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All living creatures need one another

even though the connection is not clear.

It is said, ‘When one tugs at a single

thing in nature, he finds it attached to

the rest of the world.’

Chapter 1: Midnight Visitor

Ranjan’s mother came in to check on him. “Why aren’t you asleep? Stop reading that book. It’s well past your bedtime.”

“I’m not sleepy at all.”

“If you lie down and close your eyes, you will fall asleep in no time!” His mother took the book from him and waited until he got into bed. She covered him with a soft blanket and wished him goodnight.

Ranjan was not sleepy because he had spent the day in bed. A bad cold had kept him at home, and he had slept for hours because of the cold medication.

After his mother left the room, Ranjan closed his eyes. He kept them shut for a long time. Or so he thought. The Grandfather Clock in the living room struck the hour. He counted the strokes. It was only ten o’clock!

To while away the time, he tried making shadow figures with his hands. But the images were hazy in the dim light of the night lamp.

He looked around for something to do. The last time his cousins were visiting, they had draped the bedposts with a sheet. For one afternoon, the bed was their boat, and they were pirates. But he was alone now, and a make-believe voyage was no fun without company.

Once again, he closed his eyes. He tried counting sheep, but he had never seen a sheep and found it difficult to imagine a herd of sheep. He sat up again and played video games. When the clock struck the midnight hour, he was still awake.

A sound came from the garden. Ranjan scrambled out of bed and ran to the window. There was a huge bird in the garden. His mother had placed a tub below the leaking water tap. The bird was drinking from it.  

Ranjan rubbed his eyes. Was it really a bird? Or was he dreaming? He pinched his arm and cried out softly when it hurt.

The enormous bird looked up. Ranjan held its gaze. When it didn’t look away, he leaned over the windowsill and spoke to it in a soft voice. “Come here!” 

The bird took a step back and opened its wings. Its wings were bigger than the garden umbrella they sometimes used. The bird was also taller than Ranjan. Ranjan was eight but tall for his age. 

The bird’s size did not scare Ranjan because he could tell the bird was scared of him! It kept jerking back its head and looked ready to fly away. 

“Don’t be scared! Don’t fly away! I won’t harm you. I can’t harm you, can I? You are so much bigger than I am.”

The bird folded its wings but stayed where it was. “Will you not be my friend?” Ranjan asked. “You are big and strong, but you’re nice. I once saw a falcon. It looked so fierce that it scared me to go near it. I very much want you to be my friend. Please don’t fly away.” 

Ranjan kept talking in a soft and gentle voice. Slowly, the bird came closer. Its feathers were white and silver, and its eyes were red. They shone as brilliantly as the rubies in the idol at the temple. 

Ranjan was thrilled. He had never seen any creature as magnificent as the bird. “I wonder what kind of bird you are!” he said. 

“I am Vajra.”

Ranjan looked around. Where had that throaty voice come from?

“My name is Vajra.” 

The bird was talking! How was that possible? Was he dreaming? About to pinch himself again, he stopped. His arm was still burning from the earlier pinch.

“May I come in?” Vajra asked.

“Can you come in through the window? I can’t open the front door.”

“I can if you move back.”

Vajra came in long neck first. When he started to open his wings, Ranjan stopped him. “Don’t! You will knock something down. The sound might wake up my mother.”

“Your mother?” Vajra squeaked and ran to the window. He thrust his neck out. He was leaving!

Chapter 2: Terrace Meeting

Ranjan grabbed Vajra’s feet. “Don’t go! Please don’t go.”

Vajra came in but stayed close to the window. Ranjan shut the door. “There! Now my mother can’t come in. You have nothing to worry about.”

Vajra came further into the room. He was careful not to open his wings.

“My parents’ room is on the other side of the house. If we keep our voices low, they will not hear us.”

“Parents!” Once again, Vajra darted towards the window. He also kept moving his head from side to side.

Ranjan scrambled up a chair and flung his arms around Vajra’s neck. “Stop! My parents will not harm you! Nobody will harm you!”

Vajra slowly calmed down. “I am sorry. I panicked. I came inside because I thought you were alone. But your parents live here too. I must go. It is bad enough I spoke to you. I can’t let more people see me.”

“Vajra, you are safe.”

“There’s also another problem. The house looked big from the outside, but it’s quite small. I can’t spread my wings! I like to spread my wings.”

Ranjan guessed Vajra didn’t know that houses had rooms, and the inside was different from the outside. Was that why he was restless? He might feel better if he had enough space to flap his wings.

“We can go out into the garden or up on the terrace. I can’t open the front door, but if you stand beside the window, I can step down on your back.”

Vajra agreed. He went out the same way he had come in and stood close to the window. As soon as Ranjan landed on him, he rose. Ranjan jerked forward and tried to get a hold. The next moment, they were on the terrace. Ranjan slipped off his perch, and Vajra ran around the terrace, flapping his wings.

“That felt good!” he said, finally coming to a stop.

“Tell me who you are and from where you have come,” Ranjan asked, no longer able to hold back his questions.

Chapter 3: Lost and Alone

“Where do I start?” Vajra asked.

“Start from the beginning,” Ranjan said.

“That may be a good place. Hundreds of years ago, my ancestors lived in a king’s palace. They were royal pets. We believe that the first pair came from Fairy Land.”

Ranjan’s eyes grew round in astonishment. “Fairy Land?” he asked.

“That’s what they say.”

“Don’t you know for sure?”

“How can I? I’m only a young bird.”

That made sense. Ranjan didn’t know much about his ancestors, either.

“My ancestors were happy in the palace. The royal garden had tasty fruit, and the lake was stocked with fish. No one in the kingdom was allowed to hunt them or capture them. They were free to fly wherever they wished. They learned to speak the language of men. The royal family doted on them.”  

“This must have been a long time ago. We have no kings now,” Ranjan said.

“I told you this was hundreds of years ago. In those days, there were many kings. It is said that they were always fighting with each other over silly things. Because of this, the people suffered and finally decided to get rid of them. At least, this happened to the king in whose palace my ancestors lived. The people attacked the palace and looted it. They killed the king and his family. They did not even spare his pets.”

“Do you mean they killed your ancestors?” Ranjan asked in a hushed voice.

“They killed them and they ate them. The few that escaped took shelter in the mountains. They stayed away from human beings but taught their children human speech.”

“Why didn’t they go back to Fairy Land?”

“I don’t know. I am a very young bird. I think they did not know how to go to Fairy Land. They were born in the palace, you see.”

“How did you come into my garden?” Ranjan asked.

“I came with my flock to the hills beside the town. We came looking for food.”

“You came with your flock? Is it outside the garden?” Ranjan asked, eager to see a flock of such majestic birds.

Vajra looked sad as he shook his head. “I’m alone. I slipped away when my mother was not looking. I wanted to have an adventure. I thought it would be wonderful to see how human beings lived. But as soon as I entered the town, a group of people tried to catch me. I escaped and found a hiding place. I hid throughout the night and the day. When it grew dark again, I wanted to fly to the hills and look for the flock, but I was hungry and thirsty. There was no one on your street and in your garden. I came in and ate your fruit.”

“You’re welcome to it,” Ranjan said. “What will you do now?”

“I don’t know what I will do. I am sure the flock must have left without me. They do not stay close to towns for long.”

“You can fly home. Are you a very young bird? Are you scared to travel alone?”

“I’m not scared! But I can’t fly alone. I have not yet learned to fly by direction. My home is to the northeast, but I can’t keep track of which way northeast lies.”

Ranjan couldn’t believe his ears. Were birds not born with the knowledge about direction? Didn’t they travel across oceans to faraway lands?

Chapter 4: Help Me!

Ranjan knew how to locate the North Star. You did that by finding the Pointer Stars in the Big Dipper. However, he did not know how to locate other stars or directions.

Neither did Vajra. He had not paid attention during lessons. While his friends practiced telling direction by the sun, the stars, and the wind, he had fun walking upside down under cliffs. His mother never let him fly on his own, and when he flew with the flock, he stayed on the outer tip of the group and followed the others.

“I have been foolish. How will I get back home?” he said, and tears came into his eyes, making them brighter.  

Ranjan didn’t know how to make him feel better except to repeat that the flock would come looking for him. “You can stay with me until they come for you. You will be safe,” he added. Then he had an idea. “Vajra, you can use my compass to fly northeast.”

“What is a compass?”

Ranjan explained what a compass was.

Vajra was excited. But he looked sad again. “It won’t work. I will have to hold the compass with my toes or my beak. How will I look at it while flying?”

“There is nothing else we can do. You must stay with me. But I'll have to tell my mother about you because you're too big to hide.”

“Please don’t tell your mother or anyone else. I’ll look for a hiding place before daylight. There must be someplace where human beings can’t find me.”

“Vajra, hiding will not solve your problem. If you hide, how will the flock find you? You must try to fly back home.”

“Why don’t you come with me? You can look at the compass and guide me in the right direction,” Vajra asked.

Ranjan was stunned by the strange request. He also saw a problem. “How will I come back?” he asked.

“My mother will fly you back. If we start immediately, you will be home before sunrise. Please say yes! Please!” Vajra begged, jerking his head up and down.

"I can't. My parents won't let me go with you."

"You don't have to tell them! Please help me!"

Ranjan wanted to go. He would help poor Vajra and would also have a grand adventure. It was wrong to leave without telling his parents, but if he asked, would they let him fly away on a bird?

He thought not.

“I’ll come,” he said.

Vajra was so happy that he gave him a playful nip on the shoulder. They went down, and Vajra helped Ranjan into the room. Ranjan took the compass. Luckily, it had a long chain. He slipped it over his head. He put on his windcheater because the night was cold, and wore his shoes. Even though he was quick, Vajra was hopping from one foot to the other, impatient to take off.

“Vajra, please stand still so that I may sit on you!” Ranjan said.

“Which direction is northeast?” Vajra asked.

Ranjan used his compass to find out. Immediately, Vajra started flying. In no time, they were soaring over the tallest building in the town. 

Chapter 5: The Homeless Birds

Ranjan shut his eyes and gripped Vajra as tightly as he could. When he felt they were losing height, he opened an eye. Were they crashing down? He saw a tall tree swaying gently in the breeze. Vajra was going to land on the tree! Oh no! They were going to crash! Vajra must weigh a ton; the tree couldn't possibly take their weight!

Vajra flew down to the topmost branch. “Let go of my neck!” he croaked. "You are strangling me!"

Ranjan released his hold. The branch swayed. So did they. Ranjan broke into a sweat. If the branch snapped, they would fall to the ground far below.

Vajra twisted his neck to look at Ranjan. “Your windcheater is slowing me down. It's trapping air."

Ranjan unzipped the windcheater and flung his arms around Vajra's neck. 

"Don't do that. Just move a little lower and hold the feathers on my neck."

"I'll fall if I don't hold on to you!"

"You won't. You will be safe. Don't worry about the cold either. My feathers will keep you warm."

Ranjan did not argue. He wanted Vajra to fly before they fell off the tree.

Soon they were flying again. Ranjan now felt bold enough to keep his eyes open. The town lights glittered below, stars twinkled in the sky, and the moon looked on with its silver face. All was still except for the tall trees that swayed in the breeze. They looked like giant creatures, waving their many arms and heads.

Ranjan also checked the compass to make sure Vajra was flying in the right direction. No longer afraid of falling, he started enjoying his adventure as Vajra flew over towns and vast spaces before coming down to rest on a rocky hill. “We’re going in the right direction. The flock had stopped here to rest when we flew to your town. We'll also spend a few minutes here. It won't do to get tired while flying. Mother always says it is better to take small breaks during a flight."

Ranjan sat down against a rock and gazed at the distant mountains. Their snowy peaks were bright in the moonlight. "I love being outdoors. Nature is so beautiful! I love looking at trees and rivers and mountains."

“You do?" Vajra asked, sounding surprised. "I always thought human beings don't care about such things. That they take pleasure in ruining nature. I heard they even chop down green trees.”

“Some people do that, but most of us like to go on picnics and holidays to places where we can enjoy nature.”

“Do you know, Ranjan, our flock has no home? We haven’t had a home for many years.”

“Where are we going, then? You said we were going to your home.”

“I told you that people killed most of my ancestors in the king’s palace. The few who escaped flew to the mountains. They found a green valley with a lake and made it their home. The valley was green, and they had plenty of food and water.”

“It sounds beautiful,” Ranjan said, picturing a tree-filled valley with beautiful birds like Vajra.

“I haven’t seen it. Some years before I was born, human beings built a dam in the mountains. The lake dried up. All the water animals perished. In place of green trees, thorny bushes and shrubs remained.”

“Where did they go? Where do you live now? You must have a home somewhere.”

“My ancestors tried to find a place where they would be safe from human beings. But wherever they went, men hunted them for their feathers. Finally, they came back to the lake. Most of it was dry. They dug large holes under the shrubs to hide during the day. From flying free in the palace garden, they learned to live in the soft mud and hide under wild shrubs. The lake is the only home we know. But it isn't a home, it's a hiding place. We hide during the day and come out at night to look for food.”

“Are you night-time birds, like owls?” Ranjan asked.

“We are forced to live like nocturnal birds, I mean night-time birds, but we would love to fly freely during the day and sleep at night.”

Ranjan did not understand why the birds couldn't find another home. They were strong birds and could fly to any part of the world.

Vajra seemed to read his thoughts. He said, “We cannot live by the sea or in deserts because we feed on fruits. We cannot make dense forests our home because it is difficult to spread our large wings among the tree branches. We must find a valley where no human being can find us. Human beings believe our feathers make healing medicine. They will kill us if they know our nesting ground.”

Ranjan did not know what to say. It was such a cruel thing to do, to kill a creature for making medicines. He knew human beings did such things. He had seen a documentary about poachers killing rhinos for their horns; the horns were used in some medicine. The poachers used tranquilizer guns to bring the rhinos down. They hacked off the rhino's horn, leaving it to wake up and slowly bleed to a painful death. If human beings could do that to a strong animal like the rhino, what chance did the birds have?

Chapter 6: The Magic Feather

Vajra looked troubled. “I have broken the rules of my flock," he said. "I shouldn’t have gone into your garden or spoken to you!"

"You were hungry and lost. You did nothing wrong."

"Promise you won't tell anyone about me, or the flock. If word goes around, it can be dangerous for us."

"I promise," Ranjan said, and Vajra nodded. Suddenly, a loud whoosh and a gust of wind hit Ranjan as an enormous white bird, even larger than Vajra, swooped down beside Vajra.

Vajra gave a shrill cry and ran behind the rock. The bird gave chase. A moment later, Vajra flew into the night sky with the other bird after him.

Ranjan was stunned. The angry bird was obviously from Vajra's flock. It looked like Vajra, except that it was much bigger. Had it come to punish Vajra for breaking the rules of their flock? Would his friend be safe?

And ... and what about him? He was on a hill in the middle of nowhere. How was he to go home?

The sound of flapping wings made Ranjan look up. The birds were flying back.

Vajra landed beside Ranjan. The other bird pecked Vajra and drove its head into his side.

"That hurt!" Vajra cried.

"I should hope it did! Why did you leave the flock? Anything could have happened to you!"

"Mother! I said I was sorry!"

"Mother?" Ranjan asked. "Is she your mother?"

Vajra nodded and introduced Ranjan to his mother, Sheetal.

Sheetal glared at Vajra. "Were you bringing a human being to the flock? Don't you know how dangerous that is?"

"Mother, Ranjan is not a human being! I mean, he is a human being, but he won't harm us. I was lost and did not know how to return home. Ranjan agreed to help me by using a compass that tells the direction. He came even though he was scared."

Sheetal tilted her head and stared at Ranjan for a moment, and nodded. "I must thank you for helping my foolish son."

"Mother, don't say that to my friend!"

"Why not? You have been foolish and irresponsible. Do you know how worried I have been? I thought we had lost you."

"I said I was sorry!"

"You must apologize to everyone in the flock. None of us have slept since last night. All are worried about your safety and also afraid that human beings may follow you to our hideout."

"I was careful, Mother. Though I was hungry, I hid for a night and a day. I came out only when it was dark and no one was around. The only one I spoke to was Ranjan. He helped me and also promised not to tell anyone about us."

"You were lucky," Sheetal said. She was no longer angry. She pecked Vajra and Ranjan affectionately. She was so gentle that Ranjan barely felt her nip his shoulder.

"We must leave now," she told Ranjan. "I'll take you home and come back for Vajra."

"When can we meet again?" Ranjan asked. He wanted to spend more time with his new friend.

"You can't meet him again," Sheetal said. "You will have to say goodbye to Vajra. It will be forever.”

“But why? We’re friends. Please let him come some night. I promise to keep his visits a secret.”

“It is the law of the flock. If a human being sees any of us, we never visit that place again."

Vajra looked as upset as Rangan felt. He moved his head from side to side and scratched the ground with his foot.  

“Goodbye! I’ll never forget you,” Ranjan said.

“Goodbye! Neither will I!” Vajra said. He lowered his head, and Ranjan hugged him.

***
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Sheetal was a much stronger flyer. She brought Ranjan home in half the time that Vajra had taken. The house was silent. Ranjan was relieved that his parents had not discovered that he was not in bed.

Sheetal stood below Ranjan's window and waited until he was in his room. Then she plucked a silver feather from her wing and gave it to him.

“What is it?” Ranjan asked.

“It’s a wishing feather. You must twirl it before making a wish."

"Will I get whatever I wish for?" Ranjan asked, touching the soft feather.

"There is a rule. You can't wish for yourself or your family. Your wish has to be for someone in need. And the feather can grant only one wish."

Sheetal gently nipped Ranjan on the nose and flew away. Ranjan was tired and sleepy but wanted to use the wishing feather. He knew what he wanted from the wishing feather.

He twirled the feather between his forefinger and thumb. The feather grew brighter and gleamed in the dark. Ranjan made his wish. "May Vajra's flock find a home among human beings. May the birds be free to fly in the day sky without fear of capture or death."

The End

​​
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THE MAGICIAN’S TURBAN
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Chapter 1: Going on a Trip

Summer vacation!

Ismail and Hassan loved the long summer months. They woke up early in the morning - even earlier than usual - because the playground was in great demand and whoever came first got to choose between the cricket pitch, the tennis court, and the basketball court. It did not matter that the cricket pitch was a small strip of hard dirt, or the net in the tennis court sagged, or what passed for a basketball court was a single hoop on a pole, the paint from which had peeled away many summers ago.

Hassan would stop at Ismail’s house, which was down his street, and the boys would run all the way to the playground. Then they would wait for the rest of their gang who were between the ages of ten and twelve.

Ismail and Hassan were ten and best friends since they were toddlers.  They lived on the same street and went to the same school. If they were not on the playground, they were in each other’s homes, playing video games.

They even looked alike. Tall and lanky, their mop of dark hair always untidy, their fair skin tanned to a darker shade, they could pass for brothers or cousins.

One evening, instead of joining their friends on the playground, they were sitting on the bench, looking glum.

“But it’s the last week of our holidays!” Ismail protested.

“I know. I told my parents. I told them I would rather stay with you, but they didn’t agree. Papa says his friend will be hurt if they don’t take me with them to the wedding. Did you ask your parents if you could come with us?”

Ismail nodded gloomily. He had, and the answer was no.

Hassan’s face brightened. “Shall I ask your mother? She’s fond of me. She’s always telling you to be like me, isn’t she?”

“Not always. She only says that when we get our report cards and you score more than I do. Your mother praises me!”

“She did that once,” Hassan conceded. “So, what do you think? Shall I ask your mother? Shall we go to your place?”

“Okay. Let’s do it,” Ismail agreed, though he had a niggling feeling his mother would not like it.

“Aunty, I want Ismail to come with us,” Hassan said, after offering a polite greeting.

Ismail waited breathlessly, trying to read his mother’s face. When she didn’t answer, Hassan pleaded. “Let Ismail come with us, please! I won’t enjoy the wedding if Ismail isn’t there with me.”

“Hassan, I’m sure you will miss Ismail, but dear, he can’t come, and that is final.”

Hassan tried again, practically begging, but Ismail’s mother was firm in her refusal. Finally, he left.

Before Ismail could say anything, his mother scolded him, “Why did you bring Hassan here? I’d already told you that you weren’t going. You put me in a very awkward position. Hassan is a sweet boy and your best friend. I didn’t like refusing him.”

“Why did you?” Ismail asked, not understanding.

“They will be away for a week. Moreover, they are attending a wedding. You can’t barge in without an invitation. That’s ill-mannered.”

“But Ma!”
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“Enough. Sit down and practice your handwriting. Your letters look as if an ant made them with inky feet. Why can’t you write neatly like Hassan?”

An hour later, Hassan was back with his parents. His mother straightaway came to the point. “We would love to have Ismail accompany us,” she said.

“Hassan has asked me already. I’m afraid I can’t send him. He’s never spent that much time away from home.”

“We’ll take good care of him. They're inseparable, the pair of them. Let Ismail come with us. I assure you he will be fine. Hassan wants him to come. So do we.”

“Ismail is eager to go. He says he can’t imagine spending a whole week without Hassan.”

“That's exactly what Hassan keeps saying. And it’s true. They are always together.”

“It’ll be a good experience for him,” added Hassan’s father, who was always looking for ways to broaden everyone’s mind. “The wedding is in a village. I know Ismail has never visited a village before. Hassan hasn’t either. They will enjoy their stay in Shivpur.”

Ismail’s mother wanted to know more.

“Bimal Ram is a close family friend. It’s his daughter’s wedding. The journey to Shivpur will take about eight hours,” Hassan’s mother said.

“But Hassan told me it will be a week-long trip.”

“That’s because of all the events lined up! There are to be songs and dances by professional troupes, rides, games, and shows. It will be like attending a colorful village fair. Bimal Ram is going to a lot of trouble to keep his guests entertained. Ismail and Hassan will enjoy themselves.”

Ismail glanced at his mother. She looked undecided. “Ma says I can’t go because I’ve not been invited!” he blurted out.

“You don’t have to worry about that,” Hassan’s mother said. “Bimal Ram is like family and a wonderful person. He’ll be delighted to have Ismail. We wouldn’t have suggested Ismail come with us if that was not the case.”

The boys waited anxiously as Hassan’s parents continued their efforts to convince Ismail’s mother. Finally, when she said, “Ismail, you may go, but you must behave...” the boys gave a whoop and rushed out of the house. They were so excited they didn’t know what to do, except let out another whoop.



​

Chapter 2: Fun, Food, Games.

“Why do I need new clothes? What’s wrong with the clothes I have?”

“Ismail, your new clothes are for the wedding and for the reception. One needs to dress up for grand occasions. Hassan will also wear new clothes,” his mother explained.

“He doesn’t like them either. They feel scratchy and uncomfortable. He says he’ll not wear them.”

“Ismail! You must dress properly and obey Anjum Aunty. You mustn’t trouble her about anything. I’m still not sure whether I should let you go. How will you manage on your own? You don’t even know how to fold clothes!”
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