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CHAPTER ONE
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Masked in a building haze of pink and violet sky, evening stars faded and succumbed once more to an approaching warm Indian dawn. As Puri’s inhabitants slept only her village fishermen took advantage of such a sight. They themselves paid little heed to the display above them, intent only on heading far out into welcoming Bengali seas. In silence and with determined glare, deep salt lined faces and sun seared skin betrayed their true age as they sailed the wooden boats each had known since a boy, cutting through the surf as they would each morning for the meagre catch they knew would soon greet them.

Unaware of their audience the fishermen of Puri continued onwards, their journey eyed by the feral dogs that made the village’s sandy shores their home throughout night’s cool respite. The dogs looked from the bay as the small fleet merged with the horizon, readying themselves for the advancing hot hours until dusk would again provide them with the territory known to be theirs. Each gave a cautious stretch before making a path towards Puri’s modest homes.

Holding the scars accompanying the birth right of unwanted visitor, the dogs walked Puri’s dusty streets and lanes in hope of finding scraps left behind by those they saw on a daily basis. This was the legacy given to the delicate lives such animals led. A heritage known by all in their presence, brought forward in the dawn chorus they would carry each morning when pained barks and yelps signalled to those who lived beside them the beginnings of a new day.

On this summer’s morning no sound came from Puri’s canine outcastes. Sensing the grief held by those who showed such distain towards their existence, each dog traipsed a solitary gait towards the village’s poorer outskirts. They came to a stop outside one particular small home. Mesmerised by its window’s amber candle lit glow, they held their silence as each made a required turn before lying down outside the small wooden door housing such sorrow. 

Under the surrounding palm trees soft shadows, each animal looked to their respective pack and then to the home outside which they now lay. Innocent eyes trailed across yellow clay walls and came to rest on sturdy wooden door and frame, somehow aware their attendance would enhance the release of the heartache contained within. With a final glance to their extended family each dog closed its eyes, with any loneliness held comforted by the company in which they now slept. 

Voices from within the home awoke those lying beside its humble entrance. With flicked ear those closest squinted beneath the door’s small gap. Again captivated by the rich, soft light held within, trying to understand the sadness beyond the wooden barrier before yielding to the onset of sleep once more.  

The old man looked from the window. He knew of the legends that brought the animals to aid those in grief. He knew also of the outcome to such callers. Taking his mind from their new arrivals he returned his attention to his small family gathered around the bed then followed their gaze to his grandson’s frail body lying before them.

“Nine years is too short a time,” he whispered.

The boy’s mother raised her head and nodded to her father.

“Yes,” she said, her wet cheeks glistening in the candle light flooding the room.

“But he will be fine, father. I know this.” 

Her stare returned to her son’s still form. Reaching out to him, she dabbed at the beads of sweat across the boy’s brow, much the way she had for the previous two days and nights. She sighed as those beads reformed within seconds of her tender touch. 

“That he will,” the old man spoke once more. Watching his daughter fall into her husband’s warm embrace he looked to the others accompanying their family’s sorrow. His two sons, their wives and the boy’s twin brother gazed back at them. Each knew the outcome to the sickness displayed before them. 

“The pain he feels has gone from him now,” he said as all within the room looked to his grandson’s soft breaths. Lost in the gentle rise and fall of cotton sheet shrouding the boy’s legs and torso a cry came from his daughter.

“But why?” She sobbed, her voice muffled in her husband’s shoulder.

The old man glanced back to the door. His heart fell in understanding the reasons for the visitors lying beyond. Not since a boy had he witnessed such a gathering. Those years were lost to him now and he banished the conclusion of forgotten memories. 

“There are no answers,” he returned to his daughter’s expectant stare and a tear ran across weathered cheek to his admission. “It is not for us to ask why.”

Reaching up he wiped his eyes, knowing the strength and guidance needed now. Leaning forwards he placed his hand upon his first-born’s shoulder. His touch verified the pain of his own fears to lose a child of his own.

“Thank you,” his daughter said, raising a smile as her other son wrapped his arms around her.

“Your brother will be fine,” she echoed his embrace. The child closed his eyes to his mother’s confidence, causing her to look once more to her father. She nodded to him once more, at last accepting what the inevitable outcome may be.

Those gathered around the bed remained silent. They too looked to the old man for the comfort they craved. He smiled back to each in turn, a smile which carried the unspoken admissions of his own heartache.

“We are with him now as he is with us all. He knows we are here,” the old man spoke to all, concealing his sadness from those yearning direction.  

A baby’s cry broke through the silence and all turned to the small crib in the corner of the room. The old man warmed to the new-born’s calls, and in the looks exchanged between his daughter and her husband.

“I will see to her. You stay here with our son,” the husband walked to calm their daughter’s wants. 

The old man’s heart lightened to the ease encircling his daughter. Catching her father’s joy, both watched his granddaughter ease within her father’s gentle hold.

“She too feels her older brother’s pain lift from him,” the old man said. The wrinkles around his eyes ran taught in seeing the pleasure his words gave. 

“That she does,” his daughter smiled down to her son held tight to her. She bent down and kissed the child’s crown. Shivering to the familiar smile gained in return to her actions, the boy released his embrace and stepped back as his mother leant forwards and kissed his brother’s watery brow. 

Tasting the salty film above her sick child’s eyes she whispered down to him.

“We will laugh together again, I promise,” she kissed him once more. Rising up her gaze did not leave the boy’s peaceful features as she reached for his hand.

Her son’s tiny breathes grew stronger as his mother’s fingers curled around his. Gasps filled the room as all glimpsed the hope they had awaited throughout the feverish hours of the one they loved.

“You see,” the old man whispered at his grandson’s bedside. “He knows we are here.”

A young giggle filled the room, enhancing the hope granted within the home’s small walls.

“It seems his sister knows this also,” the old man’s own hopes returned for the recovery of his treasured grandson. That joy faded in seeing his daughter’s grasp tighten around the boy’s fragile hand. His sorrow regained its pace to the lack of response from her devoted grip. Recalling where he knew their visitors lay sleeping outside, he dismissed their presence once more and leant down to his grandson.

“Keep with us,” he said. 

Folding his hand into the boy’s, the old man’s cheeks shimmered in the flow of more tears. Looking to their homes lone window he accepted the settling dawn and its fading stars, his soul heavy in the knowledge his grandson may not see another night fall.

Turning from the day’s new foundations, the old man caught his daughter’s view. They held their gaze, each bonded by the hold on the one they could not imagine being without. Lost within the unconditional love, hopes and fears enshrouding them, each unaware of the thoughts racing through the cherished child lying below them.

The boy tried to open his eyes once more. He knew who now held his hands in theirs, as aware of their soft grip as he had always been. Yet as he tried again to reciprocate his mother and grandfather’s tender touch, still his body betrayed his actions. Returning to his energies, he attempted to look up to those he knew stood around him, to smile up to them and ease the concern present.

The boy’s thoughts revisited his baby sister’s cries. Unsure of the time in which he had lain covered in the feverish sweat now encasing his young body, he knew without doubt he missed his sister’s new formed smiles, the childish giggles which made her elder brother full with the love he felt encircling him from others now.  

Once again he commanded his fingers to wrap themselves around his guardian’s.

‘Must try harder,’ his thoughts demanded. Those wants gave an inward sigh as again his efforts fell short. 

‘In a moment,’ he told himself, casting aside his instincts and not wanting to acknowledge that the moments he now shared would soon run dry.

‘In a moment,’ he held his affirmations. ‘Then I will laugh with you all again.’

“Stay with us,” the boy heard his grandfather whisper. He gave an internal laugh.

‘Why, Grandpa? Where is it you think I am going?’

His joy ran still. He knew to which path all around feared he would now tread.

‘No,’ he insisted. ‘No, not yet.’

Leaning from the bed the old man turned his head from all those stood with him. His family watched as he walked to their home’s door and fling it wide open.

“Go,” he yelled to the sleeping dogs before him.

Startled by the old man’s calls the dogs sprung up. They knew too well the tones of those who reviled their being. Running from where stone met with sand each hovered on the edges of their night time haunt. Watching the old man slam the door before them, they glanced to one another, each aware of the return they would now make to the ones who needed their presence now.

Closing the door behind him the old man regained his composure. Giving notice to the significance of their coming, he trusted his family knew not of the fables concerning such an arrival. For how could he explain the fortitude these animals brought, and the peace they were indebted to portray when aware of the passing of another?

“We are alone now,” were all the words he could muster as he covered his grandson’s hand with his, deceiving his true concerns. 

“We are,” the old man’s daughter confirmed his words. She too knew of the reasons for their visitors and dismissed her thoughts towards them much as did her father now. Releasing the hold on her son’s soft palm she reached forwards and rested her hand on the old man’s. Consoling the sorrow of the one who had raised her with kindness and guidance she understood how it was her duty now to repay such debts.

“He feels your touch, father,” she said. 

Wiping at aged features the old man summoned a smile and his view fell to his other grandson.

“A new day is coming,” he winked to the boy whose features mirrored the one they now lamented for. “Your brother needs some air, do you not think?”

The child’s woeful nod brought new tears to those present. The old man glanced back to his surrounding family. His strength softened their grief, yet he understood the heartache produced in seeing the boy’s pained expression, a look that did not belong on features so young.

The old man turned from the bed and made for the door once more. Wiping his eyes his footfalls placed slow and soft across wooden flooring, fearing the revisit of those who knew of his home’s grief and suffering. Pushing the door wide open, he smiled to each as they froze on his return.

“I know of your ways,” he said as the dogs crept forwards. “What will be will be,” he added before returning to his grandson’s side.

His soul regained its composure as his daughter raised the corners of her lips in recognition of those who accompanied their sadness. To the dog’s steady advance he calmed that his family also sensed the comfort these outcastes provided.

Wisps of cooling air touched soft across the boy’s brow and he tried once again to open his eyes to see the ones he missed. His grandfather’s return gave him the strength to continue his battle to rise up from his bed and look to the ones who were his world. Longing to fall into the household’s laughter and cheer again, the boy beckoned his will to break through into that place. His brother’s heart remained close to him and he pushed his wants forward so they may play and laugh together the way they often would in dawn’s early hours. 

‘I can do this,’ he persisted. ‘I can.’

The boy’s thoughts stilled as a gentle swaying surrounded his body. Starting at his crown his conscious pulled from left to right, growing stronger as the feeling spread down across torso, arms and legs. As lightness filled the aching limbs he had known for two days and nights the boy settled into the soft waves he now rode.

The darkness that had enclosed his view for so long began to withdraw and an amber glow melted into view. Thoughts left him as his soul welcomed warm light to enter his vision. Knowing from where the radiance came he focused on the candles within his home.

‘More,’ the boy insisted, pursuing his goal to return to his family.

Concentrating on the candlelight’s beam the hazy figures gathered around him grew sharp. Feeling his eyelids raise and take in the features of those who cared, he saddened on seeing the distress flowing down at him.

“What is wrong?” he sensed his lips moving. “What is it? I am here now. Can you not see?” 

Seeing no reaction come from those who awaited his return, the boy lifted onto his elbows and pushed himself up until sitting straight on his bed. His frowns grew as he followed his family’s stares to where he had lain.

“How can this be?”

Staring down at his own sleeping body, he looked to his grandfather in hope of finding the answers he sought.

“Grandpa,” he said. “How can I be in two places at once?”

No response came from the old man and the boy turned to his mother.

“Mamma, it is me,” he said. 

The boy followed her sadness down to where he still lay. Wanting to return to his mother’s view, the boy began to edge back into his body. He stopped as something flickered in the corner of his eye. Turning his head to his home’s wide open door his he watched the dogs beyond his home. He giggled to their tail wagging and cocked heads.

“You can see me,” he laughed. His joy increased as one sounded a playful bark. That elation faded as his grandfather growled beside him and made for the animals who greeted his welcome.

“No, Grandpa,” the boy called out. “They are here for me, you and us all.” Knowing the reasons for the beast’s arrival the boy froze as the old man hesitated and then turned back to him. 

“Can you not see it is me, Grandpa?”

The old man tilted his head.

“Yes,” the boy whispered. “I am back with you all.” His heart sank as his grandfather returned to his bedside and looked back down to the motionless body below. Beginning to call to the old man once again he stopped on hearing his young sister’s cries.

“Yes, you know I am here,” he swung his legs over the side of the bed. 

Standing tall beside his grandfather, the boy looked to those unaware of his presence. He stared up to the uncles who would always make him laugh and to their wives who doted on him as much as his mother did. In the grief surrounding him, he stood before his brother. 

“Look, it is me,” he pulled one of the many faces they would often laugh about, enhanced by seeing the mirror image of themselves repay the contorted features presented to them. Shaking his head he followed his twin’s stare to the motionless body he just left. Thoughts to how it was possible to be laying there and standing beside himself at the same time faded as his sister’s wails called him towards her once again.

Walking to the crib his sister’s cries reduced to a murmur. Relief spread across his parent’s features as their new addition settled down. The boy leant over the crude cot and gazed within.

“Yes,” he whispered. “You can see me, can’t you?”

Large brown eyes sparkled up at her elder brother and a slight giggle escaped her lips. On seeing the recognition he craved he reached down to her. He stopped and held his hand up before him.

“How can this be?” 

He stared to the opaque sheen his hand produced. Holding it up to the candle that had drawn him from his slumber, his eyes widened on seeing its glimmer play faint through palm and fingers. The boy inhaled on looking down to the rest of his body. 

“What?” His voice shivered on seeing his whole self held the same translucent gleam. Another giggle pulled him from his observations. Leaning back to the small face awaiting his return, the boy shrugged to his discovery and smiled to his sister.

“I don’t know,” he said down to her. “But you can still see me.” 

His words released any worries held towards his new appearance. He soon joined his sister’s fading delight as their mother’s sobs filled the room once more.

“Do not worry little one,” the boy smiled down into the crib and gave the wink his grandfather was so famed for. Turning to his mother, the boy listened to his young sister giggle once more in understanding to his words. Taking a place beside his mother, he reached his arm around her waist, the way he would when sensing any distress she felt. The response such actions would always produce remained hidden from him and all those present.

“Don’t cry, Mamma. I am here now. Can you not feel me at you side?”

The boy felt his mother’s tension ease and her tears ebbed away.

“There,” he looked up to red stained eyes. “You see, I know you know I am here.”

“Yes,” the old man reached for his daughter’s hand. “I feel him with us also.” 

“Grandpa?” The boy’s hopes melted in watching the old man’s view fall back to the still body that had once housed his thoughts and actions. Hypnotised by seeing his own chest rise and fall beside him, the boy placed a hand on his own transparent torso. His breathes matched in synchronicity with his former self.

“Grandpa,” he called across the bed. “If only you could see me being in two places at once,” he laughed. Looking back to his own body, a dog’s bark spilled into his home.

“Yes, you know I am here too.” 

Walking from his family towards the eager eyes stood outside he paused beneath the doors wooded frame. Nodding to his canine greeting party he then turned back to his grieving family. Torn between remaining at their side and walking out into the day’s first rays of rich sun the boy knew of what path he must now take.

“I won’t be long,” he whispered to those stood at his bedside. “I promise,” he told them on walking from his home.

The feral dogs rose to their feet on his arrival. With a look back to where his family remained he returned to the dogs and raised a finger to his lips.

“Quiet now, all of you,” he said to each animal. The boy lowered his hand as each dog lay back down, their eyes never leaving their new visitor.

“Good. Now keep my family safe,” he instructed, he too knowing of the reasons for their presence.

Gazing up to the last three flickering stars above him, the boy’s view fell to the surrounding tree tops and down elongated trunks until peering to the Bengali waters he had grown beside. Smiling out to the distant horizon he remained still as he watched the dawn skies lift before making for the sandy shores on which he would often play. 

He came to a stop on the shale boundary which marked his longed for playground. Staring out to the white sands that would play host to him and his brother’s young adventures, sadness filled the boy. ‘What joy would there be now?’ his young mind raced. ‘When I am here without my brother.’

Recalling the pleasure found exploring the tributaries and rock pools before him, the boy recovered his delight in being free from the fever which had left him bedridden for far too long. His reassurance came in that the turtles he and his brother would watch out in the high white surf would not be here for another two months, when monsoon season faded into brief short licks of refreshing cool rain.

“Then we shall watch them together,” he said. “When I am better again, my brother.”

Turning from the beach and its inviting vast expanse, the boy trod back towards his home and its flea ridden guests. On reaching its door something pulled on the boy, an instinct buried deep within that told him to continue onwards, that it was not yet time for his return. 

Hesitating on seeing his family remained gathered around his bedside he considered if he should return to the body his mother held onto. The boy became distracted by a scratching noise beside him.

“What is it?” He looked down to the dog clawing at the sand below. The dog ran from the boy’s side. It stopped on the path leading from the boy’s home, away from the beach and to the woodland area in the distance. A small yelp signalled his want to be followed.

“Ok, ok,” the boy ran to the dog’s call. “Lead the way,” he laughed out to tail and paws scurrying before him.

Following the dog’s trail the boy wavered in his want to continue. He knew these winding paths were forbidden for him to tread. Since a young child he had been warned to keep from them. Hidden dangers of cobra and panther instilled within him and his brother by their grandfather during candle lit night time farewells. Yet the boy knew he would remain safe and that soon the brambles and thick sharp grass stems would soon give way to open lane. That wanted opening soon came as the sun began its climb above boy and dog.

“Are we here now?” He asked on seeing his escort come to a stop at the end of their trail.

Placing his foot onto the wide path his escort barked up to him once and then ran back to where they had climbed.

“Where are you going?” His own thoughts caring not for the dog but in what direction he must now travel alone. As the dog disappeared from him the boy turned to face the widening course ahead, looking to its pebble strewn trail and avenue of trees.

“If there are any panthers,” he said aloud. “Then I will surely see them coming,” he reassured and stepped forward so he may continue his adventure. 

Walking onwards his cautious steps gave way to new found optimism in wondering of the words he would tell his brother of his adventure. Moving forwards he met with a peace seldom found before emerging within him. Thoughts of his family drifted from his young mind as he walked ahead surrounded by lush greenery never encountered before.

Sun beams filtered through the surrounding canopies and he regained his pace. The boy stopped again, his heart racing to the voice above him.

“Here he is,” the unknown voice called out. “I’ve been waiting for you.”
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CHAPTER TWO
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Looking up through the trees lining his path the boy tried to see who it was that called out to him. Laughter accompanied his search. 

“Who’s there? Where are you?” 

“I am up here.”

Staring upwards to his reply, a smile spread across the boy’s features to the young woman sat high in the tree above swinging her feet to and fro, her hands held steady on the thick extended branch supporting her.

“How did you get up there?” He asked.

The young woman shrugged, her flowing orange sari creasing at the shoulders as she did so.

“I don’t know,” she said.

“Then how long have you been sitting there?” 

“It’s been a while. I think.” 

“You think?” the boy shook his head. “How can you not know?”

“Well, I’ve been very busy.”

“Busy doing what?”

“Why, busy waiting for you, young man.”

Surprised by her answer, the boy continued to stare up at the young woman.

“Waiting for me?”

“Yes. But you are here now, that is all that matters.”

The boy shook his head once again. Glancing ahead to the path before him he craned his neck up to the young woman.

“Who are you?”

“My name is, Supriti.” 

“Supriti,” the boy whispered. Warmed by her name he too began to smile. “My name is...” The boy fell silent as the young woman raised a finger to her lips.

“I know who you are,” she smiled. “I know all about you. As I said I have been awaiting your arrival.”

“But we have never met before, how can you know all about me?”

“Maybe you just never noticed me before,” Supriti swung her legs beneath her again. 

The boy felt his cheeks redden and he stared down at his toes. He knew he would have remembered the young woman sat in the tree above him. Never before had he seen such beautiful features in all his short life. Embarrassed by his own admissions all shyness left him as he looked through his feet’s opaque glow and to the path’s small pebbles below them.

“Wait,” he stared back up to Supriti. “You can see me?”

“Yes. As much as you can now see me.”

Raising his hand before him, he saw its transparency had begun to wane. 

“You are getting stronger,” Supriti watched the boy’s fascination. “Soon you will be as you were.” 

“When? When will I be as I was?”

“Soon enough,” she whispered to him. “Soon enough.”

Reassured, he lowered his arms, his heart filled with questions.

“You still haven’t told me how you know who I am.”

Waiting for an answer he looked to the unknown path leading from all he knew. No anxiety flourished within him and he joined the young woman’s good humour.

“I see you understand it matters not how I know all about you.”

“Just that I am here.”

Supriti nodded and looked out across the tree tops towards the emerging dawn light.

“Do you know how you got here?” Her view returned to the boy beneath her.

“The dog brought me.”

“Yes,” Supriti laughed. “Of that I know, but, how is that you can be in two places at once?”

Falling silent the boy looked to his feet once again. Noticing how their translucent quality had begun to lessen, he recalled lifting from his body’s feverish state and the innocent smiles his cherished baby sister had given to him. 

“She had seen me,” he whispered.

“Yes,” Supriti’s soft tones carried down to him on the slight breeze flowing through the surrounding woodlands. “She saw you.”

“But, what about the other’s? Why could they not see me stand beside each of them?” 

“Your mother and father, your grandfather, your brother and all others present. Could they not feel you there with them? Did you mother not acknowledge your arms around her waist?”

“Yes,” the boy nodded up to the canopies.

“Then is that not enough? Is it not enough that they sensed your love amongst them?”

A faint radiance surrounded Supriti’s body as she smiled down from her branch. The boy rubbed his eyes and stared back at her.

“You saw me?” she asked.

“Yes, you were, you were glowing.”

“Yes, I do from time to time when...”

“When what?”

“When I am happy.”

“I made you happy?”

“Oh yes,” Supriti glowed once more. “As you have always done so, but none so much as when I see you understand the words I speak to you.”

Delighted by her words the boy’s thoughts soon returned to his question.

“How is it that I can be in two places at once?” 

Supriti’s orange sari creased once again as she shrugged in reply.

“Tell me more of how you arrived here.” 

Looking out to the unfamiliar path he started to tell of his short journey to the beautiful young woman who awaited his arrival.

“I can remember wanting to see everybody so much,” he began. “I wanted to tell them that my pain had gone, that there was no need for the sorrow they held.”

“So how did you manage to rise from yourself?”

“I just did. It was strange to see myself lying down below me. But it felt right that I should walk around those who care for me.”

“And then where did you go?”

“I walked outside into the dawn. So I could see the beach where my brother and I always play.” The boy paused. “Then the dogs called out to me.” He stopped once again and stared up at Supriti. “But you know all this already.”

“It matters little what I already know. What matters is that you can remember all that has gone before.”

The boy’s nods caused Supriti’s glow to expand around her. Heartened by her radiance, he continued with his tale.

“I followed the dog away from my home and family. Until I walked this path now, until you called out to me.”

“Thank you.” 

“Thank you for what?”

“Why, thank you for coming of course.”

Confused by her gratitude his eyes narrowed and he squinted up to the young woman.

“But how does all this explain that I am here and in my home also?”

Supriti leant forwards, her eyes wide.

“You are not divided,” she said. “You are still in the same place as you always were.”

“Then this is a dream?”

“No, this is not a dream. You are here talking with me as much as the tree in which I now sit is here also. And you are there in your home surrounded by your family as well.”

Bewildered by her words, the boy shuffled his feet beneath him, much the way he would when his understanding lay hidden from him.

“Ah,” Supriti smiled, “I know those footsteps. I have watched you do that for all eternity.”

“Always?” 

“Yes, always.” 

Seeing the puzzled expression below her, Supriti pointed down to the boy.

“Lift up your shirt,” she laughed.

The boy looked to the cotton shirt he and his brother would often share. Feeling its soft material between his fingertips, it no longer held its damp feverish quality and remained as dry as it had always done.

“Go on,” Supriti spurred him on.

Glancing up to the young woman’s strange request, the boy pulled the front of his shirt up to his chin. He gasped to the fine silver cord running out from his navel. 

“What’s that?” He stared up to Supriti and then back down to torso.

The young woman gave no reply, watching as the boy turned round and young astonished eyes followed the cord coming from him and out along the path he had walked.

“It heads homewards,” Supriti said.

“To where I still lay?” 

“Yes. You are still one with yourself. Joined by the silver cord you see now.”

Lowering his shirt he hoped the silver line running from him to his home and family would disappear, he saddened on seeing the cord still visible through his clothing.

“Do not be sad,” Supriti told him. “Think of it as being an anchor, something to keep you secure as you travel into the unknown.”

Taking comfort from her words he fell into the security he had experienced from first being in Supriti’s company.

“There,” her glow returned. “I see you understand, and yes you are safe.”

“Then I am still with my family although I am here?”

The young woman’s glow increased.

“Now you are free to continue onwards with your adventure, knowing that you are here and next to your family all at once.”

Reaching out to the silver line running from him, his fingertips tingled as they passed through the cord. Sorrow filled his eyes.

“What is it?”

As his tears formed his feet made their familiar shuffle below him.

“Tell me, what is wrong?” Supriti leant to him from her branch concerned by his upset.

“I miss my family.” 

“But you are still with them.”

“I know, but.”

“Have you never had adventures before?”

“Well, yes.”

“Then what is wrong?”

“But never on my own,” the boy wiped the lone tear rolling down his cheek.

“You are not alone now though, are you?”

“No,” he felt the young woman’s gentle tones lift him from his fears. The watery film across his eyes faded as he smiled up to his new friend, his feet stilling beneath him as he did so.

Supriti leant back and looked to the sun’s gentle rise. 

“That is right, my child. I am here with you now as I have always been.”

“How can you have always been with me?”

“Oh, you will come to understand,” the young woman winked and accompanied the boy’s enjoyment in her actions. 

“When?”

“When you are ready and not a moment before, young man. Now,” she said. “Tell me more of the family who stand at your side. Tell me of those you cannot possibly miss as you still remain with them although you are here.”

Understanding the significance of the strange silver thread anchoring him to the feverish body left behind, his thoughts eased as he sensed the love surrounding his sleeping former self. In the early morning sun he closed his eyes for a moment and bathed in its warm morning shine. As another calming wave spread across his him he looked back up to Supriti.

“Better?” She asked him.

“Yes,” he replied, his voice filled with the peace his soul now held.

“Then you are ready to tell me of those who care for you?”

The boy nodded again and his eyes followed the tree’s thick trunk, along its extended branch and to Supriti’s enthusiastic expression.

“I felt my grandfather’s hand in mine,” he began. “My mother’s also. I felt the love they held for me, as did I my father’s, my brother’s, my sister’s, uncles and aunts.”

“And how long was it before you sensed their love?” 

“A while,” the boy saddened. “I remember each of my family saying goodnight to me.” The boy stopped as he recalled the fever which had crept upon on him as he slept.

“I know of the sickness that visited you. There is no need for you to recall the pain your body experienced. Tell me of the moments when you opened your eyes. When you saw those you longed to be with.”

The pain and discomfort he had felt swamp his young body left his memories and he remembered looking back at himself still lying below him.

“They were all there, all the ones who had stayed by me in my pain.”

“And why do you think they were there?”

“Because I am to them as they are to me?”

“Yes, they care as much for you as you do them. You see this now. But, you knew this already did you not?”

Realising this he laughed aloud to the beautiful young woman sat high above him as the leaves surrounding her caught the glow of her growing radiance.

“See,” Supriti laughed also. “You have made me shine again. We are to be great friends do you not think?”

“Yes,” the boy said and any trepidation towards his feared aloneness vanished from him.

“Thank you for being so free with your memories.” Supriti paused.  “Now, why do you think it is that we have met today?”

Surprised by the importance in Supriti’s tone, the boy looked down to his feet. He battled to stop their shuffle as he stared back up to the young woman.

“I don’t know.”

“Do you not think there is a reason behind our encounter here this morning?” Supriti pressed.

Searching with for answers his eyes flicked to the faint silver thread running from his stomach and then back to Supriti.

“You have an answer for me?” 

“Yes,” the boy lightened. “Was it for you to explain the anchor I now hold with my body?” 

“Partly. But there are many other reasons why. It was I who pointed out the cord running from you, was it not? Would you have noticed it had I not shown you?”

Running his fingers through the thread once more, the boy became lost in its familiar tingle.

“No,” he whispered. “You showed me this. Are there other things also for you to tell me about?”

“Many,” Supriti’s hands gripped the branch she sat upon. Looking from the boy, her eyes followed the path below her and far into the distance. “Without my guidance, would you have understood the reasons for what you have experienced so far this day? Would you have known the basis for your leaving behind all you knew?”

“No,” the boy too looked towards the unfamiliar path ahead. 

“Then can you see how we were meant to meet? That our encounter was destined to be?”

“If you had not called out to me, I would have continued into the unknown, not knowing the reasons why I had left my body behind.” 

“Everyone we meet holds a message for us, no matter how big or how small that message may be.”

“Everyone?”

“The secret is, young man, that you see the meaning behind their words. Often the message you are meant to receive lays concealed from view, it is up to you to hunt and decipher for what is being told.”

“But what if I don’t get the message that is being given to me? What if I miss what I need to be told?”

Supriti smiled to the boy’s anxiety “Then you will be told the message again and again.”

“So I will find what I am meant to be told in the end?”

“Yes,” Supriti’s surrounding light faltered.

“Why do you look so sad?” The boy frowned. “Why have you lost your glow, was my answer not right?”

“Oh, you gave me the correct answer,” the young woman said, her emotions remaining hidden from the boy. “It’s just that, sometimes, we don’t want to hear the messages we are being given.”

Sensing sadness in her words his feet moved from side to side again. “But why? If a message is important, so important that another we encounter must tell us, why do some not want to hear its secrets?”

“Because of the fear they hold within.”

“What fear?”

Supriti’s glow returned on sensing the boy’s growing awareness. She leant to him.

“When someone is in a place where they feel comfort and security from the outside world, yet know within themselves that they must strive forward and continue along their own individual path, fear grips them in leaving all that is familiar to them and stepping out into the unknown.”

Thoughts of his family filled the boy’s heart as he recalled how the dog had encouraged him to follow along the path so he may meet with the beautiful woman he now spoke with. 

“Yes,” Supriti’s glow increased. “Much the same as you did in leaving your home and walking where you have never been before.”

“Then if they get a message from someone else telling them that it is time to leave their comfort and step forwards as you say, what happens if they do not? Do they just encounter another who tells them that this is the thing they should be doing?”

“In a way. But still, some do not listen to the words meant for them.”

“So another comes and tells it to them again?”

“That is true, yet with the increasing messages there comes something else.”

“Do those who hold our messages lose their patience?” 

“Not quite, but something happens to the ones who still refuse to listen.”

A troubled look spread across the boy as he prepared for his answer. The young woman acknowledged the worry below her and smiled.

“The pain their soul feels in staying within the same situation, and continuing along the path they know they should leave increases with every repeated message given. Deep inside them they know it is time to continue onwards, no matter how lonely or sad that would make them feel. But if the individual ignores the messages given to them their soul’s pain grows until...” The young woman’s sadness reappeared.

“Until what?” 

“Until, the soul begins to contain more hurt than it would ever experience in conquering its fears and stepping towards the unknown and its own intended fate.” 

“So, as soon as they acknowledge their message and walk out into the unfamiliar, then the discomfort their soul carries is released so they may continue?”

“This is true,” Supriti’s glow reached the tips of the leaves surrounding her again. “We all hold fears within us, but if we learnt to listen to the messages around us, those fears would melt away and be replaced with a joy that exceeds the pain our lives often carry.”

The boy’s young mind tried to understand all he was told. He saw how that without listening to the dogs calls for him to follow he would not have arrived to where he now stood, nor would have met the beautiful young woman sat high in the tree tops above him.

“Yes, and here you are,” Supriti sensed the boy’s thoughts.

Accompanying her joy, the security he felt within Supriti’s company expanded on accepting her understanding of his unspoken words.

“And here I am,” the boy smiled.

“Yes,” Supriti whispered. “Yes you are.”

A gust of wind wound its way along the path. Its avenue of trees creaked and groaned in its wake. The boy looked to the leaves around Supriti and listened to the musical flutter sounding from them. Startled by the bowing branch his friend sat upon, his tension grew on seeing the young woman paid no attention to her precarious position. Noticing the boy’s concern Supriti clapped her hands together.

“I suppose it is time for me climb down from here.”

The boy looked for the footholds that would aid her descent. Seeing none he then remembered Supriti had no knowledge of how she had arrived high in the canopies above him.

“Do not worry, I will find a way,” the young woman caught his concern. “Look,” she called out and pointed behind him. 

The boy swung round. Scared the black panthers he had been told of were real he eased on seeing the outlining trees held no such surprises. Turning back to Supriti he jumped as the young woman stood before him.

“How did you get down from there?”

“All that matters is that I am here, standing with you.”

The boy followed Supriti’s stares to the unknown path ahead.

“Yes, here I am,” she said again out into the distance. “And now I must leave,” she turned back to the boy. As the boy’s eyes welled, Supriti shook her head. “Don’t be sad,” she whispered to him.

“But you are leaving me here? Alone?”

“As I have told you already, you are never alone. I am always with you.”

Walking from the boy, the young woman knew her words were of little consolation. She paused further along the path and turned back to him, a knowing sparkle in her deep brown eyes.

“You can come with me if you like,” she called back to him.

The boy’s heart raced to his invitation. Stepping forwards, he too came to a stop.

“What is it?” Supriti asked him.

The boy looked over his shoulder to the small path that would lead him homewards and back to his family.

“If you want to return home,” the young woman called. “Then that is for you to decide, my offer still stands.”

Torn between returning to familiar faces and continuing onwards into the unknown with the beautiful young woman before him, the boy looked to his feet, unsure in which direction to follow.

“The choice is yours, young man”

“But I cannot decide,” he said. “Can you not help me with my decision?”

“No. Only you can make that choice.”

“How? How can I come to a decision?”

“Have you not already made many choices this morning?”

“In what way?”

“Was it not you who choose to lift from your sickness? Was it not your decision to leave your home and then to follow the dog far along the path unknown to you?”

“Yes,” the boy recalled the choices he had made.

“And was it not you alone who decided to stop and talk to me?”

“But you called out to me.”

“Yes, that is true. Yet, it was still you who choose to stop and talk.”

Blushing, the boy looked to his feet and then back to Supriti.

“It is all up to you,” she smiled and strolled back to him.

“When we have choices to make in our lives, no matter how hard, there is always one thing you can rely on to find your answer.”

“And what is that?”

“It is so easy. All you have to do is listen to your heart.” 
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