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      ‘Ye are the salt of the earth. But if the salt loses its savour, how can it be made salty again? It is no longer good for anything, except to be thrown out and

      trampled underfoot.’




      –Matthew: 5.13


    


  




  





  




  The forest prepared itself for dusk.


  Nature’s inviolable rhythm had pushed the fireball of the sky to the western horizon. Forest folks

  hurried to have their last fill before it became too dark and dangerous to move. Birds were singing their melodies of farewell to a glorious day – a day that was like any other day.

  Fulfilling. Joyful. Expressive. In a few moments, they would all be sucked deep into the womb of silence and sleep. Variety – the signature of life – would now be lost in the oneness of

  the invisible.




  Suddenly, the rhythm of the forest was shattered by a deafening – ‘BANG! BANG!’ – the sound that silences life. The boom enveloped the forest, filling the startled folks

  with the ultimate fear. Everything came to a standstill. Activities stopped. Songs went mute. The terrified forest held its breath in anticipation. Who? Where? How many?




  ‘The king is dead ... the king is dead,’ screamed Chital, the deer, and ran wildly through the forest. His legs were fast but his words were faster. In fact,

  incomprehensible. Even incoherent.




  The forest could not believe what they had just heard. Lion, the king, along with his family, had been killed by the poachers. The king’s uniqueness in life now lay levelled into the

  sameness of the dead of the forest – the forest, which was the sustainer in life and shelter in death for millions.




  The forest had been accustomed to the lion family’s demanding presence and commanding protection for centuries. Over the period, the inevitability of the presence of royalty had settled in

  the collective consciousness of the forest. But now, it was rattled by the suddenness of this event.




  ‘What is the worth of our life? A mere bullet,’ philosophized the goat.




  ‘The brute has been served well,’ the bison commented. Despite his sturdy build, the bison had always been afraid of the lion. ‘Good riddance,’ he added to impart a

  certain sense of finality.




  ‘I wish he had paid more attention to our tribe,’ said the squirrel. He also had been afraid of the lion all his life, but had been too insignificant to be noticed by the king.




  More folks. More comments.




  The news of the king’s death excited Kaak, the crow, the jungle media. His enthusiasm for cawing the trivialities of the forest was inexhaustible. He was like a freelancer who lives for

  others so that he can survive himself. But his enthusiasm was not shared by all. That day, as on other days, he was accosted by the combative mynah, ‘How does it matter to us aerofolks what

  happens to the earthbound, you noise-polluter? Stop, or else I will narrate your latest deeds to all.’




  Despite his busy schedule, Kaak had picked up the wisdom that ‘Crowing in freedom is great, but silence during calamity is better’. He shut up.




  By then, the news had got its audience. From Kaak, it was picked up by the kingfisher. While diving to catch a fish in the river, the kingfisher uttered the words and missed the fish. That is

  how the words were picked up by the fishes living in the mighty river that bordered the forest. Across the river lay the world of menfolk, from where poachers came to kill and capture the helpless

  forest folks.




  ‘What is a king, partner?’ one young trout asked his companion.




  Before he could get any answer, he and his companion were eaten up by Magar, the crocodile, who was always in wait for the inattentive. He was a vile fellow. Truly vile. Everything about him was

  abrasive – his skin, acts, words, and even his tears.




  ‘Wait. We seem to be entering a dark cave,’ the senior trout commented. Not being accustomed to entering another’s belly, he could not distinguish between a cave and a grave.

  But the other one could not hold his curiosity. He continued with his discussion amidst the darkness that enveloped them more and more.




  It was thus that when Magar belched, out came the smell of the trout, and the news that ‘the king is dead’.




  Magar then swam down the river when he saw Muktak, the elephant, standing still in the river. He had gone to the river for a drink, but had been transfixed after the shot.




  The crocodile abhorred Muktak and never missed a chance to needle him. ‘Good evening, Mr Big Nose! Your king is dead,’ said Magar with satisfaction.




  ‘Hmm,’ was the response of the wise to the unholy. Muktak did not really need the information. His ears had already picked up the news and he had been too shocked to react. The

  crocodile’s words, however, brought Muktak back to the present. He hurried out of the river to avoid the meaningless confrontation with the debased. ‘Upeksha – ignoring

  the dirty’ was his mantra for peace.




  Controlling the external is easy, but restraining the internal is difficult. Muktak avoided Magar, but he could not contain his inner pain.




  ‘Disaster! Disaster!’ he rumbled out of habit. Had there been other elephants around, they would have picked up his calls. But his glorious days of company had been ended by the

  poachers. He now lived a solitary life, doing good to others and musing over the practicalities of life.




  ‘Disaster!’ Muktak finally wailed aloud.




  ‘Ah! Even the wise feel pain,’ Magar mocked Muktak, and went down the river belching out the news.
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  Seniority, wisdom, compassion – that was Muktak. He used to say, ‘A senior without wisdom is a showpiece, and a wise one without compassion is like an unripe fruit

  – bad in taste and bad for health.’ He was a true well-wisher of the forest folks.




  So Muktak was terribly upset when he saw that within days of the lion’s death, the arrogance of the illiterate had taken over the forest. The forest had its share of weak, strong, simple,

  clever, timid, and wicked personalities. The lion had kept this diversity woven in a cohesive whole. With that unifying thread now gone, the strong bullied the weak, the weak insulted the

  insignificant, and the insignificant cursed their fate.




  To stem the rot, Muktak called a meeting of forest elders to elect a new leader.




  Not everyone liked the idea. ‘Aren’t we doing fine? Why complicate matters by electing a leader when we have all the freedom in the world?’




  ‘Freedom comes to the strong,’ said Muktak, ‘and strength comes to those who have self­respect. But before you respect yourself, you must learn to respect others. Right

  now, our folks have forgotten the value of respecting others. Without governance, this will result in collective destruction.’




  ‘But O Wise One, every new leader has a new kind of nuisance value. Consider that too.’




  ‘A leader is a necessary evil. He may turn out to be evil, but he also has the potential to infuse strength into the system. I have heard from elders that in earlier times, the menfolk

  were like us only – animals. Only much weaker. With time, they grew up to become masters of the world. This was possible because of their choice of leadership. They had good leaders who knew

  where they were leading their charge, and had a clear picture of what they wanted their people to be. Without proper leaders, they would have continued to be a bunch of barbarians, which they still

  are when left alone.’




  ‘I agree. We never harm them, but they come to kill us. Barbarians!’ exclaimed the goat.




  The elders agreed to Muktak’s proposal. The very next day, there was a great gathering of animals to elect a new leader.




  There was no clearing large enough in the forest to hold the gathering, so Muktak uprooted some trees and beat the ground flat to accommodate everyone. The forest folks assembled in large

  numbers. Even those that ventured out only at dawn, dusk, evening, or night came to rub shoulders with the day animals for the great cause. Most of them were serious, some were curious, and some

  frivolous.




  Muktak had taken the word of oath from all that they were to behave cordially during the meeting. So, the gathering, strange as it was in its composition, caused strain in the food chain and

  derailed the pecking order. The predator looked at the prey nearby with a salivating tongue; the stalker breathed heavily at the proximity of the quarry; and the mighty wrinkled their nose at the

  nearness of the commoners.




  Magar had also come as an observer and had taken his position under a tree, waiting for the careless.




  Many aerofolks had come to watch a new history unfold in the forest. They were chirping and tweeting vigorously, like curious onlookers, unaffected by the issues.




  Surprisingly, Kaak was conspicuous by his absence. ‘Where is the media?’ the forest folk asked each other. But there was no satisfactory answer.




  The proceedings began.




  Before anyone could say a word, the squirrel ran up to the podium. ‘I propose the name of Muktak for this responsible post.’




  This alerted the conspiracy theorists. They concluded that the whole show was rigged by Muktak to his own advantage.




  Whispers started circulating.




  ‘Even a sage has an underbelly! How unfortunate!’




  ‘This is the eternal problem of the old. They just won’t let go of power, and when not in power, they become sermonizers. That’s the way our old tusk is moving up.’




  But that was not true. The fact was that the squirrel had been in awe of Muktak’s megalithic size for a long time. He had once asked Muktak shyly how one could grow to that size. ‘By

  eating, my little brother’ had been Muktak’s reply. This had inspired the squirrel to eat the double of what he usually ate. That sent him reeling with a nasty stomach pain. Since then,

  his admiration for Muktak had become unflinching; he had suffered doing what Muktak could do effortlessly.




  Before the squirrel’s proposal could be taken up, a monkey got up to address the crowd. This alarmed many. They knew that if the simian was up, he must be up to some mischief.




  ‘Friends, wait a minute. You really want to make the “long nose” the leader of the forest? Wah! But tell me who among us has a long nose? No one. Why? Because a long nose is an

  aberration.’




  The crowd was struck to silence. Uniqueness was an aberration? ‘And look, on the other hand,’ said the monkey, ‘don’t all of us have tails? It means that our

  leader’s tail must be of a dignified length. Even the lion, bless his soul, had a long tail. For your information, long nose is the failed line of evolution, whereas long tail is the favoured

  side of evolution.’




  Deafening silence.




  ‘Conclude not that I want power. But we have someone great amongst us. I present before you a new arrival in our community from the city. So far, it has been our poor luck to lose our

  brothers to the greedy from the city. But this is the first time that we have someone from the city amidst us. Kapi! Our new member. Fresh from the city! Escaped from the dirt! Make him our leader,

  brothers. You will never regret. Give him a big hand!’




  The crowd, eternally stupid as it is, went into frenzied clapping.




  The loss of attention of the crowd prompted Magar to inch towards the goat, but Muktak saw the move and sternly asked the predator to leave.




  ‘I will get back at you. There are many scores to settle,’ threatened Magar and left.




  Kapi walked towards the podium with a sense of purpose. He had worked in a circus for a long time where he had been trained to face the crowd. From there, he had been transferred to a zoo by

  some animal activists, whom he still freely cursed. In the circus, he was a performer with a group, but at the zoo he had to master the art of solo performance to get extra nuts and fruits from the

  onlookers.




  Being fickle, he had somehow escaped from the zoo. But he regretted it. He was accustomed to good food and being taken care of both at the circus and at the zoo. But here in the forest, he had

  to eat wild fruits and take shelter amidst trees. Also, he was not high on the pecking order in his tribe. All this had disillusioned him from the great idea of freedom, and he now longed to go

  back to slavery.




  He had been thinking of crossing the river to try a different future when this gathering was called. This filled him with hopes of novelty and prospects – the twin motivation for success.

  He stayed back.




  Kapi reached the stage and stood there in purposeful silence. After a moment, he turned his head, once in this and then in that direction. A plastic smile and a slow movement of his hands sent

  the crowd into raptures. The circus and the zoo had trained him well.




  ‘What luck to have someone cultured amidst us rustics!’ said the goat. Neither he, nor anyone else in the crowd had seen such performance.




  Bhalu, the bear, was sitting somewhere at the back. When he had heard about Kapi coming from the city, he had been eager to enquire about the fate of his two brothers who had been captured by

  the city folks some time ago. Kaak, a regular city visitor, had informed him that the duo now danced in the streets to the beats of a performer. Bhalu had refused to believe that such ignominy had

  befallen his brothers. But now, he had the prospect of getting some real news about his brothers.




  Bhalu moved through the crowd to reach the stage. But that was mistaken as an attempt-to-assault by many. This resulted in fight, fright and flight. To check the stampede, Muktak had to

  intervene. He brought order by trumpeting and stomping his feet and asked Bhalu to go back to his old place.




  The distraction took away a lot of Kapi’s airs, but he gathered himself a second time and began, ‘Friends, folks, foresters! I stand before you as one of you, although once removed.

  I consider it my privilege to address you ...’




  He then rolled out the achievements and the glories of the animals. To add zing to his words, he freely used sense, common sense and nonsense. A moment ago, he himself would not have believed

  what he was saying but being a performer, he knew that the art of deceiving and convincing begins with oneself. He was now fully convinced of what he was delivering.




  The folks listened spellbound. They did not know that such greatness surrounded them. For the first time in their lives, they felt important.




  Kapi was almost at the end of his talk. ‘The city folks are the future of the universe,’ he said, ‘but even there you do not see a long nose. And you will be proud to know that

  even their kings put on a long tail to imitate our tails!’




  The applause was thunderous.




  ‘I also feel proud to inform you that a large number of city folks worship Hanuman, who has a long tail. So my dear friends, folks, foresters! How can you be burdened by a long nose? Down

  with long nose! Up with long tails!’




  Muktak felt sad to be humiliated like this. He did not want fame, but nor did he want shame. However, being the saint that he was, he overcame his emotions and stood tall once again.




  The forest now shouted in unison to make Kapi the head of the forest.




  To honour their new leader, Muktak broke a branch of flowers and moved towards Kapi. Suddenly, there was a pandemonium in the crowd. Everyone was distracted by the excited crowing of a

  tired-looking Kaak. ‘Yes, the media is here with some big, breaking news.’ He was flapping his wings furiously to reach the centre of the gathering.




  ‘There is a cub! There is a cub!’ he was blabbering.




  Surprise.




  Silence.




  Confusion.




  Commotion.




  The jumbled expression of Kaak was difficult to decipher, but when they saw a lion cub whimpering and tottering towards them, the meaning was clear.




  ‘A cub! A lion’s cub!’ The crowd resonated. Everyone ran for his dear life. The power of the lion was embedded deep in the minds of all. Even the aerofolks expressed their

  excitement through screams and screeches.




  Kapi and the other monkeys dropped their ambition to govern the masses and took the tree-route to safety.




  The jackals, who had plans of their own for sharing power, ran in vain for the tunnel route. While levelling the ground, Muktak had unknowingly destroyed their underground paths. They now cursed

  him freely and darted with others blindly.




  Like a poor man’s fortune, the ground now stood empty.




  Muktak trumpeted with joy, threw the flower branch to the ground, rushed to greet the cub, lifted him by his trunk, and then put him down tenderly.




  The cub whimpered with fright at all this attention. He had somehow escaped the cruelty of the poachers, and had been starving since the death of his family members. Hunger had made him come out

  of hiding when he was spotted by Kaak, who coaxed him to come for the meeting.




  ‘Lion! Lion! Sheru! Sheru! You are the king!’ Muktak trumpeted.




  Sheru, the lion cub, meowed in fright.
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  No one in the forest wanted to adopt Sheru, so Muktak took charge of him.
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