

[image: image]




[image: img]




First published in 2024 by Hachette India


(Registered name: Hachette Book Publishing India Pvt. Ltd)


An Hachette UK company


www.hachetteindia.com


[image: image]


This ebook published in 2024


Text copyright © 2024 Vardhini Amin


Illustrations copyright © 2024 Pia Alizé Hazarika


Cover design and illustration by Pia Alizé Hazarika


Vardhini Amin asserts the moral right to be identified as the author of this work.


All rights reserved. No part of the publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system (including but not limited to computers, disks, external drives, electronic or digital devices, e-readers, websites), or transmitted in any form or by any means (including but not limited to cyclostyling, photocopying, docutech or other reprographic reproductions, mechanical, recording, electronic, digital versions) without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


This is a work of fiction. Any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, or actual events or locales is purely coincidental.


Print ISBN 978-93-5731-559-3


EBook ISBN 978-93-5731-863-1


Hachette Book Publishing India Pvt. Ltd


4th & 5th Floors, Corporate Centre


Plot No. 94, Sector 44, Gurugram – 122003, India


Originally typeset in Georgia 11.5/16.7


by Manmohan Kumar, Delhi




On our vibrant Earth teeming with life, humans and animals roam freely, while trees and plants stand tall and unwavering, deeply rooted in the earth. Some may wonder if they’re missing out, not living their life to the fullest.


But what if I told you that within the vast expanse of our planet, a fantastic world of wonder exists that transcends our very imagination?


Are you ready to unveil one of the deepest mysteries of nature?




The World of Vruha


On our Earth is a hidden world waiting to be discovered – a world where miracles are real. Deep within every plant and tree lies a soul – a vruha. That’s what they call it. You see, animals and humans have souls too, but they’re different. Animal and human souls remain within their bodies, guiding them from inside. But plants are extraordinary, their souls have immense power. Their bodies are rooted to the earth, but the vruha, or tree souls, are free to roam and experience the world in a marvellous way.


By day, when the sun shines bright, these vruha rest inside their bodies, or their deha, soaking up the sun’s warmth and the earth’s nutrients. But when the sun goes down and the stars awaken, the magic begins!


As night falls, each plant, from the tiniest shrub to the tallest tree, comes alive in a whole new way as their vruha steps out to play. They communicate through the gentle rustling of leaves, their voices carried by the whispering breeze. They dance in the moonlight, their movements a graceful symphony of nature’s beauty. They share laughter and stories, weaving tales as old as time.


The vruha come in all kinds – some peaceful, others fiercely territorial, some living alone, while some forming deep connections. They dwell in their own fantastical world, unknown to humans or animals.


But with the first light of dawn, a silent fear grips every vruha’s core – the fear of getting lost and separated from their deha, which is why even the youngest saplings learn never to wander too far from home. And so they retreat, each soul reuniting with its deha, and await the coming night filled with wonder and magic.


Sometimes, with an unexpected twist of fate, one might accidently stumble into their world, for the trees whisper their secrets to those who listen…


Vriksha: The trees – the superheroes of nature – that breathe life into everything around them. They restore life’s essence with each leaf, and blossom selflessly, giving without seeking anything in return.


Vruha: The souls of plants and trees, who rest during the day and awaken at night, thriving in a mesmerizing world of their own. Each tree and plant species has its own vruha, living its life invisibly yet vibrantly, in tune with nature’s nocturnal hum.


Deha: The physical body that holds the soul, whether in plant, animal or human form. It is perfectly designed for every living being to enjoy life’s adventures, each one made just right for its own world.


Prani: All animals, creatures from the smallest insects to the largest beasts. In the eyes of the vruha, prani are fellow inhabitants of Earth, playing a vital role in the balance of nature.


Some nocturnal prani have a special vision that lets them see the vruha in the dark. They live in harmony with the vruha, sharing the night as if it were a magical secret between them.


Surya: The sun, the mighty life-giver. For all vruha, Surya is a celestial deity that blesses them with its golden rays, nurturing their growth and energizing their deha.


Prithvi: The earth, a nurturing mother to all living beings. For the vruha, she is the cradle of life, providing a safe haven for their roots, embracing them in her rich, nurturing soil.


Chandra: The mighty moon is the goddess of harmony and joy for all vruha. Every night, Chandra and her legion of glittering stars watch over the vruha living as free souls, unbound from their rooted deha.


Manushya: The human beings, who since the dawn of existence, are known to the vruha as dreaded, selfish beings that claim all of Prithvi’s treasures, turning a deaf ear to her cries. However, the vruha also know that amid the chaos of their destructive ways, there are some manushya who live in harmony with nature, tending to it with care and compassion.
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Prologue


How do you find an old woman who lives alone somewhere in a dark rainforest?


Yaj clenched the steering wheel hard as he struggled to keep the jeep from sliding off the wet, muddy trail. Crashing into trees or plunging into deep ditches disguised as shallow puddles, was not something he could risk. Any kind of delay would mean losing the battle he was fighting against fate. The terrain in the interior parts of the forest was dangerously uneven and the trails were unfamiliar. To top it all, the skies were pouring down mercilessly on this gloomy night, making it extremely difficult to see where he was going.


Dark thunderclouds had completely devoured the moon, leaving the jeep’s headlights as his only source of light. The beams occasionally caught the gleaming eyes of a panicked deer running by. The storm roared as crackling bolts pierced the darkness and raindrops hit the roof of the jeep like arrows. Like a dark omen, the universe was adding to his troubles with a menacing touch.


A lump of grief had made itself a home in his throat. He swallowed repeatedly, trying to dislodge it as he braved this precarious path. Many a straggling, wet fly-aways from his clumsy bun pasted themselves over his sad, sunken eyes. The wipers of the jeep seemed to be doing a great job of keeping the windscreen clear, but the real problem was the tears welling up in his eyes. No matter how many times he wiped them away, they rolled down faster than the raindrops hitting the earth.


Yaj understood the haunting hopelessness of losing a loved one, but this time, he just wasn’t going to let it happen. He would use any help, any power and any means – right or wrong.


He had to find the hut. He had to find the old woman and even if it meant combing every inch of the forest, he was not going to give up. He was desperate enough to follow even the tiniest glimmer of hope into a dark void – and he was doing just that.


A weak cough broke his train of thought. He looked into the rear-view mirror at his daughter lying on the rear seat, her little hands trying to barely hold on. Her face looked extremely pale, drained of its usual rosy hue and her lips had turned a sickly purple. Her curly hair, which had once been bouncy with a life of its own, lay limp and lifeless around her face. His heart ached to see her struggle to take in each breath. She was barely three, she did not deserve this. Suppressing the urge to cry out loud, he wiped his eyes for the umpteenth time.
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Three years ago, when he held her for the very first time in the delivery room, she had seemed so frail that he worried he would hurt her just by touching her.


‘Premature twins,’ the words of the gynaecologist echoed in his head. ‘Don’t worry Yajurv, we are doing our best.’


Yaj had spent many sleepless nights helping his wife, Veena, nurse and nurture their girls. It had taken a lot of his strength just to watch his baby girls in the neonatal ICU, tubes snaking in and out of their tiny bodies. Every day, the girls had battled for survival. One had thrived, rapidly gaining weight, but this little one had faced constant challenges. She had fought valiantly though… fought really, really hard. For three years, she had bravely battled through countless hospital visits, but she never got better, and now the doctors had exhausted every possible solution.


[image: image]


‘I am sorry, Yaj,’ the memory of the doctor’s words still stung his mind as he took another blind turn. The storm seemed to be getting worse, making the trail muddier. He looked back at his dying daughter. The path was so bumpy that her limp body shook like a rag doll’s. Yaj floored the accelerator and the jeep sped into the night, muddy slush flying everywhere.


In the last two days, he had run up and down the hospital hallways, seeking advice and help from numerous doctors. He had made desperate calls from Delhi to London and had knocked on every door, seeking hope anywhere and everywhere. He did every possible thing a father could do to save his child.


Veena had become almost unrecognizable – a grief-stricken mother, hair dishevelled and cheeks smudged with tear streaks and kohl stains. Her anguished wails had shaken the whole hospital, and she had to be taken home. Yaj had never felt so helpless.


Then, in a moment of sudden clarity, he had made up his mind. If his daughter couldn’t be saved by humans, he had to seek help elsewhere.


The hospital had been thrown into a furore when he had picked up his child and walked out as if he were a robber stealing the crown jewels – this was his daughter, the child they said they couldn’t save. There was nothing they could do, he muttered repeatedly. What was he supposed to do? Sit by her bedside and watch her die?


A flash of lightning lit up the whole area for a fraction of a second. Then everything went dark. It felt as though the universe itself was toying with him, offering fleeting glimpses of hope only to snatch them away far too quickly.


He was rapidly running out of time. He had to save his child even if it took defying the universe.


How do you find an old woman who lives alone somewhere in a dark rainforest?


He remembered the tiny hut from memory. He had been ten years old when he had first visited the old woman with his grandfather. The old woman’s hut lay in the lap of the mighty Meghshikhar mountain, the tallest peak in the Sahyadri range that cut through the rainforests. The hut had been greatly weathered, its straw-thatched roof sagging beneath the weight of time. Cloaked with moss and vines, it blended seamlessly into the surrounding forest.


He remembered the old woman vividly – wizened and hunch-backed, wrapped in tattered brown rags, her skin so wrinkled that it resembled the bark of a tree. Her beady eyes were dark brown with a gush of brilliant green. She had a whimsical smile, with a few broken teeth poking out from the sides as if trying to escape her mouth.
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His grandpa had chatted with her for a few hours and just as they were leaving, he had asked if she wanted to come along with them. She had silently walked over to an ashoka tree, put her arm around it and said, ‘This is my home, I’m happy here.’


A lightning flash lit up the forest again. And Yaj saw it. The magnificent Meghshikhar peak, standing tall, unfazed by the storm. The forest, dense as a forgotten dream, and the mountain, vast as the sky, made the quest for the hut a daunting challenge for even the bravest.


The storm raged on, growing fiercer by the minute. Each fragile breath his daughter took seemed like a little more borrowed time for him to save her. He drove over bushes and fallen foliage, roots and saplings – squashing or uprooting the plants in his path. What an irony, he thought. To save his child’s life, he didn’t bother about other lives. He looked back at her again to check if she was still breathing. She was. Barely. It was hard to watch.


And then, without warning, he was violently catapulted out of his seat as the jeep rammed into what he could only assume was a big tree, with a deafening crash. One edge of the hood was completely crushed, yet the engine roared like a wounded tiger. A good part of his face was bruised after it slammed into the corner of the seat and a shower of shards from the busted windshield pierced his back. In pain, he gently picked up his daughter who lay unharmed on the back seat. Then he saw it.


Lit by the faint glow of the only working headlight was the hut, still standing, bearing the scars of a thousand storms.


Blood flowed in streaks down Yaj’s back and one of his eyes was so swollen he could barely see with it. He kicked open the jeep door and stepped out. Shielding his child’s shivering body with the hospital blanket, he ran towards the hut. As he got closer, he could see a dim flickering light inside. He hammered on the door with all his might.


After a few ragged breaths, the door opened and the old woman stood in the doorway, squinting quizzically at him with her hollow eyes, trying to figure out who he was. He saw her expression slowly change from confusion to recognition. She looked exactly as he remembered her, perhaps a little older, more wrinkled and even more hunched by age. She looked at him from head to toe. Then, fixing her gaze on the little girl in his arms, she motioned him to sit by the fire.


Yaj lay his daughter as gently as he could on the mud floor and unwound the wet blanket from around her. The old woman remained by the door, watching him. Her face bore no emotion.


‘Taru Amma,’ he whispered hoarsely, trying not to break down, ‘it’s me, Yajurv—’


She shushed him with a wave of her hand and slowly walked over to the fire. She sat down with great difficulty – she was really, really old, he realized.


‘My daughter… she’s dying… my baby is dying…’ he was sobbing now, his voice cracking as he folded his hands and begged. ‘Please… please, save her. I know you can help her… I know you can…’


The old woman didn’t budge. She slowly reached over to a pile of kindling and added a stick to the fire.


‘Please,’ he implored, ‘do something… anything… anything at all… that you can do. I cannot watch her die like this. I know you have attained the mastery. Please… I urge you… please save her.’


The old woman gazed at him curiously, like she was trying to read more into what he was asking of her. Then, she slowly turned her back on him and proceeded to add twigs to the flames.


Yaj crawled over to her on his hands and knees and held a corner of her drape, tugging on it like a child begging for something. ‘She is just a little child… she deserves to live. I am ready to do anything to save her. Please… please…’ the lump in his throat seemed to have grown larger than ever.


‘This is insanity…’ the old lady muttered hoarsely, her gaze fixed unblinkingly on the fire. Yaj was taken aback by her sudden response. She seemed to be deliberately avoiding looking at either him or his daughter.


‘I cannot mess with fate…’ she continued gravely. ‘You dragged the child here in this storm, expecting some kind of a miracle, instead of letting the doctors treat her.’


‘There’s nothing they can do,’ Yaj struggled to get the words out between sobs. ‘She was born like this.’


‘Then she is meant to die!’ she said with a force that made her stop and catch her breath.


Yaj stood up slowly. He could barely see through his injured eye and the glass shards stuck in his back were screaming for attention. Taru Amma’s indifference came as a shock to him. He could only recall her kind, smiling face and had assumed she would help him.


‘There must be some other way,’ he murmured.


‘There is no way. No way that you would accept,’ she said.


Yaj walked over to his daughter. His legs buckled under him. He fell in a heap on the floor beside her.


Shattering thunder roared over the hut. It seemed like the storm was ripping apart the sky just as Yaj’s pain was ripping apart his heart. He grazed his fingers over his daughter’s forehead, pushing back her curls. He wept silently, watching the little girl gasp for what seemed to be her last few breaths.


With every rapid heave of her chest, he felt even more paralysed, almost as if he were dying with her. Her body was failing her and she looked unlike anything he could recognize. Then he began to hum a soft lullaby, a tune he always sang to the girls at bedtime.


Sometime during the night, half asleep, he felt Taru Amma pull out the glass shards embedded in his back.
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The first rays of dawn seeped through the little window, stinging his eyes and slowly waking him up. Yaj tried to piece together the blurry memories from the previous night, while fighting a throbbing headache. His shirt was caked with blood and his swollen eye was glued shut. He immediately looked for his daughter, and his heart skipped a beat when he saw her.


She lay in front of him, not on the hospital blanket, but on a bed of flowering vines. Fresh blooms – purple and white, entwined in dark velvety leaves – cradled her little body. The mellow sunlight seeping through the thatched roof made her glow like a golden angel.


‘She has left her body,’ said the old woman softly, from somewhere behind him.


This heavenly sight of his daughter, lying unusually peaceful, left him stunned. For once, she wasn’t struggling to breathe. He just sat there, unable to cry.


‘I feel your pain,’ said Taru Amma. She stood beside him looking at the child, admiring what was undoubtedly her handiwork.


Yaj felt her hand squeeze his shoulder. Maybe she was trying to console him. But he was in shock – almost frozen, unable to come to terms with anything. The old woman tapped his shoulder again, but he couldn’t get himself to look away from his daughter.


‘Yaj…’ she said with a strange, absurd smile, ‘…your daughter has left her body.’


Yaj was baffled. Taru Amma’s face had been so cold and stern last night. And now, as she broke the awful news to him that his little daughter was no more, she couldn’t stop her lips from curling into a toothless smile. He tried to turn away, but she held his face in a firm grip.


‘She is not in her body anymore, Yajurv,’ she said, ‘she is here…’


Her words didn’t make any sense to Yaj. The old woman took his hand and put something in it, something tiny, brown and round.


It was a seed.


‘She is here,’ she repeated, patting the seed gently, ‘your little girl deserves a fresh start.’
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‘She’s… she’s here?’ he stuttered, gaping at the tiny seed in his palm. A thousand questions jostled in his mind, but words eluded him.


‘I couldn’t just let her soul drift away,’ she explained, sensing his confusion. ‘I just couldn’t…’ she looked away for a bit, almost as if she felt guilty about what she had done.


Yaj sat dazed. Taru Amma’s words were unbelievable, unimaginable, yet he knew that she was truly capable of such a miracle.


‘She is in a deep slumber now. Whenever you feel you’re ready, plant her in the Earth’s womb and give her a new beginning.’ From the folds of her worn out rags, the old woman pulled out a soft dry leaf and wrapped the seed in it. Then, she brilliantly twisted the stem to secure the little leaf pouch.


Not quite knowing what else to do, Yaj slipped the seed pouch into his pocket. In a trance, he rose and walked over to his daughter. He gently lifted her, flowers and all, and carried her out of the hut.


The forest looked completely different in the morning after the night’s storm. The trees looked freshly bathed and lush. Chirping, screeching, hooting and chattering filled the forest as the birds and animals celebrated the passing of the stormy night, oblivious to what had happened inside the little hut.


Yaj strode to the jeep and gently laid his daughter on the back seat, adjusting the flowering vines so they didn’t cover her little face.


He half-expected the jeep to have broken down after the night’s collision, but, after a few tries, the engine burst into life.


He hadn’t uttered a single word to Taru Amma before leaving. All he wanted was to take his daughter back home.


He gingerly felt the precious seed in his pocket to assure himself that it was really there – that he hadn’t imagined the strange events of the previous night, although he couldn’t make sense of any of it yet.


He reversed the jeep and turned to look at the hut one last time. Taru Amma stood at the door, looking one with the hut and the forest, her brown-green eyes staring at him. He bowed his head at her.


In an instant, her lips curled into her kind, toothless smile.
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Chapter One


Avni’s happy laughter rippled through the balmy forest air as she ran, dodging the twinkling rocks that popped out from the muddy ground.


Everything around her glowed as if bathed in liquid gold. She adored the scent of freshly drenched earth and the harmonies of homeward-bound birds. The trees gleamed brilliantly, still soaked from the evening drizzle. It all looked so magnificent. The forest was alive!


However, Avni’s mind was elsewhere, oblivious to these delights. She hopped over the roots sticking out of the ground and skilfully ducked under the vines dangling overhead. Her little squeals and giggles were louder than all the chirping and chattering sounds of the forest at dusk. She kept glancing over her shoulder as she made her way towards the river.


‘Slow down, my little racer, you don’t want to fall down and hurt yourself, do you?’ her father’s voice was music to her ears, seamlessly harmonizing with the symphony of the wilderness.


Avni did not slow down. It was a race after all! She was convinced she could beat him to their tent.


Hop! Skip! Zoom!


‘When did you learn to run so fast!’ he laughed as he closed in on her. It made her throw back her head and chuckle even louder.


She looked back again to see how close he was, but that was a mistake. A gnarly root that had grown a little too much out of the ground caught her little foot. She braced herself to fall face down in the mud, but instead, to her surprise, she suddenly flew up into the air. She flapped her arms like a bird as her father’s reassuring grip tightened around her waist.


‘Daddy, I’m flying, I’m flying,’ she squealed in excitement.


‘Of course, you are. Fly high, my baby, fly high,’ he held her aloft, as high as he could, and she flapped her arms eagerly.
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At that moment, she had really believed she could fly.


Avni sat on a boulder, staring at her father holding her little self in his arms, like a surreal memory replaying before her eyes. They looked like faint, otherworldly remnants of her past, their laughter echoing hauntingly through the trees. She brushed away the lone tear that trickled down her cheek.


She was not that little girl any more, and the strong arms that held her were long gone.


Avni jumped off the boulder and dusted the soil from her skirt. Why the school had insisted they wear their uniforms on a camping trip was beyond her. She would rather wear her bike shorts for a foray into the forest.


The sun, like a ripe tangerine, hung low in the sky behind the mountains, casting an orange glow on the Krishna River. Avni felt a certain calm looking at the hundreds of little diamond droplets that danced over the falls and raced each other into the raging waters of the river below. The delightful sounds of the forest at dusk drowned out the distant chatter of the children at the campsite.


Avni knew this part of the forest like the back of her hand – she could navigate through it with her eyes closed. Her gaze wandered, as if by habit, to the faraway banyan tree on the opposite bank. She could almost see the ghost of their old, rust-coloured tent beneath it. Avni couldn’t decide if she loved or hated this place as it brought back both her happiest and saddest memories.


‘Avni, Avni!’ someone called her name.


‘Here,’ she yelled back. Mira picked her way through the tents to see Avni standing by the riverbank. Her best friend of three years could hear her voice over any amount of chaos.


‘Miss Nina allowed ninth graders to go for unsupervised walks,’ Mira looked indignant which made Avni smile. Mira stamped her foot, ‘This is an outrage! Seventh graders are old enough!’


‘We’re twelve, Mira. We have no privileges,’ Avni shrugged.


‘Speak for yourself. My thirteenth birthday is in a week,’ Mira retorted. ‘My Amma says teenagers can be trusted to take care of themselves.’


‘We’re not in a park, Mira, look around,’ Avni nudged Mira with her elbow.


‘Well, it’s still unfair. Maybe, if we’re lucky, they’ll bring back those flowers when they return from their walk.’


‘Maybe, if we’re lucky…’ grinned Avni, ‘they’ll get eaten by tigers.’


But Mira looked worried. ‘You told me there aren’t any tigers around these parts,’ Mira swiftly scanned the dense underbrush beyond the river.


‘No, there aren’t,’ said Avni, ‘but you never know, one of them could decide to explore the neighbourhood in search of a snack.’ Avni couldn’t keep a straight face. It made Mira giggle.


The girls looked for a spot to sit by the bank, to watch the rosy sunset.


‘Wait…’ said Avni after a while, ‘what flowers were you talking about?’


‘The lavender ones we saw on the way here. They’re so beautiful, Avni. I wanted to pick some for Amma and some for my room.’


‘Well,’ said Avni after giving it some thought, ‘let’s go then. Let’s go and pick the flowers. We can sneak out quietly. No one will even notice we’re gone. We’ll be back in no time.’


‘Go into the forest alone when it’s about to get pitch dark? Are you out of your mind?’ Mira exclaimed loudly. The girls looked around guiltily to see if anyone had heard them. Luckily, everyone within earshot was busy in their own conversations and Miss Nina had already begun to doze off in her chair.


‘Mira,’ Avni began, her tone reassuring, ‘I know this forest better than anyone. Even when we’re not volunteering with the forest rangers, I often come here alone… you know that. There’s no danger here. There’s a trail not far from the campsite that leads straight to the sandalwood grove, and the lavender flowers will be in full bloom along the path. We can bring our backpacks to hide the flowers.’


‘Ooh… I’m not so sure…’ Mira chewed her nails nervously. ‘Your grandma is a softie, but if we get caught, my Amma will never ever let it go. What if she cancels my birthday party?’


‘Trust me, no one will find out,’ whispered Avni, grinning. ‘They’ll worry more about the students who are out on walks, but we have to hurry, before it gets too dark. Quick, get your backpack and meet me behind the last tent.’
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‘Come on,’ Avni urged her friend, ‘you need to walk faster.’


Mira slapped her arms exasperatedly. ‘What are these, mosquitos or vampires? Avni, you made it sound so easy… this is so not worth it, just for a handful of flowers. When will we get to the sandalwood grove? And slow down, will you? I don’t want to fall behind and end up lost.’


‘You’re such a baby!’ Avni called out over her shoulder. ‘We are on the trail already. But the flowers around here haven’t bloomed as yet. Maybe those closer to the grove have.’


The sky was doing its utmost to hold on to the last bits of light left in the wake of the sun. A few stars that couldn’t wait for nightfall had already begun to pop up here and there.


‘How much longer?’ Mira called in frustration, ‘also, will there be snakes in the grove? The mosquitos have spared a couple of spots on my feet for them.’ Mira cupped her palm into the shape of a cobra’s hood and hissed at Avni.


But Avni didn’t reply. She stood stock still in the small clearing ahead. When Mira joined her, she saw sandalwood trees as far as the eye could see. The evening breeze that made the leaves flutter brought with it a warm, woody fragrance. The girls stood silently taking it all in.


Avni spoke after a brief pause, ‘They are alive, just like you and me, the trees. They sense everything. Just because they don’t move like me or you, doesn’t mean they don’t feel anything.’ It felt good to repeat her father’s words. He had taught her to look at trees in a unique way. Every single one – a living, breathing being with feelings, living life through the highs and lows, very much like us. He would stroke the trunks like one would pet an animal.


Anything and everything about the forest excited him. Especially the sandalwood grove. They visited it often and she had countless memories of it. Together, they would put their ears on the tree trunks and try to listen.


‘Trees whisper their mysterious secrets to those who listen…’ he used to say.


He would sit with her beneath the trees for hours, chatting away about the forest and everything in it. And she would listen spellbound, imagining the trees as the main characters of his stories. She loved watching the trees sway to the tune of the wind and she danced with them too.


‘Look,’ Avni pointed. Beyond the clearing, a large cluster of lavender blossoms radiated in their gentle glow, undaunted by the fading light. Mira ran over and began picking them hurriedly, two or three at a time.


‘Slow down, will you? Pick them gently… don’t uproot the whole plant,’ snapped Avni.


Although Mira didn’t respond, she abruptly stopped plucking the flowers. ‘What? Is that all? Pick a few more…’ said Avni, approaching her friend.


But Mira wasn’t moving. She looked eerily still.


When Avni drew close to Mira, she realized that her friend looked petrified. Avni followed Mira’s gaze. A few trees ahead of them, where the light barely reached, something was moving.


‘Tell me… please tell me… that’s an owl or something…’ Mira whimpered.


‘Umm… I think it’s definitely larger than a bird…’ Avni felt her heartbeat speed up. ‘Okay… here’s the plan, let’s back up real slow and when we hit the trail, we turn around and bolt!’


The girls held hands and inched backwards, eyes fixed on the spot between the sandalwood trees where, surely, something was moving. Shorter than a person, an animal maybe… hopefully not crouching to pounce any moment. Whatever it was, it would be foolish to turn their backs on it.


‘T…t…tiger?’ Mira was close to tears.


‘It cannot be… tigers have never been spotted in this area…’ Avni whispered. She was doing her best to be brave for the both of them. Minds alert and eyes peeled, the girls quietly crept backwards, until they were back again on the trail.


‘Now,’ said Avni, ‘on the count of three, we turn around and run like our skirts were on fire. Do not look back until we reach the campsite. Ready?’


Mira’s whimper was barely audible but Avni took that as a ‘yes’.


‘One… two…’ a dash! Something scampered through the trees. Not something, Avni realized. Someone.


‘Mira…’ whispered Avni. But Mira wasn’t about to hang around. She spun around and bolted back quickly, not bothering to even check if Avni was with her.


Avni quickly jumped behind a shrub. Alarm bells were going off in her head. A warning had been issued a few days earlier. She had been in the ranger’s office when Mr Rao had been instructing the forest guards to keep a sharp look out for trespassers.


This could be a sandalwood poacher. Surely, the miscreant couldn’t be aware of Avni’s presence. It was getting dark, making it harder to see. Avni had a torch in her pocket, but she didn’t dare switch it on. She kept her eyes peeled, hoping to catch a glimpse of the felon so she could help identify the person later.


The figure, unaware of being watched, scurried back and forth between the trees. But why was this person so short? Soon, she would know.


The running figure emerged into the clearing carrying a small bundle of sandalwood branches on his shoulder and set them down on the ground.


A child!


Avni’s jaw dropped. It was a small boy, a little shorter than her. He looked dirty, with unkempt hair and bare feet. The urchin had a rag wrapped around his waist. He disappeared into the trees and then reappeared with another bundle of branches.


‘You little thief!’ Avni didn’t think twice before springing out of the bushes into the clearing.


The startled boy took off instantly, back into the grove with Avni hot on his heels. She jumped nimbly over shrubs and tree stumps, but the fleet-footed lad was faster than her, gliding between trees and skipping over any shrubs with ease. Avni had to work really hard to keep up because the ground was no longer a clear trail. If only she could get her hands on the sneaky little menace, she would frogmarch him straight to the guards.


The gap between Avni and the boy gradually widened, but she refused to give up. She was just as familiar with the area, and even knew her way back pretty well.


They zoomed through the trees, one behind the other, until Avni caught a lucky break when the boy tripped over some tangled vines on the forest floor. Avni threw herself at him in a rugby tackle and picked him up with a strong grip.


He looked several years younger than her and probably belonged to a tribe in one of the remote villages deep in the forest. He squirmed, struggled and did his best to wriggle free, but Avni didn’t let go. She hauled him along and started to make her way back to the camp. But first, she had to find her backpack which she had dropped during the chase.
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