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​Hidden deep within the emerald labyrinth of the Sundarbans, where tangled mangrove roots clutch the earth and the tides whisper secrets from distant seas, lies a world few have truly seen. It is a realm of silence and song — where kingfishers streak like jewels across the sky, crocodiles watch from still waters with ancient eyes, and shadows of striped royalty move like ghosts through the mist.

Most travelers see only the surface. But beneath it, the forest breathes with old magic — the kind that listens, remembers, and waits.

Ira, Ishaan, and Padma never planned to become its protectors. They were just children chasing stories, following footprints, and testing their courage. Yet destiny has a way of finding the brave. When a dark plot threatens to shatter the fragile balance of this wild kingdom, they must step forward — not as mere explorers, but as its guardians.

This is their story — of friendship and fear, of hidden maps and roaring storms, of a fight not just to save a tiger, but to protect the beating heart of the Sundarbans itself.

Welcome to an untamed world... where adventure begins at the edge of the tide.

— Ajay Sen
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Chapter 1 – Into the Mangroves
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The boat rocked gently as the tide carried it deeper into the endless green maze of the Sundarbans. Ishaan leaned over the side, clutching the edge with both hands, his wide brown eyes fixed on the water below. The river shimmered like melted bronze under the late afternoon sun, but what fascinated him most were the roots. They rose out of the muddy banks like claws, twisting and tangling, some dipping back into the water as though the trees themselves were walking into the river.

“Those are mangroves,” said Uncle Anil, his voice calm and steady as always. “They breathe through their roots. Without them, this land would vanish under the sea.”

Ira, sitting across from Ishaan, tossed her plait over her shoulder and gave a smug grin. “I already knew that. Teacher told us mangroves protect the land from storms.”

Uncle Anil chuckled, adjusting his forest ranger’s cap. His khaki uniform was still dusty from the day’s patrol, and his sun-browned face carried lines of responsibility. “That’s right, Ira. They’re nature’s guardians. But knowing is different from seeing.” He gestured toward the trees. “Here, every root has a story, every shadow hides a secret.”

The twins exchanged a look. Ishaan shivered despite the sticky heat. He wasn’t as bold as his sister. While Ira loved adventure, he preferred books and his camera—the small digital one hanging around his neck was his comfort blanket.

The boatman, Basu Kaka, a wiry old man with skin tanned dark as teak, pushed his oar into the water and let out a dry laugh. “And sometimes,” he muttered, “those shadows hide more than secrets. Sometimes they hide eyes watching you.”

Ishaan sat up straight. “Eyes? What kind of eyes?”

Basu Kaka didn’t answer directly. He just pointed to the muddy bank they were passing. Faint paw marks—big ones—were stamped into the wet earth.

Tiger tracks.

Ishaan’s mouth went dry. Ira’s eyes sparkled with excitement. “A tiger walked here?” she asked eagerly.

“Maybe still walks here,” Basu Kaka replied, his voice low. “The Royal Bengal tiger rules these lands. You’ll hear its roar when the jungle wants you to.”

The river narrowed into a winding creek. The branches arched above like arms, filtering sunlight into flickers of gold. The air smelled of salt and damp leaves, and somewhere in the distance, a bird called—sharp, haunting.

Ishaan tried to distract himself by clicking photos: the roots, the shadows, a kingfisher flashing blue as it darted past. But his hands trembled each time the boat bumped against a hidden root.

Uncle Anil studied him with kind eyes. “You’ll get used to it. The Sundarbans tests everyone at first. But remember—fear keeps you alert. Just don’t let it rule you.”

They reached the village jetty just as the sun dipped lower, staining the sky orange and crimson. Wooden huts stood on stilts above the muddy ground, their thatched roofs braving the salty winds. Children splashed in the shallows, their laughter echoing. Women carried baskets of crabs and prawns from boats, while men patched fishing nets. Life here moved with the tides.

As the twins stepped off the boat, a sudden silence swept the villagers. Some glanced at Uncle Anil respectfully, but others whispered among themselves, their eyes darting nervously toward the forest edge.

“What’s wrong with them?” Ira whispered.

Uncle’s jaw tightened. “People are uneasy. There have been...strange happenings.”

Before Ira could ask more, a girl about their age appeared, balancing a bundle of firewood on her head. Her skin glowed like polished bronze, and her eyes were sharp, curious. She paused, studying Ishaan and Ira, then said in a voice clear as river water:

“You’re not from here. Be careful. The forest doesn’t like strangers.”

Then she walked away before they could answer.

Ira frowned. “Who was that?”

“Padma,” Basu Kaka said grimly. “A child of the Sundarbans. She knows things most of us don’t.”

That night, as the twins settled in their uncle’s wooden house, the forest whispered through the cracks. Crickets chirped, owls hooted, and every so often, Ishaan thought he heard something heavier—like a breath carried on the wind.

Then, just as he was drifting to sleep, a sound rose above all others.

A roar. Deep, rolling, and powerful.

The walls shook, the air trembled, and Ishaan froze under his blanket. Ira, however, sat up with wide eyes and whispered with excitement:

“That was a tiger.”

And somewhere out in the endless mangroves, the darkness answered with silence.

Morning sunlight filtered through the cracks of the wooden shutters, painting lines of gold across Ishaan’s face. He blinked awake, disoriented for a moment. The air smelled different here—not the petrol and dust of the city, but salt, damp wood, and smoke from the cooking fire outside.

Ira was already up, peering through the window. “Ishaan, wake up! Look—the village is alive!”

He dragged himself over and peered out. Women were balancing earthen pots on their heads as they walked to fetch water, children chased goats along the embankment, and fishermen were mending nets stretched across bamboo poles. A chorus of birdcalls filled the air—some sweet, some harsh, some Ishaan had never heard before.

Uncle Anil was waiting outside with two steaming cups of milk tea. His uniform shirt was already buttoned, his boots muddy from an early patrol. “Come, eat quickly. I’ll show you the village before I head to the forest office.”

Breakfast was simple but delicious: puffed rice, fried fish, and slices of ripe mango. Ishaan ate slowly, still shaken by the tiger’s roar from the night before. Ira, on the other hand, attacked her food like a warrior, her eyes gleaming with curiosity.

The three of them walked along the embankment. The village stood on raised mud walls to keep out high tides. Beyond them, the river stretched wide, silver under the rising sun. Canoes drifted lazily, their fishermen casting nets with graceful sweeps.

“Doesn’t it flood?” Ira asked, pointing at the huts.

“Every year,” Uncle said grimly. “The tides rise, storms come, sometimes cyclones. That’s why these houses are on stilts.” He paused, scanning the mangroves across the water. “But this year, something else troubles the people.”

“What?” Ishaan asked nervously.

Uncle’s voice dropped. “Boats disappearing. Nets found cut. Even men who go fishing and never return.”

Ishaan swallowed hard. “Because of tigers?”

Uncle shook his head. “No. Tigers are dangerous, yes, but they don’t cut nets. Some villagers whisper about spirits. Others...” His gaze darkened. “Others suspect men with darker intentions.”

Before Ishaan could ask more, a familiar voice piped up behind them. “He’s right. Men who don’t belong here.”

It was Padma, barefoot, her hair tied in a messy knot. She carried a basket of crabs, their claws clicking.

“You again,” Ira said, half annoyed, half curious. “What do you mean, men who don’t belong here?”

Padma dropped her basket with a thud, dusting her hands. “My father used to fish near the western creeks. One night, he saw boats there with lanterns, though no villager fishes in that place. He tried to tell others, but no one believed him. Then he...disappeared.”

Her voice cracked for just a second before her chin lifted defiantly.

Ishaan’s stomach knotted. “Disappeared?”

“Gone,” Padma said simply. “Like the tide carried him away. But I know it wasn’t the tide.”

Silence settled between them. The only sound was the rustle of mangrove leaves and the distant cawing of crows.

Ira, ever fearless, broke it. “So... you think people are doing something illegal in the forest?”

Padma’s eyes narrowed. “I don’t think. I know.”

Just then, Basu Kaka walked by, balancing a fishing spear. He frowned at Padma. “Stop filling these city children’s heads with your stories.” He glanced at the twins. “Don’t wander off, understand? The Sundarbans doesn’t forgive mistakes.”

Padma waited until he was gone, then leaned closer. “Stories keep you alive here. Remember that.”

Before the twins could reply, Uncle Anil’s phone buzzed. He excused himself, walking a few steps away to answer, his tone sharp, official.

Ishaan turned to Ira. “I don’t like this. Tigers, missing people, strange men—maybe we should just stay near the house.”

Ira rolled her eyes. “And miss the adventure? No way. If something’s happening, we’re going to find out.” She grinned. “Besides, didn’t you hear? We’ve already got a guide.”

She looked straight at Padma, who smiled faintly, her eyes glinting like sunlight on the river.

That afternoon, the heat pressed down like a heavy blanket. Even the river seemed sluggish, its surface broken only by the lazy flick of a fish tail. Ishaan sat on the veranda, fiddling with his camera, while Ira begged Uncle Anil to tell more jungle stories.

Uncle shook his head. “You’ll see enough with your own eyes. But remember—don’t leave the embankment without me or Basu Kaka.”

Ira groaned. “That means ‘don’t explore.’ Which is the opposite of what I want.”

Padma appeared again, barefoot as always, carrying a bundle of firewood. She tilted her head at the twins. “Want to see something?”

Ishaan’s stomach flipped. “What... what kind of something?”

“Tracks,” Padma said. “Fresh ones.”

Uncle was called away by a villager just then, leaving the children with strict instructions to stay put. Ira shot her brother a mischievous look. “Well? Are you coming or staying like a scared rabbit?”

Ishaan hesitated, then slung his camera around his neck. “Fine. But if Uncle finds out, it’s your fault.”

Padma led them along a narrow mud path, weaving between huts and then down toward the mangroves. The air grew cooler, damper, and the smell of salt mixed with rot. Sunlight struggled through the thick canopy.

“Here,” Padma whispered, pointing to the ground.

Ishaan crouched. In the mud were deep paw prints—massive, with claw marks at the tips. His breath caught. “Tiger.”

Ira knelt beside him, tracing the edges with her finger. “They’re fresh.”

Padma nodded. “From last night. Tigers move like shadows here. You never see them until they want you to.”

Ishaan swallowed hard, scanning the trees. Every rustle of leaves felt like eyes on his back.

They walked further, and soon the mud showed not just paw prints but something stranger—drag marks, wide and uneven, leading deeper into the forest.

“What’s that?” Ira asked.

“Not tiger,” Padma said firmly. “Tiger kills leave blood. This... this is something dragged by men.”

Ishaan snapped a quick photo, his hands shaking. “Maybe a log?”

Padma’s eyes were sharp. “Or a cage.”

Before Ishaan could reply, a sound drifted over the water—low, metallic, clinking like chains. Then came muffled voices, carried by the wind.

The children froze.

Ira’s face lit up with excitement. “It’s them, isn’t it?”

Padma pressed a finger to her lips. She motioned for them to crouch behind a clump of roots. From their hiding place, they peered through the tangle of branches.

Across the creek, half-hidden among the mangroves, was a boat. Not like the villagers’ simple canoes—this one was larger, painted a dull gray. Two men stood on it, pulling at something heavy. Another man adjusted a lantern, though the sun hadn’t yet set.

Ishaan lifted his camera slowly, heart hammering, and clicked. The shutter was barely audible, but to his ears it sounded like thunder.

One of the men stiffened. He scanned the trees.

The children ducked, pressing against the mud, their hearts pounding.

For a long moment, silence. Only the buzzing of insects.

Then the boat drifted away, swallowed by the twisting creek.

Padma exhaled slowly. “Now you believe me?”

Ira’s grin was fierce. “This is bigger than we thought.”

But Ishaan felt only the cold weight of dread. For in that brief glimpse, he had seen what the men were pulling onto the boat—iron bars, curved into the shape of a cage.

That night, as the twins lay in bed listening to the forest breathe, Ishaan whispered into the darkness:

“They’re not just fishing. They’re hunting.”

And the forest outside seemed to answer with a rustle, as if it already knew.
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Chapter 2 – The Roar in the Night
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The Sundarbans changed at night.

By day, the forest was alive with chattering birds, rippling tides, and the hum of insects. But when the sun sank, and the last streak of orange bled into the horizon, a heavy hush fell over the mangroves. The creeks grew black and mirror-like, the air thick with damp salt, and every sound carried too far, as though the jungle itself was listening.

Ishaan tossed on his thin cot, eyes darting to the window. Beyond the shutters, darkness stretched like a living thing. Ira lay opposite, her hands folded under her head, staring up at the bamboo ceiling. She was restless, the way she always was when something new dangled just out of reach.

“Stop moving,” Ira whispered sharply. “You’re shaking the whole cot.”

“I can’t sleep,” Ishaan muttered. “What if those men come back? What if they saw us?”

“They didn’t.” Ira turned on her side, her voice confident. “Besides, Uncle’s here. And Basu Kaka. We’re safe.”

Safe. Ishaan wasn’t so sure. His camera rested on the table between them, its tiny screen blank. Inside it was the photo of the boat—dark figures, the outline of a cage. Proof that something dangerous lurked in these forests. He wanted to tell Uncle immediately, but Ira had insisted they wait.

“Not yet,” she’d said after dinner, when their uncle asked how their day went. “We need to know more. If we tell him too early, he won’t let us step out again.”

And Ishaan knew she was right. Uncle was strict, protective. He’d probably lock them in the house.

Still, Ishaan hated keeping secrets.

The night stretched on. Somewhere in the distance, a jackal howled. Frogs croaked in the flooded rice fields. The house creaked softly as the tide lapped against the embankment.

Then came the sound.

Low at first, so deep it was almost part of the earth. Then rising, rolling through the mangroves like thunder.

A roar.

Ishaan’s heart slammed against his ribs. He shot upright, staring at the window as though the tiger might push its head through the shutters any second.

Ira sat up too, but her face wasn’t pale with fear. It was alight with wonder. “It’s him,” she whispered. “The king of the Sundarbans.”

The roar echoed again, closer this time, powerful enough to make the bamboo walls tremble.

Ishaan clutched his blanket. “It sounds... hungry.”

Ira grinned. “It sounds magnificent.”

Their uncle’s footsteps thudded on the veranda. He entered, his face calm but serious, lantern in hand. “Did you hear?”

Ishaan nodded, unable to speak.

Uncle set the lantern down. The flame threw long shadows across the room. “That tiger is close. Perhaps too close. But don’t be afraid. A tiger rarely enters the village unless it’s desperate.”
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