and the denizens of the Valley could not remember a time when Rika was not seen prancing with the deer or eating from the berry bushes…or running from the Tiger. Ever since anyone could remember Rika would every day hike from her cave to the Mango Tree in search of the wondrous fruit. And every day she would find the Tiger waiting for her, patiently honing his claws. She would dance into the pool, and stand frozen. Rika would look at the Tiger, and the Tiger would look at Rika. One pair of eyes filled with terror, the other brimming with hunger. And with a shriek and a roar, the chase would begin. The lumbering shape of the Tiger would crash through the foliage after the darting shape of Rika as she ducked and sprang over roots and under branches. The deer would stumble out of their path, rabbits would go back into their hidey-holes, and monkeys would yell and cheer from the branches high above, enjoying the spectacle. Finally Rika's slight frame would reach the slopes and clamber to the safety of her cave, and the Tiger would slink back to his lair on the opposite side of the Valley, hungry and tired and frustrated. Rika would lean on the wall of her cave, struggling to catch her breath, relieved to have closely avoided death. The sun would set over the mountains, the animals would return to their homes, and the drama would end. At least, until the next day.
One day, the sun was breaking through the peaks, lighting the ice caps into beacons of whiteness and filling the forest floor with patterns of shimmering green. The birds began their morning songs, and the Valley was filled with heavenly music. Rika yawned awake in her cave, softly rubbing sleep from her eyes and basking in the wonder of the birdsong. The Tiger stretched his long, powerful limbs, letting an annoyed growl escape his lips as the sweet melody brought a sharp pain to his temples. Just another morning in the Valley of Clouds. The girl walked to the mouth of the cave, parted her willow curtain, and looked out upon the boughs of the Valley, a determined scowl on her lips. As she ran and dodged and flew down the slopes, she felt her powerful legs pushing her faster and faster. Years of swinging on the trees, dancing with the animals, and running from the Tiger had sculpted her body into the epitome of athleticism. Sleek frame, quick muscles, strong limbs; she was as fast and agile as any animal. With this realization Rika began to form a plan, a plan that would finally allow her to take the fruit of the Mango Tree and free herself from the Tiger’s interminable hunt. With this plan in mind she burst through the clearing and stood defiantly on the pool, finding the Tiger at his usual resting place beneath the shade of the Tree. But before the Tiger could get up to strike, Rika spoke to him in a strong, clear voice: “Tiger, you and I have been locked in this endless dance for years. Neither of us is getting what we want, and time is slipping through our fingers. I propose a way to settle this rivalry once and for all. There are two stones, at opposite ends of the Valley. They are as tall as trees, and at night they glow like starlight, one blue and one green. Meet me at the Green Stone when the sun is highest in the sky, and from there we shall race to the Blue Stone. If you are able to reach the Stone before I can, I will gladly allow you to devour me. However, if I reach the Stone before you, you shall forever cease to chase me through this Valley, and you will allow me to eat from the Mango Tree to my heart’s content. This is my proposal. Do you accept?” With this she stood silent, looking the great cat straight in the eye. During the time she had been speaking, a crowd of animals had gathered around the clearing, and had heard of the wager Rika had put forth. They all now stood in anticipation as the Tiger pondered her words. The Tiger was a wise animal, having lived in the Valley since anyone could remember. He was also a strong animal, long and heavy and majestic, and he was confident in his ability to outrun this mere speck of a girl. This wager would finally deliver to him what he had been after for so many years, and it would end the cycle of hunter and prey, eliminating the only creature in the Valley that had ever escaped his claws. With a nod of his great head and a smile filled with wicked fangs, the Tiger consented, and the wager was set.
One hour later Rika was sitting under the Green Stone, anxiously awaiting the arrival of her adversary. Although her courage had never failed her before, her confidence in victory over a creature as powerful as the Tiger dwindled as every minute passed, her resolve slipping away from her like sand in an hourglass. After what felt like an eternity, the Tiger finally ambled into the clearing around the Stone, closely followed by a crowd of all kinds of animals that had gathered to watch the race. He fixed Rika with a stare filed with anticipation, hunger, and just a bit of amusement. Rika nodded to him, and they both took their places with their backs to the Green Stone. A large eagle flew down from her nest in the treetops and stood in front of the two contenders. The eagle looked at them both, nodded, and let out a long, high screech. The Tiger exploded from where he was standing, barreling towards the trees in a flash of speed that was belied by his enormous body. Light on her feet, Rika hesitated for only an instant before darting behind him, a bolt of lightning that was almost impossible to see. Rika soon caught up, and she and the Tiger were head to head. The Tiger was an unstoppable force, crashing through the brush as if through thin air, while Rika dodged and dove over roots and under branches, seemingly flying through the undergrowth like a dove in the breeze. The Tiger was shocked to see this tiny thing keeping pace with him, but then he looked back upon the years they had spent running through the jungle, and he knew that every day had just been preparation leading to this moment. With another fanged smile, he looked ahead and lengthened his stride, putting on more speed as they came towards the halfway point: the clearing of the Mango Tree. Seeing the Tiger begin to pull ahead, Rika urged her legs to go faster, faster than she had ever gone, faster than any creature in the Valley had ever seen. In seconds they were in the clearing, splashing through the pool, rushing under the boughs of the Tree, and diving back into the foliage on the other side. For a moment Rika contemplated going back, snatching a mango while the Tiger was busy running, and then sneaking back to her cave, but the thought sent a pang of guilt through her chest. This was the Tiger, who had been an ever-present figure in her life. He was as much a constant in her days as the air she breathed, the sun in the sky, and the mountains around her. With a start she realized that on some days she even forgot about the mangoes; she merely went to the clearing to see the Tiger, so that they could run together and continue their eternal game. She could never, would never betray him, her oldest friend. Lost in thought as she was, she at first did not realize that the Tiger was no longer beside her, but far behind, struggling to catch up. The forest was becoming less dense before her, and she knew that the clearing of the Blue Stone was just ahead. The Tiger, realizing that the end of the race was near, and that he was close to defeat, pushed harder and harder, willing his muscles to go faster, but he could not match the speed of this lightning girl. As he came to terms with the fact that he had lost, he expected to feel angered, frustrated, and hungry. But instead all he could feel was contentment, and even a measure of pride. This girl, her prey for so many years, had finally defeated him, the mightiest creature in the Valley of Clouds. He would never get to eat her now, for the Tiger was a cat of his word, but he did not feel sad. Instead, he felt relief. He could not imagine a day without Rika ahead of him, barely escaping his grasp, always one leap ahead of his teeth. The girl was as much a part of him as his burning orange fur and ebony stripes. He couldn’t have brought himself to eat her, even if he had won the race. But he hadn’t, and as he came to a stop next to Rika, both panting and sweating, he could not help but marvel at this beautiful creature whom he had once tried to devour, but whom he could not imagine living without. They looked into each other’s eyes, seeing this newfound affection between them, and they both began to laugh.
Rika had won the Great Race of the Mango Tree, as the denizens of the Valley would come to call it, and thus she was entitled to a life free of pursuit, and full of golden mangoes. Side by side, Rika and the Tiger walked to the clearing that day, breathing in the sweet aroma of the flowers and enjoying the victory songs that the birds sang in their honor under the setting sun of the Valley of Clouds. They crossed the pool, and rested on each other as twilight approached, plucking the legendary fruit of the Tree and sharing it for the first time as friends. And so Rika and the Tiger remembered what was once said of the fruit of the Mango Tree, and they both knew that, together, they would be happy for the rest of their days.
