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PREFACE

The CB5E Budding Authors Programme was launched on Asgust 23m, 2022, as
an exiension of the CBSE Reading Miasion The intiathve aimed o provide
gtudents with a platiorm 1o use their imagnaton and creabtive faculties, and
expross these through writing The cpportunity for creative expression Wwas
provided in both, Englsh and Hindi languages, 10 students from classes V 1o X
studying in CBSE schodls,

A key aspect ol the programme was 10 encourage students 1o engage n reading
a dwersa range of stories with a view o gain msights about the finar nuances ol
whting, This ncluded the unfolding of the plot, budding of characters, sketching
finar datmls to fostar their writing skelis, Whike reading helps students in exploring
their imagination, writing provides an outle! 1o unleash craativity and imagsnation.
Expression of ideas and thoughis in prose tends o strengihen the organizational
abiities of studenis, develops logical thinking. and enables them o build
powerlul arguments promating thelr cognitive growth. The National Education
PFolicy 2020 emphasizes the nesd for students 10 become confident and
arhioulate communicalors who can express their thoughis and ideas clearly and

caherently through written expressson. it ia in line with this that the CBSE Budding
Austhors Programeme aims o cuftivate a love for [Merature, language, and seli-

gxprédamon, themby nurtunng wall reunded iIndnsduals,

The antries receved underwent 8 thomugh snd meticulous evaluston prooess,
oversoen by a team of senior CBSE teachers. The assessment, done with a
detailed criterion, ensuwed high standerda of literary quality, Stories in Engliah and
Hindi wore short-listed based on this evaluation criterion. These siories wers -
svaluated from & writers lens, and the winning entries were thus, finalized This



ngorois selection process aimed 1o showoase the sscepiional talant and
craativity sxhibited by the participating students,

Each chasen story sxamplilies the axcellance and inganuly of studants and is
a testimony to the success of the Programme, From thrilling adventures o
historical stories, from tales of responsibility and family values 0 acls of
Kindness that touch the heart, the young authars have woven this anthology of
short stofles, These offer a rich and dverse tapestry of nartatives that captivale,
anteriain, and leave a lasting imprassion on the readers. The soccompaming
dustrations have added meaning and a new depth 1o the stores with their
depiction of underfiying emotions and the creation of the background
armibience

in providing a platform 10 students 10 express their ideas and build their writing
shills, tha CASE Budding Authore Programmea has nurturad a love for literature
and ancouraged voung authors 10 showcase thelr poatenhal.

We welcomes you to anjoy this creation from our budding authors,
- Team CBSE




Index

1 The Dutbreak Y -
2 ASpecal Gift 7
3 The Treasure in Grandpa's House 13
4 Selfiess Gangadhar and the Magic Flute 21
& The Curious Case of Magical Canvas 27
' 6 Chronicles of Yulo and Eris 33
7 Beautiful Hands 39
B The Lost Shoes 43
@ The Day the Tap Ran Dry 51

10 Village on Stilts 59




I
m =

ERENENRENNESG

Chandra Meets the Alugizns
Nest of Memaories

The Diaryof 2143

The THd Ceramic Plate

The Mysitery of the Hidden Stream
Those Were the Days

wajnandini

Escape to the Past

A Day In Alnsiey's Life

Embedded Emotions

‘Murturvilie's Magic Breakout

Unspoken Words
A Thirst to be Quenched
For the Dreams Left Undane

113
123
131
141
147
158
161
171
179
187
197
209
217
225
235



- - w A
g o

AN
‘Tlu- Outbreak .8

£ Mythili Varma A
: ‘ ’

J-'l" ‘

T
.

1
iy

&

The Warwin School, Kottayam, Kerala



Dwep inside the jungla, thers was a savanna thal stretched on for several

miles. A large sireak of ligers had occupled this space and made it their
homa.

The tiger village, later known as Ter Dorpie. had the most intelligent, the
maost advanced, and the most powerful tigers lving In absolute harmony wilh
nature.

Kgosi, the head of the group, lived with his family in the middie of the village.

It was the onsel of spring. Flowers bloomed and birds chirped loudly. The
rivars moved peacefully, and waterfalls went rushing.

As had been their usual practice, Kgosi and his family werea aboul o sel off
for their yeardy picnic. On the night balfore their tnp, his wife Aberash was
cooking rabbil soup for dinner.

Their two daughier cubs, lir and Zur, were busy packing their toys and
CoOkIas.

Kgos: was in front of the television, watching evening news on his favourits
channal TNMN (Tiger News MNetwork), Suddenly, there was a breaking news
scrofl on the screen. Kgosi's eyes were filled with fear. A chill ran down his

SpANe,

*Cubs, come over righl now,” Kgosi's unusually serious tone made the cubs
stop whal they were doing. They ran to their dad.

e
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“We can'l go lomorrow. Thera |s a human outbraak in the forast!”
Kgosi sounded worried.
"Humans? What are they? Any monsiers?” Itn asked.

“¥es, kind of. They are exiremely dangerous, With their handmade weapons,
they kill for fun. Mol just other animals, they don't even mind killing other

humans.” Kgosi explainad.
“Oh, God"" Zur sounded nervous,

“Till this outbreak is contained, we should stay indoors. | must go nght now 1o
address the village. Will be back in an hour.” Saying this, Kgosi went oul

An urgent village meeting was arranged right away al the nverbank.

Kgosi took his place on top of a large boulder and started speaking in a loud
and firm voice. The group listened intently.

“Brothers and sisters, there s a suspected human outbreak n the jungle. All

of us must stay quarantined till this threat is over, Remember, this tiny hwo-
lieqged creature called humans are the most dangerous animals on Earth! No
available vaccines can prolect us from them.”

“Your Highness, we are more powerful than them. Can't we atiack them™
Amari - a young bger from the group asked,



“Amari, power i5n't about strength. Strength that we possess is NOT to altack
but to defend. Nothing s more powerful than oving and protecting each
other, Recklessness (s a human trail. Lat us nol be |ike them. Lel us slay true
to what we are.”

*YES!I" Thera was a chear from the crowd.

“Stay indoors, keep a safe distance from humans, stay safe iill the threat is
over.” Kgosi concluded the meeting.

“Your Highness, |s there a permanent solution for this threal?” Amari came
near Kgosi and asked.

"See Amarl. Humans aren't happy with whal they have. They can never live
peacefully. Our medical team s warking on a new medicine called Liefde’.

Cnce ready, we will arm every arboreal animal, load every tree branch with
dosages of this medicine.

The moment humans are inside the jungle; this medicine will be sprinkied ail
over them. Within a few seconds, the medicine will starl taking effecl

Humans will feal peaceful, harmonious, and relaxed,

The medicine will trigger that lang forgotten feeling of love within tham.

s
</






Mare af them will come 1o the jungle in search of paace.
abowly, we will be able to transform thesa monstars through
Iove. Bul till then, lel us slay Indoors and keap ourselves

sale

Kgosi led everyone back Lo thelr dens. Locking themselves
indoors, Tier Dorple vikage braced for the human vwrus
altack

Tier Dorpie= Tiger Village (in Afnkaans ianguage)
Ligfde= Love (in Afnkaans language)
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Hmm... What should | buy for my sister's first birthday? Candies? A plushie?
Yes! That's & great idea!

| decxded o go and look in the toy store. | took out all the money | had been
saving In my desk drawer, and headed oul. It was a dull, cloudy day. The
weather forecast said thal i1 would ramn soon. | couldn't find anything thatl
might be a good present for my sisler al the store. As | headed to the axit, |
lell as if someone was walching me. Feeling a bit scared, | looked around
and saw a cule leddy bear. I was so0 adorable and cuddly that | was sure my
sisler would love il. The teddy bear seemad so real thal | could imagine it
moving. | glanced al the prica. Yippee! | could pay for it!

| lifted the bear carefully from the shelf, and took i 1o the cashier., The lady
looked at it with a frown and said, “I'm sorry dear, bul this 1oy s eserved.”

| sadiy took the bear back to its onginal position. But | still wanted to gift it o
my sister, | looked around, not a soul in sighl Without thinking twice, | quickly
grabbed the bear and shoved it into my bag. | burst out of the shop. It was
raining aiready.

When | reached home, | opaned my bag lo check if the bear was still dry,
only 1o find the bear shouting, "Hey! Hey! Qlivaer!®

"Aaaaaaaaahhhhhhbhhh!®

“Don't scream! I'm the bear that you stole from the shop!™



*...How come you can talk?"

"I don'l know! Don't ask me! Bul | have something very impartant o tell you!
Righ now!”

*.Wvhat is g7

“Actually, tomarraw, | am supposad o be a presant for a girl.” the baar said.
"That's why | was reserved,”

The bear looked me straight in the ayve.

"Qlwver, please stop this. | appreciate your love for your sister, but what about
olher paople's feslings? Would vou truly be happy giving your sister a stolen

gifi? We should go back to the store.”

| was speechless, | jusl stared at the bear, and nodded. Then | heard my
mom knacking at my door.

"Qliver? Are you thers 7"
"Mom 7"

| looked down and saw an ordinary leddy bear smiling up at me from inside
my bag. It didn’l utter a word, leave aside a twilch.



*You're soaking wel! Do you want some hot cocoa? my mom asked.

"No... no, thanks! | need o go 1o the toy store! Right now!!® | said and zipped
my bag.

"Okver? IU's still raining! Go back tomorrow!” called my mom, but | shouled
back, "It's urgent’” and dived inlo the pouring rain. | ran all tha way back o
the stora, which was just aboul 1o closa.

| rushed in, panting, and went straight to the cashier,
Tha woman looked surprised al my entry, bul quickly smiled warmly at ma

and asked, "How can | help you, young man?”

“Actually, |...s... stole this teddy bear earller today to give it as a presant fo
my baby sister.” | explained hesitanily,

| thought she would scold me but she didn,
*Hmm... Thank you for telling me,” said the lady, smiling gently.

But then she dropped her smile and added, "W s very kind of you 1o think so
fondly of your litlle sister. Bul you know you should nol steal ™

i YOHE

“Can you hand me the bear, pleass?” she asked.







| handed the bear, still smiling blankly ahead, 1o the woman wha
said, "l can't give this to you. But you can buy something elke. The

slore is opan jusl for you now.”

| chose a regular stuffed bunny, took i to the cashier who kindly wrappad It in pink
paper. When | headed oul of the store, the rain had strangely stopped.
Maxi day, my parents went shopping.

"Oliver, | want you 1o keep 8n eye on your sister. We will coma back soon!” sald
my mom.

When my parents came back, they were camyang a package wrapped exacty n
the same pink wrapping paper as the one around the bunny | had bought.

We opened the package excitedly and to my surprise, there was the bearl
Suddenly, everything fell into place. My parenis were the peopie who had
resarved the bear, and the ‘girl the bear was lalking about was my sister!

| looked al the bear in my sister's hands. It might have bean my Imagination, but |
could swaar thal tha baar winkad al me.

Mol even once since my sister’'s first birthday, | saw the leddy bear move ever
again.
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The lreasure 1n
Grandpa's House
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Learning Paths School, Sec-67 Mohali, Punjab



Il was a lazy sunday afternoon and the sky was a translucent blua. The
twins, Aashish and Aashini were siling al the Greal Lake, by their
grandparent’s house. Their summer holidays were going on and they had
plenty of frae time. Aashish wore his swimming shorts and got a small towel
before coming outside. He put on his swimming goggles and dived into the
waler,

The water was cold but comfortable as it was very hol day. His grandiather
told him thal there were many types of iish in the lake and when Aashish
would go swimming he could go look at them. Since today was a hol day,
Aashish decided to go swimming, and il he was lucky, take a look al some of
the fish.

He dived into a lake and started swimming towards the bottom of the lake.
Cn the way, he saw a school of small fish. He kept swimming down, admiring
the incredible fish speces he could ind, and eventually reached the lake
bed. Aashish could hoid his breath for about three minuies while swemming
very fasl because he was a proficient swimmer.

As he kepl going deeper, the environment became colder and darker, He
saw some very liny fish down thera, but no sign of plant ife. Suddenly, he
saw something glow. He wanted to investigate, bul he neaeded to gel to the
surface as fast as he could because was running out of breath. What he saw
there was something he couldn’t babave.



A golden box with precious stones embedded in it.

Aazhish needed 10 do whatever he had 1o quickly bacause he was running
oul of braath, Ha grabbad the box and could see that it was stuck in a small

hote, He starfied pulling the box, almost compietely breathless, and
eventually, it came ocul. The box was lighter than Aashish expecied. so he
grabbed the box lightly with both his hands and slared swimming lowards
the surface. He was compleiely breathless now. He swam as fast as he
could,

He gasped for air as he swam cut of the water. He called oul for Aashini, who
was reading a book, and asked her 1o help him gel the box out of the waler.

He handed the golden box to her. Aashish lold Aashini everything that had
happened while getting out of the waler,

On hearing everything, she said, “So, should we see what's inside the box7
“Why not?” replied Aashish while drying himsall with his toweal.

“But there is a keyhaole.. whera |3 the key?”

Aashini flipped the box over and there was a small chamber with a handie to

opan L Aashind pulled it bul it was lightly sealed. So, they both pulled it
iogether and as it cpaned, il revealed a small rusted iron key. Aashini look

the key out and insened it in the keyhole, i fit, and Aashini opened the box,



As the box opened, it revealed a plece of paper, yellowed with age bul
surprisingly dry.

There was something written on iL....

“If ya found this piece of paper,
crumpled up in this box,

ye found the treasure of Cap'n Squid,
beware though...

you donl know wheara lo dig.”

She flipped it over and there was a map. An actual map! And It started from
their basementl Thay pul the page Inside the box and rushed to thair

grandpa. Aashish toid him the whole story and he exclaimed,

“Sweel and sour seekh kebabs! This is the box of my great-great-
grandfather. Nol much is known about him. The only thing | know i3 thatl he
used o work for the Britshers back when they ruled India. they called him
Captain Squid because he once caught a giant squid while sailing across the
Indian Ocean, He was a nch man and as far as | know, he had a golden box
in which he kapt his secret things.

Once, he fell very sick and kepl all his fortune somewhera in this house
along with his sarvant, and made a map. Ona day bafore he died, two things

belonging to him vanished, they were the map and the box,

</
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Mow that | think aboul il, my greal-great-grandfather kept the map in
the box and threw it in this lake, probably bacause he didnt want the

British Empire to get his treasure. 507 What are we wasting for? Lets
find same reasura!

And Aashish, please change oul of your wet swimming shorts.”

After Aashish changed into some dry clothes, they got a pickaxe
because the map staried from their basement and they might have (o
dig some rocks: a rope, a torch, and of course the map and the box.
Aashish kept the box and the torch in a big, brown side bag and they
headed down lowards the basement.

In the basemenlt, Grandiather lcoked al the map and sad "Il says
here that there should be a trapdoor somewhare here. And according
to my instincts, It is behind that cupboard. Aashish moved the
cupboard a liftle o the right and Aashini slarted looking. After some
tima, sha found a small mark on the floor where the cupboard
should ve been,

She said, "Grandpa, doasn'l this look like the 'x mark’ on the map?

L



It does. So why dont we dig it?" replied Grandfather while glving Aashish
the pickaxe,

As Aashish dug the slonea floor he hil something woodean, Thay cleared out all

the pleces of stone and VOILA! A tfrapdoor! Grandiather and Aashish both
jumped in joy and exclaimed!

"HUZZAH! THE ENTRANCE!
Aashish ook the torch oul of his side bag and gave d o Aashini, and the
three delactives want down the trapdoor. Al the end of a tunnel, they found

another door with a keyhole, and a beautiful pond glowing beside it. There
were somea words carved on the slone floor and a hole under thaem which

read-

‘Roses are red, Violats are blue,
mix them logether and
you'll get something new.”

Aashish on reading this said, "Mix red and blue and you will get purple. And
apparently, there 1= a purple gem, in the box!”

He took out the box from his side bag and withdrew the gem from it, Then he
pul the precious stone in the hole in the ground. 1 it and rotated
automatically, some lavers lumed and creaked, spiders scatlered oul n all

directions, and the water from the pond drained and revealed a key,



Grandfather gave the rope o Aashish, who tied 1 around his waist and
climbed down to get the key. Alter some time, he chmbed up, key In hand, and
put it into the keyhole

Aashini exclaimed, A perfect fit!l Now Grandpa please open the door!”

The key tumed and the door slid open and there i was! Shining and
gleaming, heaps of gold and precious jawels.

They ook some of the treasure and collactad the purple gem and the key for
safety and surprisingly, the door closed and the pond refilled with water.
Aashish, Aashmni, and Grandfather were the threg happiest people in the
world.

Cn returning home from shopping, even Grandma was happy after listening to
the story.

Al the end Aashish sald. grinning broadly. "Well. we don'l nead lo worry about
money anymore,”

Listening to that, Grandfather said, "0Oh, shush. Aren't you just 13 years old?
Don't talk aboul money.”

And that s how a boring aflernoon turned inlo a supremaly exciting
adventure. Espacially, for Aashish and AashinL

What a wonderful addition to the summer holiday fun,
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the Magie Flute
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Dear readers, nol very long ago, in the mystical land of Varanasi, lived two
brothers. The elder one, Vidyadhar was very rich and possessad all the
luxuries of iife. But the younger one, Gangadhar was very poor, and lived a
simple yel harsh life. Vidhyadhar was known for his rude and miserdy
bahaviour whereas Gangadhar was known for his kind and shanng natura,

Gangadhar's jolly and kind nature spread wherever he went, He used o feed
the stray dogs of the village even when he had little food for himsell. If he
saw anyona carying heavy things on thair own, Gangadhar would volunbesr
to help. The village's children loved him as he used 1o tedl them stones about

different kinds of things and gave them swesis whenever he could afford
tharm,

Ona day, a sage called Dayanand was passing through the village. He was
hungry and first wenl o Vidhyadhar's house. Not very surpesingly, he was
humiliated by Vidhyadhar and the sage left without saving anything. He then
wen! lo Gangadhar's house where Gangadhar gave him whatlever little he
had, going hungry himsedf, The sage was surprised to see thal a poor person
like Gangadhar couid have such a good athitude as in all the villages he had
gona 1o, no one was this helplul. Pleasad with this, the sage gave him a
special flute. The flute, when played in front of sowed seeds, grew crops
immediatedy. Gangadhar fokded his hands and thanked the sage and went o
iry tha magic of tha flute in his lite palch of land. After sowing some whaat
seeds and playing the flute, the crops grew rapidly. Gangadhar siept happily
with the thought that now he would not have to ration food to survive, the
way he did befare,



He could have grown exira crops bul grew only the necessary quantity for
himsell and gave the extra 1o the neady. He halpad other economically weak
people in growing the crops and aiso im places thal were dry, Now
Gangadhar had become a respectiul figure in the village. He was called
“Saelflass Gangadhar”.

Evaryone was Gangadhar's wellwisher excepl Vidhyadhar, who did nol ke
his poor brother getling so much attantion. He always wanted to steal the
flute but never got a chance. One day, Gangadhar had to meet someone
urgently and he went leaving his flute behind. Vidhwadhar jumped at the
opportunity and exchanged the fiute with a regular one. On his ratum,
Gangadhar picked up the flute, wenl to grow some crops for the poor in
another villaga. Thera, the flute did nol work and Gangadhar wasn't abla to
give anything to the people. He was now sure that the flute was not his, and

he staried searching for the magical one.

He s=arched a lot but was not able to find the flute. He thought of meeting
the very sage who gave the flute to him, After tatking to nomads of the forest,
he came to know thal the sage was in a deep foresl. on a mountain, far away
from the village. Gangadhar travelled to the mountain and found the sage,
engaged in deep meditation near @ huge banyan rea.

Gangadhar asked the sage,” Oh greal sage, the magical flule you gave o
me has been stolen, Help me, my lord,”

The sage opened his eyes and recited a shioka, and a dark box appeared in
his hand.
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Ha said,” Dh selfless Gangadhar, lake this box which contains a special
stane that throws light in the direction of the flute,” Gangadhar thanked the
sage and wenl back 1o the village with the box.

After reaching the village, he went 1o the wvillage Panchayal and iold the
people about what had happened. He said. "| have been given this box by

the sage and when close enough, it emits a light pointing towards the flule.”

He took the stane out of the box and followed the lighl. Vidhyadhar, who

had hidden the flute a few houses away from his housa, was now swealing
in fear of being caught. In a few minutes, the flule was found.

Scared and filled with gualt, Vidhyadhar told the truth, Gangadhar did not
show any amolion of anger. Instead, he flashed a smile and hugged his
brother and said, "It Is mora than enough, oh brather, for you lo accapl your
misiake and repent for it. No punishment is required for youw.”

Tears ran through the faces of vilagers and Vidyadhar. From that day,
vidyadhar stopped being greedy and joined his brother to help people in
need of food everywhere.
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The Curious Caﬂe of the
P#“lagmal Canvas

g Sakshin Gho
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Delhi Public School, Sec-15 Gurugram, Harya



| was in the attic of my grandparents’ house in Kolkata, playing 'Hide and
Seek’ with Mr Mews-a-lot, their pel cat, when suddenly | stumbled upon a
blank canvas. |l seemed worm oul, bul after some affort | was able 1o restora

i,

Now, | love painting and It is my passion, so an amply canvas lefll like a
godsent after almost a month of nol working on somathing worthwhile. |
thought | would, for the first tme ever, try a self-porirail. As usual, my |lathargy
gat the better of me and | forgot about it The summar vacation was now over,
and | rmurned to Gurgaon with my paranis along with the canvas,

A strange attraction pulled me Towards the blank canvas like a moth 1o a
flame. | held the canvas and siaried with the eyes. Thay were shimmering
blue with a little twinkle at the fop.

Al school the next morning, | felt oddly confident and could easdy speak (o
my classmates while usually | kept 1o mysall

In the evening thai day | painted the eyebwows. Although most people
assume that hawr and eyebrows have a solid brown or black colour o tham,
us arlists like to pul a litte bit of red 1o make it more vibrant.

Nexl day al school | ran a bad temper and was screaming al everyone who
disturbed me evan a little bil. | looked in the mirror of the washroom and was
horrified &t what | saw,. My hair had gone from black to brown and my eyes
from brown o blua!




The painting seemed to be changing how my face looked and how | behaved,
Since blue made me more confidenl and axtrovert, | painted my face, ears,
and neck all blue. Although this didn't change my physical appearance (which
can possibly be due to this being a second layer), it changed my behaviour
considerably.

While, earlier | was known to ba mild mannerad, | was suddenly baing called
‘arrogant’ and ‘overconfidenty.” | realised that oo much of something could be
bad for me, so | red adding a8 bit more brown to change me back 1o my
original self, | added just a dash of blue and continued.

| then tried adding a bit of green as | was usually associated with prosperity.
The next day, | felt as if | could help everyone and felt much calmer and more
satisfied with what | was doing, Of course, oo much of this couldn't be that
bad. right?

=0, once again, | foolishly coloured major paris of
my face green for | thought it woulkd make me
happéer.

\

It didnt go quite well! | became so relaxed thatl |
evenlually became lazy and boring. | didn't take into
account that exireme happiness can cause you to
be too lazy and not exactly very smarl.







| painted with the various colours at hand, and the seres of ‘experiments’
that | conducted helped me understand my strengths and weaknesses.
Instead of having to guess how my life would be if | was happier, or more
confident, | could now act on il

Sell-improvemeni became easler than ever. However, much of my time
wanl towards painting on the canvas and | slowly bagan to realise just how
chosaly my e had become linked to it The painting was tuming hideous
dua (o my eagemess 10 control and manipulata my life.
It started (o gel to ma.

i
| realised that changing or controlling life makes it bonng. | realised that it s
the state of not knowing whal lies ahead s what makes life Interesting. In
trytng o conirgd my kfe and emotions, | had given up on my main goal,
which was to make a painting. | couidn1 take it anymore.

| removed all the extra layers and started a new. | disregarded the canvas's
magical powers and did what | loved to do.

| just painted,
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=un rays beamed through the once gloamy cliouds, and new green leaves
ltave sprung up, and the once dreadiul sea coast has cieared up s mist

“The storm has ceared upl™ says Yuko to her partner, pleasantly surprised at
the sudden change of weather

The atmosphere still felt haavy despite the breeze blowing gently. With the
storm over, the two adventurers finally stepped outside to conlinue thair
axpedition.

This place, Mount Sumeru, is believed o be the land where fallen deitias
wiould roam aboul

Il isn't axactly known for its kind waather. The longer you venture this land,
the stronger the levels of corrosion and one could aven lose their mind, Even
the rain clearing up was a mirache in itsatlf.

Mo heman has ever set fool on this land, et slone ventured inside, Recent
commaotion from the mountain and disruptions In the ley lines lead fo

dispatching an investigatron expedition with the two most exper adventurers
known far and wide — Eris Azuma and Yuko Ryobu,
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The history of this land dales back 500 thousand years, the war of
Heriotza took place where Mount Sumeru is now, Deities fought for their
control over the four nations, presently known as Ewrus, Zephyrus,
Boreas, and Motus named after the four wind gods — the only defties who
survived the battle.

As for the fallen deities, they were deprived of their minds with corrosion
consuming their consciousness and luming them into monsters. The
Darcadean Witch sealed off the fallen deities with ley lines onto Mount
Sumeardy 1o protect humanity.

It was all going fine until an outer deily look an interes! in tha power of the
ley lings. He proposad an dea o rule the world together by fresing the
monsiers, Her refusal o work with the deity resulted in her being sealed
Inskde her own creation. her despair fills the mouniain peak till this day.

Ere comes from a bloodliine of researchers. Mouniain Sumeny has
remaned 8 mystery for centuries and whin given the chance 10 study the
place wilth an experienced traveler. he couldn’t give up the opportunity.

What he greally underestimated was his partner. Noi long into theer
joumey, Ens slarls grimacing. His Wraveling partner was extremely
talkative. She would often gel distracted by the scenery and asked
guestions whenever she could.



1 was a bl hard o belleve— how could someons be 50 chesrful whilst
walking straight inlo danger's gate?

But consaderning how Yuko had taken up many risky commissions and had
been to several treacherous journeys, she was dedicaled to discovering both
the wonders and horrors the world had to offer. Places like these wernen'l
new {or her.

His atiention then diverted o the trees. As they continued their way up the
mouniaing; the trees were more eroded and every footstep could be heard
due to the scaltered leaves, Strangety, they all had an orange hint.

“The weather phenomena is differant from the coast,” Yuko spoke up again.
Despite Ers's silence she was delermined to gel him to talk and leam about
hear parinear,

“You're right, i1 feels artificial, such dislortions can'l appear naluralty.”

Eris was complelely reserved the whole pumey so hearing him talk
surprised Yuko,

"Could somaone or something be behind this?”




Despite the menacing situation they were moving forward. Suddenly they
heard footsteps that didn't belong 1o either of them

Whatever il was, It was approaching them fasl




Ens, even though an expart in countless adventure skills and having studied
tha lifeforms of Sumen extensively with whatever litle hislorical sources he

could find, never expacied to encounter any.

Yuko swiflly reacting lo the sounds and draws oul her blade- before she
could raise her katana to the noise sha s laken down by an unknown antity.
It must be ona of tha monsters.

Seemng Yuko disappear right bafore his ayes he was exiremely confusad but
fear 1ook over his curosity. The same monster had appeared behind him
afore his vision went biack.

"“GAME OVER" a sialic screen appears,
“YOU COULD'VE RUN"

‘MY COMPUTER WAS LAGGING" shouts Enka defensively,

Her frignd, Miu was extremely frustrated yet she couldn't help but restart the
game, again,




Raekot Public School, Reakot, Ludhiana, Punjab



Once upon & time, there was a girl named Neeru who lived in a small town
ramied Gokuldham, She was fifteen and was living happily with her parénis

and siblings.

Neeru was very inteligent and always secured good marks. She enjoyed
goeng fo school and was very punctuatl.

Her mother was a strong and devoted lady who had been bedridden due to
an [liness which lefl Neeru in charge of the household work. One day her
mother's condition became serous and she died.

So, the antire responsibilily cama on Mearu's shoulders, She had o lakes
care of the house and her younger siblings, Her father worked outside the
villaga and he used o retumn late at night. To fulfill her responsibiity, Nearu
had to wake up early in the moming and do all the household work. She got
hér brothar and sister ready for school and also packed thalr iunch boxes.

After doing all the household work, she want o school every day. However,
she atways reached school on time. She also used to study tale at nighl. She
was very punciual and hard working.

On the occesion of the prize distribution function Neeru was awarded the
prize for punciuality, she also stood third in the class, When she came o the
stage to gel the prize, she was hesitan! to hold the award. It seemed as if
she was hiding her hands.




The chief guest saw the condition of her hands. They were rough, scaly
and untidy, He was surprised to see the condition of her hands. When she
was asked about i, she first refused lo explain anything bul later she
narrated her difficult joumey.,




He was so mpressed by her delermination that he announced o give her
the "Beautiful Hands" prize. He was amazed 10 see how a8 young Qirl nod only
took the responsibility of her family bad also worked hard (o achieve the goeals
of her life.

In the next special assembly, students were being awarded Tor their
humanilanan raits. Now, it was lime for the last award and that award was
'‘Beauliful Hands.'! Neeru was not as pretty as the other girls. Nobody
expected her to get this award

Howeaver, har name was announced.

Her hands were nol clean because of tha household work she did, bul even
then, she gol the prize. Everyone had a quizzical look on their faces, "“Why
was she receiving this award?"

The chief guest got up and said thal tha condition of Nearu's hands showed
her hard-work. S0, in the real sense, her hands were the most beautiful.
Beautiful things cannot be judged by their extemal beauty.

MCRAL | We should nol judge people based on their gxternal appearances,
we musl appreciate their inner baauty.
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One Saturday morning Mr. Gopal was walching the news.

Tha breaking news was, single shoes ware bamng stolen from the locality.
This news caught the attention of his 9-year-old daughler Nivva, who was
gelliing ready o go to schoal. She was having her delicious oals breakfasl.

MNivya Gopal was a smart and brave girl. She always liked adveniures.

On the way o schod! with her dad, she was curious about the news thal was
disturbing her, and was chalting aboul the lost shoes. Her dad todd her that
the police were doing their duty and they would solve the mystery very soon

Mr, Gopal dropped Nivya al school and went (o the office. Nivya entered the
classroom and found that her friend Christing was sobbing. Nivya confronted
Chnstine and asked whal the matter was. Chnstine told her that she had lost
one of her favorite and most expensive shoes. Nivya was surprised to know
this. Seeing Christine sobbing, many of her classmates came to find out whal
the matter was.

Hearing the reason bahind Christine crying. few of her classmates said that
their single shippers and shoes were also missing from their homes, Nivya,
Christing and all the children decided to solve the mystery of the “STOLEN
SHOES",

Mivya and Christing spoka aboul it and decided 1o meet in the avening after
thiey finished their school work to discuss this mystery further.

i
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When Nivya reached home she fold her mother about whal had happened at
school. Nivya's mother asked her to finish her school work and that they
would discuss it when her father was back from work, Nivya's dad, Mr
Gopal, was back from office at 6. After he had his cup of coffee, Nivya and
her mom told him about the incident at schoaol.

Mr. Gopal instanlly squashed the plan and scolded Nivya. His concem was
that Nivwa and Chnstine wera 0o young for all this. Nivya pleaded and
convinced her dad that she would definitely concentrate on studies and only
then spend some time investigating the matier of the stolen shoes. Nivya's
dad also agreed o help them

Chnsting came o Nivya's house that evening. Nivya's parents greeted her.
They all sat iogether in the lawn and had some snacks and coffee. They
discussed varinus Bsues like school, studies, outings, shopping elc.

Nivya's parents asked Christine how she found out that her shoe was lost,
Christine said that everybody in her house would keep their shoes and
slippers in the shoe rack in front of their house. Last Monday, she had to
attend a birthday party. She got dressed and when she was aboul fo leave,
she wanted lo wear her favorite pair of shoes, but she couldn't find one of
them, She was getting late for the party so she wore some olher pair of
slippers and wenl for the party,

Sha thought that she must have misplaced it somewhers and afler relurning



from the party she would search for il. Bul seeing the news on the lelevision
she realized that her shoe had aclually been siolen, Nivya's parents asked if
there was anything suspickous in and around their house. Chrisline tried 1o
recoliect and told that as it was a rainy season, she had seen some large
footprints in the mud, some vehicle tyre marks and some animal foatprints.,

MNexi day being Sunday, Nivwa and Christine decided to starl early to
mvestigate about this m the neighborhood. Nivya and Chnisting went door (o
door in the neighborhood and enquired if they had lost any shoes, Many in
the neighborhood had lost a single shoe from a pair or single shoes from two
pairs, They all wara very worried as to who the thief was and why would he
steal only a single shoe or slipper. Everybody in the neighborhood was also
curious 1o know whose foolprints were found in the mud.

On the way, they mat Mr. Ravi, the investigating police officar. Mr. Ravi was
vary proud of these children, as at this young age they were cunous 1o solva
the mystery, Nivya and Chrisltine accompanied Mr. Rav| in his neighborhood
investigation. After an initial inquiry, Mr. Ravi came 10 the conclusion thal the
postman of the locality had visited all the affected houses to drop letters. This
was the common Nnk.

Mr. Ravi 1ook Nivya and Christing in his |eep to the postman's house. It had
started raining again. They reached the postman’s house, gol down and ran
towards the house in order o save themselves from the rain. They rang the
doorbell. The lady of the house came and opened the door. She looked
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astonished 1o see the policeman and two girls in this weather al
their doorstep.

Mr. Ravi told her not to worry and that they had just come by for
some enguiry with the postman, By this time the posiman had also
comea out of his room o sea what was happening. They invited the
children and policeman o come inside and assured that he would
cooperale in whatever way possible, All of them sat logether and
had a general chit chal aboul the locality, people etc. Tha
postman’s wife wen! o the kilchen to bring somea hol tea and
pakodas for all, as it was raining and evarybody would anjoy it

Everybody had their tea and pakodas and were fealing
comiortable to lalk (o each other. I1 was still drizzling.
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Mr. Ravi asked the postman aboul the society where many shoes had
strangely gone missing. The postman sald that the soclely was a very
peacaful one with all good paopla, but the roads were nol in good
condition. Alsg were many siray dogs in that locality and they would keep
running behind strangers, 50 he always preferred o go by a mail van to
that area.

“Sliray dogs.” Mr. Ravi and the children lookad at sach other.

This was a new clue.

Being rainy season, everybody would be inside. These siray dogs would
pick up some slippers or shoes lving In front of the house and piay with
them or tear them to pleces and roam about here and there.

After enquiring with the postman, Mr. Ravi and chikdren left the postman's
house. It was stifl raining. Mr. Ravi dropped the children at their respective
houses and told them not to worry anymore and peacefully go to school
the next day.

The next day, being Monday, Nivya was getling ready for school. Nivya's
father was walching the local news channel and the news reporiers were
showing Mr, Ravi talking 1o press, about the mystery of the lost shoes and
how the casa had been solvad by two young enthusiastic girfs. He was
asking the public not to worry, as the case was solved.



Mivya reachaed the school and was very exciled o share her and
Christine's exparience with their classmates, All her friends and teachers
appreciated their effort. The Principal of the school arranged a special
assembly and congralulated both the girls for their courage. She
encouraged all other students also 1o be responsible citizen and take up
some social cause and work fowards the betierment of society,



- Vivvaan lej}}aygﬂ'--

National Publi



"APPAI THERE'S NO WATER!" yeiled Meenu.

Appa ran lo the bathroom where she stood,

“What happened?” he asked, puzzied,

“There's ND water!”

“How can there be no water?

He tilted the handle to sither side bul could only hear air gush through.
WHOOSHHH.

He scowlad and ran down.

Appa came back with his fooibox and tried Lo fix the tap. No walter.

The duo ran to the kitchen. The tap was dry (oo,

Amma came out of the balcony holding Appa’s shit and said thal the
washing maching had stopped. Madhav, Meenu's brother, walked down the

steps, his hair caked with bubbles from the unwashed shampoo.

“Appa, whera is all the water?” Meenu asked anxiously.




The four weni oulside the house to check.

“Is the waler purifier broken? There is nol a drop to drink!” axclaimed Vilu
Anna.

"Why = the dishwasher not working? Il was fine yesterday!” multerad
Rangaswarmi Thatha,

All around them, peocple were complaining of NO WATER.
“How will | wash the vegetables and cook?” grumbled Kamala Aji.

They all shook their heads In disbakef Thesr workd seemed to have come
to a standstll,
Throughout the day, they ate only fruits and salads.

Meenu's Appa wandered down the lane and around the town, looking for
water, By afternoon, people decided to drill for groundwater. As evening
kicked in, gloom descended on the lown.

After a quick meal of some fruits. they all hil the bed. They could barely
sleep because of the hunger and uncertainty that gnawed al them.

Meenu lay in her bed, staring at the darkness, bafore falling asleap. All a
once, Meenu found hersalf In a room with a table and a goblet of watar.
Instantly, she knew this was nol home, She lifted the goblel 1o drink, o
guanch her thirsL



suddenly, something flashed, and she saw a green and biue orb. It tumed
red and extremaly hol. She walched as the blue parls faded away and the
green pars wm black. The red and black colours spread throughout the
orb. Momentanly, it vanishad out of sight.

Just then, the waler in the goblel spoke, "Hello Meanu,”

“Who are you?" she asked, starited.

I am WATER. You witnessed the fale of planet Earth. You have exhausied
my supplies. You wasted my generosity and used your resources

imespansibly. In the years to come, | will leave Earth forever. Earth will dry
up, grow axtremealy hot and become uninhabitable

Meanu was renderad speechiess,

‘Please, réturn 1o Earth! We will use you judiciously from now on! We have
learnt our esson!” cried Meanu,

WATER thought and said, "Very well. Orink from this goblst.”

Meenu gulped down the entire contents of the gobiet







When sha woke up the next day, she felt confused and kepl

pondering over her dream untll she heard a cry of joy. She ran
down 10 Ihe streel where people were cheerng and celebrating.

“What is happening?” she asked

Meenu! Water is back! We have found abundan! groundwater!!”
Appa cried in happiness,

“The Great Spiril of Waler s shining on us!” proclaimed Kamala
Alji.

Meaenu only smiled in reqhy,
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Meenu never forgol the encountar with The Spirlt of Water." As & kid, she
started using waler efliciently and advised the same 10 others in the fown
and oulside. Whean she grew up, she spearneaded campaigns 1o protect the
water bodies. Meenu ook every siep 1o ensure that the diversity of waler
nevear left Earth!

Water, water running dry —
We cannat say to it — bye, bye.
In every river, in every bay,
Conserve waler, so iUl stay!
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Once, not long ago, there was a village near the dense fores! that housad
many animais. The people in the village used 1o cul cown the trees from the
forest for their ivelinood, As the days went by, the forest started o disappear.

The ammals often visited the town in search of food and waler. People
started killing those animals out of fear, The villagers were worred about the
animals and every day they would gather and talk. Harshaan, the young
shepherd listened to this every day.

Harshaan was loving and kind boy. He was kind lo everyone and was also
fond of animals. He was worred thal his loved ones, both the animals and
people were struggling. He kept thinking of any possible solutions that would
help the people and animals Lo coexist.

One day, Harshaan wenl lo his farm as usual, bul thal day, a herd of
alaphants came oul of the foras! naar the farm, Harshaan hid behind the
bushes and walched them closely. The herd of elephants was playing with a
little deer. The deer was darting in and oul between the huge legs of the
elephanl. Looking al how the dear wenl through the legs of the elephani,
Harshaan had his eureka momant.

Harshan got an idea on how o make both species co-exist. An idea which
would alow the animats (o rcam on the ground freely. What if people bull




their houses on stilts? He went and lold the others. The vilagers were
impressad with this unigue solution and decided to try i They soon ralsed
thair houses from the ground lavel,

The idea worked! The animals were free o move on the ground and
people over ihe slills. Soon they had their poullry, cowsheds and
everything maved up to the stills and didn'! disturb the animals living on
the land.

They in fact had their poultry, water tanks bulll on stits. And since the
housas wera on the shits, the ram waler harvesting happaned naturally,

Soon the village becama a tourist altraction as they wera many animals in
the vicinity. It cawvght averyona's allention. Harshaan was the hero of the
vitlage. Everyone who came 1o visit the village on stifts, mel Harshan and
asked what more could be dona.

Harshan was smarn and he asked for robots o pick up the plastic trash
from the forest and the villege. He also asked for CCTV cameras to be
Installed to track the animals and alert the villagers getting down while
moving around,

Thus, the people of the village on stilts and the animals lived in hamaony.
Technology helped them 1o coexist.
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The day at school was like any other. My friends and | were playing
hide and seek in the fiedd during recass.

"One, Two, Three..,” counted Saira,

| was concealed behind a tall ree with broad-reaching branches and a trunk
50 thick that | could easily hide behind it and remain unseen. As | watched
Saira find my friends, | feit a faint tremor benealh my feel. Suddenly, the
ground collapsed and | found myself in a pit!

| looked around to see whera | was. A sparkie soon caught my eye and |
started to dig in that area 1o find a shining circutar bax. | opened it and found
an oid manuscripl and a strange device, roughly circular, thal looked like a
clock. Il had seven hands, all marked with some strange symbals, and two
circular discs on either side, Thera were a few knobs with sirange symbols
on the side of tha abjacl

| looked at the manuscript with newfound curiosity. There was an dlusiration
of the device with labels in the same strange language

By that ime, | had completely forgotten about my predicament of being stuck
In a pit; oD intrigued by the sirange dewvicel | ook the manuscript as my
guide and tinkered with the clock-like device. | moved a few knobs here and
there. Then | heard a sudden ‘CLICK and my vision went white.

I's hard lo describe the sensation of being hurtled through seemingly
nothing. I felt ke baing sucked into a faraway dream. One feels weightiess
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and as heavy at the same time, All in all, a very confusing sensation.

The sensation suddenly stopped and | caught myseif on all fours fo keep
from falling and took a moment fo collect myself, When | shook myself out of
my siupor, | realized that | was no longer in my school field.

| had landed near the edge of a sireel. Bul the street was not bustling with
cars like | was used to. Instead, the houses were made of old-style brick,
stone, and mud. And oddly dressed people were walking around, going
about their daily business, | started to walk towards a woman wearing a
plain yellow sar, bul as soon as sha saw ma, she gol a slrange exprassion
on her face as If | weara an allen. | lumed away and kep! walking.

Strangely, almosl everyona who saw ma reacled in a similar fashion. While |
could undersiand that it was rathaer odd to see a girl, who was no older than
13 years, in a school uniform walking the streel during school hours, | hardly
thought that It could warrant such a reaction. Suddenly, | saw a scholarly-
looking man alking (o a person. | picked up my pace.

“Uhm... Excuse me, Sir,” | interrupted his conversation, "Whalt is this piace?”
The man looked shocked, "Do you mean thal you don'l know where you
ara? Are you losi?

| nodded.

“You are on the outskirts of the city of Nalanda. | can-"



He was inlerrupled by an aged voice, “| know her, Kubaer, She i5 a relative of
mine. | will get her back o her parents.”

"Of course, Gurugi.” Kubaer addressed me, “You are lucky to be a relative of
one of the greatest minds in Nalanda, Goodbye!”

All my prior thoughts screeched o a stop. Did | hear correctly? Maybe this
was all just some vivid hallucination cooked up by my overactive brain. Yes. ..
that made sense. Or how else could | have traveled so far from Guwahati 1o
NALANDA!N Distantly | noticed the old man put a blanket around mea, saying,
"Stay closa. | think wa are balng followed.” His actions snappad me out of my

thaughts.

‘Do you know me?!” | asked as he led me around the city. | never thought
that Nalanda would bé so... old-stylad. It seemad much more village-like than

| expactad.

“sort of..." was the old man’s reply. "But first, tell me... who are you and how
did you get that?” He gestured 1o the device.

| introduced mysell and namated the incident. During the explanation, a
myriad of expressions flitted across his face- disbelief, shock, and realization.

Do you know where- no... which year it 87
| froze at his wording.
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“What do you mean by which year?” | gave a nervous laugh.,
“I's 2023..."

There was something wrong with his expression,

" dsnt Y

His face told a different story, even if | was reading this comrectly, the idea of...
no... 1 can be... It was so outlandish...so far out of the conceivable that it
should not be possible.

“ISNT ITI?!"

| barely noliced tha panick, bordering on the manac tone of my question. |
was lrapped in my haad.

The old man spoke gently, "My child, you have traveled back in tme. The
year is 1135."

| had t'me traveled... | was shocked.

“| am Guru Chitragupta. Come with me and | will explain more once we gel
home.,
We reached his hut, located in a secluded comer of the village. He locked
the door and sighed in refief, before taking the device in his hands,

L
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“This device Is the same yanira,” Guryyl explained. "It is my Invention and i
allows the user lo travel through time. The king gol wind of my invention and
he wanted to use it for his gain. | managed to get the king and his soldwers
off my back by staging a fire where all my research and the device were
bumt. But, | couldn’t bear to destroy such a revolutionary device, so | threw it
away into the river 1o ensure no one would ever find il It seems it made its
way o your place over time. But since people have seen you, | fear thal the
kirgg might get a whiff of it and iry to getl hold of the samea yantra. | suspect
that the persan following us might be a spy of the king.”

‘I must send you back before they amive.” He said, adjusting some of the
knabs. “Tha longer you ane presant here, the more danger the both of us are
in, not to mantion the disruption of the timealing. I'm salting the devica 10 your
lima, once you reach, destroy . No ona must-"

He was interrupied by a loud ‘BANG on the door. A glance through the
window confimed his worst fears; the soldiers had amrived. Our aeyes
widened in panic. While Guruji's old hands moved al lightning speed,
Iweaking the device, the door fiew open with a resounding 'CRASH!
bnngeng us to our knees.

The next moment, the soldiers put daggers on both our throals,
"Get up and sumender yourselves!” said one soldser.

| felt disassocialed as if | was watching it all from an outsider's perspactive.



Was this the end? Was this how | was fated to die; lost in the sirands of time?
| feit my life flash before my eyes. | felt true fear. My hearl was racing as |
desperately hoped, though it might have been useless, that | would someahow
make it out of this alive

Guruji, on the other hand, simply gave a resigned nod at the soldier’s orders,
as if ha had already accepted his fate. But | noticed his eyes were locked on
me, glinting with steely determination. He got up before suddenly pressing
the same yanira inlo my hands.

My eyes widenad with shock. The lasl thing | saw was Guruji's smaill smila,
happy with the knowladge that the device would ba out of the king's grasp.
With a ‘'CLICK' the world went while again.

| was back in the pil, stil reeling in shock from the previcus events. | thought
for a momeni thiat | had hallucinated il all. But when | looked down, theme. .. n
my hand was the same yantra. | climbead oul of the pit. | was so caught up in
my thoughts of whal had just happened; that | siill couldn’t balieve most of it
My mind was so0 consumed that | was completely oblivious 10 the person
standing right behind me,

“CALGHT ¥YOU, Arundhatil”
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</



\nil & Anu: Case ol the
Missing Necklace Y i

1"1.'|ia||:|1i SAravanan

Chettinad Vidyashram, o
Rajah Annamalai Puram, Chennai, Tamil Nadu



Anid and Anyg wade bored!

Since their summer holidays had been announced, the mnovabve brother and
adveniurous sisler were meandarng around thelr nesghbornood aimiessly, having

mathing intaresting to do at all

“Find some friends or ride your bicycles™, was the only answer they received from
their mom when they complained of borsdom,

Cn a hot day in Apnl, Andl had a splendid thought. “Let's start a deleclive agency!
Being young crime-salvers would catch everyones eyes and i1 would heip us 1o pass
our time t0o."

Ag if reading his mind, Anu paused her cnme-thriller movie and walked oul 1o the
kitchen whene Anil was in a lrance aboul the fabulous idea he had jus! brainstormed.

“¥ou know, we should start a detectve agency! We could have plenty of busingss
since people like Anitha Aunty always lose siufl and mishaps happen here and there
oflen.”

"You read my mind, Banana,”

Anu smiled at the nicknamea, Her older brother called her Banana for as lonyg as sha
can remember. || was her favorile fruit after all.

“But wait, what will wa do for spaca? We need a place to manage our stuff, nght?
gueried Anu.




“Let's talk 1o Amma. Sha might have an idea,” piped oul Anil

Andl and Anu's talk wih their Amma, Sumi, had been quite freitlul, Sumi had let tha
o inveshgators use the lile garden house as thes kair, Satisfied, Anu ran out 10
ol up their office. Sumi chuckled at her two avid investigalors. The next day, Anil
used the printer al home o pant aboul fifty pamphlets advertising thes side hustle.
Anu then wenl and distiibuted them around the neighborhood. Two days had
passed and nobody had called them yel, Dishearienad, Anil and Anu gave up.
They had packed up and were aboul to leave when Vanl Shanmugham, who was
b houses away from them, rang the bell to the dainty liitie garden shafl

“Ara you Anil and Anu?

“Yes."

"My nacklace s missing. It is a family hainoom.”

The brother and sister shared a look and invited Vani inside. Vanl gazed mside the
roam, staring al the shovel and the cobweb with the spider al the comar, and said
*Do you guys have any exparence in these things? and Anu suppressed a laugh
in regly. The duo asked Vani 10 sil down and asked her 1o dive into the details of

the myslery.

“So, the heirfloom is passed on for generations and generations. As my greal-
grandma gave il lo grandma, my grandma gave i o my mom,”

e w-



*| keep il locked away in a petile wory box al naght which in wm, is kept in a drawer.
| wear i evary day. But after | wore it yesterday, | couldn’t find 1. We searched the
entire house yestarday but it wasn'l there anywhere in the house.”

“Alright, did anyone eise wear il or was il just you?”

“Usually only | waar it. Bul my younger sister bormowed It once or twice.”

“Okay, can you describe 1Y
“It is silver 0 color, has a plumeria in the middle wih a finy V' kangeng abong with it.”

“Mhimm, thank you. Vanl. Wa will look right inlo i.°

Vani muttered a tiny bye and rushed back homea. Anil sighed. They were new 1o the
‘delective’ business afler all. Anu spoke up after a moment of silenca.

“What are we going 10 do now?”

naighbarhaod, Thay decidad to make thair first pit stop al Vani's housa.

“Ding Ding"

Vani's Amma opened the door with a cheary smila. F
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Oh! Viani was just talking aboul you. Coma on inl”

h

The duo accepied the invite and siepped inlo the lovely Medilerranean
housa. Vani spotied them and came running

"Hey, guys! Do you need something 7

0o you have security cameras arcund here?”

“Uh, yaah, wea do. Come, I'll show youw,”

The tric went to Vani's Appa's study. Mr. Shanmugham was a tall and thin
rmian with a kand face. Ha lal (ham ook al the camera faed and asked "Have
you found oul whao look 17

Mo Mama, but we surely will”™ repliad Amnil.
As they walched the camera feed. the duo nobced a burdy, young man

standing ouiside a window and stanng inbently al something glittenng
inside, They asked Mr, Shanmugham about the young man

w/



“Mama, do you know wiho i is7

"Oh him! He's Shyam, Ramu Ayya's son.”

“Is Ramu away?

"He's our walchman. Shyam lives in the cuthouse along with Ramu Ayya and lakes
care of the garden. Do you want to go talk to lim'?"

Thay then waent 1o maal Shyam in the outhouse. Shyam was standing oulside,
throwing and catching sionas with his hand,

“Shyamm! Shyamm!™ called out Mr. Shanmugham.

AS so0n &% Shyam saw he group approaching him, he threw the stones down and
staried sprinting. A confused Vani and Mr. Shanmugham stared al Shyam, glued 1o
their spalts, Anil, who always wanied 1o be a police officer, took the lead and gave
evaryonse instructions.

"Anu, you take the bikcycle. Vaml, you stay back at home. Shanmugham Mama, get
your scooter and follow us.”

Thaty pursued Shyam and the three comerad him. Shyam slarled perspining and
whimpearing, Anil pul on his mast senous face and questioned Shyam.



“Why ded you run Shyam?

*| was scared.”
“Why ware you scared? Did you take somathang? Did you do somathing? Are you
hiding anything?"

“Aayo, Alyo siop! | only stole the mangoes camrots and cabbages from the garden.
I'm S0 soryl”

Mr. Shanmugham looks al Shyam, dumbfounded, Anu and And stdle a laugh at his
reactson.

50, 1 was you who stole i1 You told me i was a squirrel!”
"Mama, how can a tiny squirrel camry such a large cabbage? | thowght you studied
in IIT and all.”

Mr. Shanmugham twisls Shyam's ear and drags him back 1o the house. An anoous
Vani was wailing for them back al the house

*Did you find it? Did Shyam have it?"
‘Nope! Can we ook around your house?”

“Uh, sure!”




And 50 the search began. Again.

Andl looked in the kilchen inside the flour conlainers and Vani looked in the
showcase, coughing due to the haavy dust on her Appa’s trophias. Anu looked
under the sofa only io find a pair of eyes staring back at her.

“Aaaah, Ansiiiill) ™

Andl rushes over to her and at the same moment, Kufty, the Shanmugham
household's pet dog, leapt on Vani and gave a loud yelp, Exhaustad, Vanl, Anil,
and Anu 53l on the couch simullanecusly, sighing in sync. Being a deleclive is

hard. Suddandy, a ghibulb clicked in Anu's head.

‘Do you have a picture of the necklace ™

“I'm sure | do, somewhere....” raaled Vani.

Vani ran back to her room and broughl back Amma's phone, She openad the

gaflery and chose a piciurg.
“There! That one.”

The necklace was gorgeous, Anu was analyzing the chamn when she had an idea.
“Does the chain have a clasp?”



‘mn .. .

“And 1he "pavadai-satiais” (skirl and blousa) you wear have a zip?
“Yeah.”

It finaity dawned on a confused Anil. Vani's necklace had gotten stuck n the zipper
of har pavada-sattadl

YWhen Andl and Anu had thought the case was intmguing, it just flattenad out o be
Iha aasiesi casa that they'd solved.

“Hey Vani, i you don't mind can we chack your laundry™ grinned Andl.

Vani lad them o the room and showed them the basket, Anu picked up the
pavadak-satial Vand wore yeslerday, To Vani's surprnse, the neckiace was stuck in
the zipper, Anu then explained that when Vani iold her that the necklace did have a
clasp, Anu figured out thal the necklace could have been lodged slkong with the
Zipper. Vani's Amma served cold drinks and pasines as a reward. Anu and Ani
were on cloud nine. They hadnt expected o be deteclives, el alone solve a
mystery. The duo thanked Vani's Amma and left.

When Sumi heard about the wonderful adventure Anil and Anu had, she couldn't
help but say "All's well that ends wel,”

g
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“WWe have 1o move oul!” sasd a hesitanl whisper.
“Then what about Tom? He can't possibly live alone,” spoke ancther,

"Oh coma on! He's a dog! It can five for long enouwgh on the sireets. Pleasa. We
raally cannol lose this opporiunity, lel’s just laave it on the street and go!”

There was a long pause as if they were considermg abandoning a Inend as an
oplicn,

“Do you nod think of Tom as something more than an animal?” replied a cracking
voice, breaking the long silence.

*Of coursa | do!” The other replied.

“H's just for a year. And when we come back | promise you, wa'll take him back,”
came another entreaty,

“Do you think he's going to be in one place for 8 whole year?” the ofher person
repliad, sanding the sense of reality back to his Kin.

“We'll get him attached 1o one place, he wont move then,” the other said. stll trying
his luck,
“Fm done arguing with you, Do whatlgver you wan!”

And 50 the foslowing day on the cold, cruel streets far from home, was Toam, all



alone and abandoned. Ever since he was a puppy, he was in the warm comfartabie
home of the two brothers. He didn'l know Ihe ways of ihe world. Now, he sal down
halpless and hungry.

From the cormer of his eye, he spolted a possibly blind man, wearing glasses, with a
hat oulstretched in his right arm. The hatl was filled with cains thal pecple gave him
oul of pity. Tom looked at the money with hopeful eyes. Perhaps they would give
mim food if he sal there helplessly oo, he thought. He approached the man, sealing
himsalf right beside him, barking in 8 whimpering tone, hoping that someone would
gives him a meal. Soon, a man ecilended his arm, revealing a hall-aaten bag of chips
as his meal for the day. Throughout the day, many people siopped by to give him
lefiovers. By the time i grew dark. Tom had collecied enough food that would last
him a week! Ha was 5o amused that he didnl notice that the blind man took off his
glasses, and looked straight al Tom info his eyes. showing pure anger towards the
creature,

“You re steakng my meals!” He said in a condescending bone.

The man then reachad for a sione close o him, and within a matter of seconds, he
threw il at Tom. The rock hit his eye, making 1 béeed instanily He groaned in
immeanse pain. Running away as quickly as he could, ha left s hard-eamed food
and the scammear behind.

As the sun shome on Tom's golden-brown fur, 8 new day began, with barely any
food, or water 1o drink. Tom woke up with excrucialing pain in hes eye. The dinty
stone had infected the eye, eveniually blinding it It was noon and he hadn't eaten
anything since the previous night. He was still dazed and had lost all his energy



while running away from the scammer the previous day, He was sure he didn't run
put of the city, bul he had never been o this place bafore,

From a distance, he spotted a small bakery with a red door and a bell altached to it
o notify the entry of new customers, "Maybe, he oould steal some bread?”. He
carefully wailed till 8 woman enfered the shop. He quislly folowed her and entered
along with the woman to not bring any attention o him.

"Welcome! How can | help you?" The shopkeeper asked the woman,

“Ona loal of bread pleasa,” the woman replied.

Seizing the momend of engagement of the shopkeeper. Tom quickly grabbed
soméathing off the first shell from the right, and ran as fas! as he could, nol seeing

where he was going. The shopkeeper chased him with a stick in his hand,

“Di! Stop right thare you thiafl™ he screamed, as an allempt 1o slop him

Yet, Tom kept running until e could no konger see the shopkeeper behind him. Tom
Iiooked around himeelf, treas, bushes, Rowers, and the sound of a river fowing
somewhere near him. He ended up running deep inlo a forest, He was injured and
lost, butl at least he had food. He quickly munched down the bread leaving nothing
for cinner, Soon, the sun wenl down, and the nght began o fall, Tom slowly found a

place to sleap for the mght.



Days umed to monihs, and months lwmed o a year. Tom lived his life in the forest,
coming 1o the city every day to steal 2 meal for himsalf and making his way back to
the forest. To him, the foresl provided a safer place than the city, where people werg
mizch crueler than the wild kons and hgers

On the other side of the city, the two brothers retumed fo the comfart of their odd
home. Days passed swillly and yet they were least bothered sboul searching for
Tom, One fine day while isking a siroll on the sirests, they happened o entar the
bakery thal Tom got kicked out of, Suddenly there was a soft whimpenng sound of &
dog behind them, and as they tumed around they found Tom, looking at them with
tears of happeness flling his eyes



et thal happiness was not seen in the brothers’
ayeas. Instaad, they fall disgusted o look al tha
dishevelad stale of Tom; one eye blinded, one
g damaged o e poenl thal I had o be "
amputaied, dif and mud covenng the one

majestic soft fur of the arimal. cuts and brusses
decorating his body.

I think we shouldn't take him back. He's (o0 used o the sireets
o, it will be a diEﬂFalj-E E0 fave Mm now. Look atl hem,” ane ol
them sad, as the other agreed with a nod

Just by looking at them, Tom sesemed o have undersiood them. Anger,
disappointment, and daspad flled hes eyes. Inoan instanl. he sank his beath
into the neck of one of the brathers, and ran away deep into the forest, a place
he called home now. As he walked towards the forest, taking struts filled with
pride, Tom reflected upon the two greatest lessons he leamt in his life, never
o depend on someons, whan you can take care of yoursedl, and o never trusl
a person who had already betrayed you

He reached back, resbng himselfl on 8 cool rock, waiting Tor the night 1o fail,
happy thal he would never have to sal fool in thal hame again

w/
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It was the firs! day of school, Sanal waved goodbye to Ma and walked lowands the
school gate apprahensivoly. He was going to miss his old home in the midst of moving
from Pune and the axcitement of aliending a new school in the bustiing city of Mumbal.
He glanced sl his new walch, a presenl from his parenls on his twellth birthday. It
gleamed in the moming sun. Il was his very first digital watch which had three déisplays.
It could sel alarma, tell the weather, couni his Tooisteps, and change colors! Oh, how he
loved @ T:45 am! He was on bmae.

He unfolded he map in hs hands and pondered over . His mother had descnbad the
school and his dassroom 0 him o greal daetail the previous mght and he had drawn a
rough map based on her descriptions. before going to bed. He liked readng maps. They
gave him a sense of direction and a feeling of knowing what he was doing, rather, Than
whene he was going! Discovering new nooks and crannies was also ona of his favoribe
pastimes. As he eniened the huge schood gate, the sight that greeted him took his breath
away! There were children of all ages running around, screaming and yelling. Buses
came through the rear gate and an old gardenar pottered about! He walked inside the
wedcome hall with wondarmeni. There was chaos in there as wall bul a strange sense of
calm filed Sanal as he boked around. Polished martie lloors, whilewashed walls, and a
tall. dome-shaped cailing. Sanat was fascinated as he took his surmoundings in. His eyes
scanned over 1o where his class - B8 was, on the map, and he looked amund for the
Night of slairs as shiwn on L His éyes spolbed an dlavalor al the fad and ol tha hall and
he ran towards it. Ma must kave forgetten to mention it earlier, he thought as he stepped
nsicde, He made it a point 1o mark it on hig map as soon as he gol 1o chass. When the
doors opanad, Sanal stepped cut, MHe spotted 8B and ran over 1oL,
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The classroom was empty. Unsure of where 1o sit, he stood beside the door and
waited uncirtainly. His eyes scanned the dassroom furtively and rested on the map of
India. A ball rang boudly. A stream of children ran inic the classroom al once. Sanal
shrank back against ihe door. They slowed down as they enlered, in groups of twos
and threes, and eyed him cutously. No one spoke to him. Sanal kegl his oyes
lowered.

A young lady in a sof cotlon san and sparkiing aarrings walked toward har desk. She
saw him and smilsd with two sweet dimples. "You must be Sanat! Weicoms o 8B! We

are excied 1o have you |oin our class! Please come and introduce yoursedl.' Sana felt
a prickle of warmth spread through him. He stocd shyly in front of the class and saw
thair eyes sparkling with intarest. A few children stared at him as if looking right into his
aul and sensing his nervousness. He shook the intrusive thoughts away.

'I| am Sanal...' he began. Just then there was commaolion oulside the classroom and
some children sniggered. Sanal's eves darted toward the door. Five burly boys stood
oulside, ‘May we come in, ma'am7 asked one of the boys politely,

'‘Late again! There s 8 new student today, ai leasi don't disgrace yourselves in front of

him! Come on in and take your seals! Apama ma'am looked resigned. Il was as il this
hagpened evary day!

The group saunlered in and the boy who had spoken eyed Sanal lazily. After they had
satlled down, the leacher asked Sanal lo continue.

Lo st moved to Mumial after my father's fransfar.” he said soffly,



Thank you, Sanal. | am Apama, and | will be your class teacher for this acadomic
year. You may take the seal next to the window. | hope you make fnends soon and
catch up on all the work done belore Ihe holidays!

Al 12:30, Sanat once again foflowed the map downstairs o the canieen for lunch,
giad thal he had sketched o oul.

'Hey®!" he heard a call from behind him, New kdl

Sanat turned to find the boy who had come lste to class that moming and
approached him, A badge thal read SPORTS CAPTAIN glimmared on his chest,
The boy was not very tall, but his muscles rippled under his shirt. He had long halr,
and Sanal noticed thal he was nal wearing school shoes, Sanat suddenly felt a
rush of nervousness, fear, and god knows whal elss!

I get that you are new, bul dont try to 1ake too much aftention!! | am the favourile of
al the leachars, 80 siop tnong 1o please Apama ma'am, and win her favour,”
Sanat was stunned.

"You are expeciad io respand,’ the boy sald imperiously.

Sanal nodded
‘Thal's batter. I'm Dheer, by the way. New kds have o polish my shoes every



moming and complete my homework! Today | am feeling quile generous, so | will
give these tasks to you,”

Sanat was laken aback. Dheer exuded power. He grinned avilly,

‘| am nol giving you an option, Kiddo. | will give you my books tomarmow morming. i
you el anyone what | just said, you will regret it!”” ha said threateningky.

Sanat lowered his head. He gave a small nod. There did not seem Io be any olher
way oul

Sanal retumed 1o class after lunch. He saw Dheer and his gang crouching on the
floor. He walked lowards his desk trying 1o ignore them. He opened his drawer and
checked the hmelable. The nexl class was scence. Ah, yes, science was a fun
subject, Sanal was exciled. He rummaged through his books 1o find his scence
lexibook. It was not thara. He searched for it frantically,

‘Hey, Sanat? Dhaar backonad 1o him, smiling shiy

Sanat slowly walked towards Dheer and his eyes widenad in horror, His science
book was on the floor and Arjun was aboul o pour a Boltle of ink on it. His hand
testerad closer. Sanat made a desperale grab for his book but was Inpped by
Shnram and Sahil. Sanal recognized them from the inciden| in the momng. They
wera among 1he boys who had come |lale o class! Shnram was a plump monsier of
a boy with his hair falling to his eyes and a wicked grin. Sahil was & lanky boy with &

navy cul and plump kips| They smirked,



Tears walled up in Sanal's eyes. He tried o blink them away, falkng miserably.

‘Look at him sniveling!’ laughed Dheer,
His gang hooted with glee.

‘Give it back! Please!!’ Sanal pleaded.

Dhesr gnnned. The ather children in the class were looking on silenlly, some
prefending not to notice. It was clear that everyone was afrald of Dheer and his
gang.

Would you do me a favor in return? Dheer asked.
Sanal was rooted 1o the spol. He nodded, Dhaer's eves glitlenad wickadly.

"Gel me the answer sheet of loday's sclence test from the siafl room and you shall
have your book back.’

Tears slared roling down Sanal's cheeks unconiroliably. He did nol feply. Sanal
reafized he was shaking. Ha wipad his lears and fresh ones pooled in his eyes.

He walked slowly 1o the door, breaking nlo a run, Everyone in the class looked at
him as he ran 2nd he could fesl their eyes on him. Dheer's gangs laughter

resounded in his ears, he red to shut it owl




sanal stumbled down the stairs in & hurry. He scannad his surroundings desparataly in
gearch of the stall room, With trembling fingers, he took oul the map and iraced the
staff room. Sanal peeped insicde; there seemed 1o be no laacher in sight,



He closed the door behind him quigthy,

He shul his eyes tighl, unable to believe he had compled with what Dheer had
orderad him 1o do. Tears threatened to break their dams for what seemed ke the

hundredth Ume thal day, bul he biinked them away. No, he didn't have the time 1o
ery! Not now, maybe later in the bathroam| He hurrled over o the sclencs leacher's

table and began to fumble through the papers.

His hands were trambling, Sweal beaded his forehead and he did nol realise how
many papers and files had fallen to the Noor during his hasty seanch. He plicked

them wp quickly and kept searching.

By this time, he was hyperventilating. Biurry thoughts crowded his mind. What if
anyone suddenly cama through the door and caugil him red-handed 7 How would
e explain the sduabton? What il his parents were called o the school? YWhat if

Dheer used this incident to frame him and complain to the leachar aboul it!? What
if he was expelled? WHAT IF...7

Sanal kepl slealing glances loward the door. He gol slartied by the rusiling of
papers in the breeze, and jumped at the nies! of soundsl Al last, he found it It
was a neally typed sheel. He grabbed W and tried o restore the room to a
samblance of how i1 had bean belora he knocked everyithing fo the Boor and
rushed oul of the room, almost knotking on & teacher on his way oul. Tears lumed
heig vision bilurry,
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I'm so sory ma'am,” he mutiered,

"‘What are you dosng in the stafl room, boy? the leachar asked him suspiciously.

‘Wa'am... I lost my way..."

Sanal could think of no other excuse, nothing 1o justify himsell, He looked down, He
had bean caughl. He would be punished now! He was shaking like a leal. Sanat

wished the ground would swallow him up! The teacher inspected him closaly,

“Arenl you the new boyT Yes, Aparna maam did inform me. What is your nama™

“Sanal, ma'am,” he stuflered, unable o belleve the leacher’s kind voice.
‘Hmm... Sanat! | am Smida ma'am, your scence eacher. . What are those papers

yeu are holding? Smitha ma'am looked al him doubtiully
‘Motheng ma’am... um... just the farm |-l am Lo fill fHor my new spons uniform!

Sanat quickly codked up tha hrst story he could thnk ofl He cowered undar the
leacher's peneirating gaze, hopsng that she would befeve him and ket him go.

| was just going to the sporis room o submit i§ ma’am and then | lost my way!
The 1eacher looked al him stamnly,



YVery well, Sanat, but & is my class with BB now and there are only 5§ mins for the
lunch howr to end. Gel to class immadiately and please submit the form aRer
school!

“Yes ma'am. Aham... thank you, ma'am!’ He choked the words owl and exhaled with
redial,

Sanal umped up the stairs two al & lime and ran info the cassroom, panhing. He
krew that all ayes wera on him. He handed 1the papars 10 Dheer,

Thank you. Here 18 your book.' Dheer handad him the book, amiled wickedly, and
turmed hils back an him.

He walked siowly back 1o his desk, unable to believe what he had just done. The bell
rang and Smitha ma'am siroda in.

"All books inside! Be ready for tha 1est)
Dhaer grinned smughy.

A% sooh as the last ball rang, Sanal cycled homa fast and Nung hmsall on his bad,
Tha tears ha had bean holding back bierst ke 3 dam. Thank goodnass ha was along

ol home! Ma and Baba were siill at work! He sobbed, unable 1o controd the hal tears
coursing down s face.




He had akeady ruined everything on his fast day! Would he be expelied? Whal
would Ma and Baba say? No, he could nal el tham, They would Be so dsappoinied
b him. He had made up his mind; ha would not breathe a8 word of this incident to Ma
and Baba. .. thay would soon gel 1o know of it afler his expulison from school, Fresh
lnars pooled i his eyes. He know ho could nol lie 1o his paranis. They would be
even more hurl by his lying to them than by his actons! Sanat realized it would be
wrong of him o hide the truth from his parents, He resolved 1o tell them as soon a8
thay got home

Just then the bell rang. Sanal glanced at the clock; it was 600 already! An hour had
passad s0 fast! Sanat quickly wiped his tears and washed his face, He ran io opan

the door. A man with a long beard, wrinkled lace, and siem expression accompaniad
his parents. He recognized him from Baba's office and greeted him. His parents
welcomed Mr. Prasad o their home and, after making him comfortable, Ma huaried
1o the kilchen,

‘Ma,' sawd Sanat quietly. 'l have 1o tell you something.’

"Not now, beta! Tell mea laber on, okay?”

Sanal lumed away and wenl back to hs room, Baba was talking 10 Me. Prasad and
Sanal was left alona.



Sanat did not get an opportunity 1o talk to his parents all evening. It began to rain,
The Mumbal weather was guite a change for Sanal and he collapsed on his bed,
rying to gather up the pieces of his life once again. As heavy raing drenched the
gity, Mr. Prasad decidad to stay for dinner until it stopped pouring. Sanal ate his
dmner guiedly. He refrained from talking 100 much and only answered the few
questions Mr. Prasad asked him cordially. His parents looked concarnad. Thay krdw
they could nol ask about Sanat's day ai the table because of the guest who had
decded o extend his stay, Sanal's mother constantly looked at har son and realized
that something was bothering him. But she kept making small lalk with Mr. Prasad.
Sanat finkshad his food eardy and went back o the comfort of his room

As rain poured down the window panes of his bedroom, he sat staring at them as
the waler poured down his cheeks ipo. The oty was weeping with and for him, I
was as i she wanled 1o share his grel when there was no one else o do 50, He
hugged his pllow and lay down. Before long, Sanat was asleep. That nighl, afler Mr.
Prasad had thanked his parenis and feft, Ma quietly wen! into Sanat's room. He was
sleeping and a sikght frown créased his brow, She kissed him softly and siroked his
hair. Gelting the blanket out from the cupboard, she coverad him with it and keft the
raom, Sanal opened his ayes. He could fesl hiz molher's hand on his head and fedl
comioried.

“Thanks, Ma", he whispered,



Within minulas, he was asieep once more, || was a deep and nestiul sleep.

Tha nexl day, Baba left early for work. Sanat did nol get a8 chance o lalk to hem,
although his mother fold him that he would talk 1o him as soon as he got back. She was
curious o know how his first day of school had been bul Sanal stayed guiel. Ma
pressad him for more details bul Sanal shook his head and old her ha was nol in a
frame of mind 10 1B just then. His mother understood. She gave him & brief nod and
did nod insist. Breakfasi was a silenl affair. Ma was in a frenzy since she was geltng
late for work and she Rew about the house getting ready. Sanal dawdled on his way ko
schonl His bicycle slipped on the way dus to puddles formed on the previous day. His
shoes became muddy. Al lasl, hi saw the school entrance in fromt of him. He parked his
bicycle and anfered ihe schiool gate. His eyes were red and puffy, Suddenly, he was
confronted by Dheer

“ou IDIOTY Dheer said furiously o a cowening Sanat.

You browght 1he wrong paper! Thal was tha Term [l answer sheel! You thought you
wiould trick mse, huh?

Sanal stared at Dhear uncomprehendingly. It ook him 8 moment 10 understand whad
Dheer was talking about. A ray of joy shced through, cutting ouf all other thoughts! He
had siolen the wrong paper Dheer had nol been able lo cheall He had nol divulged
any answers! He was owverjoyed. Ha felt much belter and less guilty. Bult he was
unprepared for whal came next &5 Dheer rased his water bottie 1o hit him,

4



‘What is going on hera?' came a voice from behind them, Dheer turned,

'‘Hothing ma’am, Sanal just wanied some water 1o drink, so | was giving i to him!” Thal s
wery halpful of you!' replied the teacher, her eyes namowing

I would like fo talk o Sanat alone, Dheer, would you excuse us, please™

'Ma'am, | was jest about 1o escort him o class. ..

"That will not be necessary, the leacher said.

Dheer stalkad off, fear and fury in his eyes.

‘Follow ma, Sanal,’ the eacher sard. "We have a lot o talk about

Sanal was fearful of what would happen next, He quielly complied and walked behind
mfﬂmmhﬂrwnhmﬂmmmmmﬂ.

'I'm Gayatri ma’am, the school counsadlor,” She introduced herself.

"You don’t have o ba afrasd at all,’ sha said kindly afler seeing the fear on his face.

‘But this dooas seem o be quite a senous matler. |1 has been recorded on one of the

CCTV cameras in school thal you had picked ug a very important sheel ol paper rom the
stafll room on the second floor. You know, we received a very good repar from your




previows school and il s unlikaly thal you would do someathing like this on your firsl day,
Tell me dear, what prompled you fo do this 7

Sanal blurled oul everything 1o Gayairl ma'am. The words seemed 1o pour oul ol his
lips. He did nolt stop wnid tha entire inciden! was laid bare in froni of [he leacher. She
was sllent for 2 while.

That must have been difficult for you. | promisa that Dheer will be counsaliad. Althowgh
| undersiand what you must have gone through, | am also very disappointad. | did not
axpect you 1o listan 1o Dheer, whalever may be the Groumsiances. Although Dhaer will
b punished, you too will be pulled up for thes.’

Sanat sighed. He looked into Gayatri Ma'am's eyes.

You can go now,” shie sasd smilingly,

Ha thanked her and left the stalf room. Dheer stood outside, shuffling his feset, his face
el

Sanal guessed thal Dheer had heard averylhing. He exhaled and deliberately crossed
Diwear. Ignoring Dhear, he walked o the slevaiorn. Dheer followed him. As he was about
o slep into 1he elevaior, Dheer came running up and ran nto the edevabor too. By this
lima, Sanat had had encegh. The kear thal had oncek enveloped him al the sight of the
bully had been replaced by an imexpressible raga. Dheer had rumed his first day at



school, lefl a bad impressson of him on his leachers, and made him worry incessanBy

about his stealing the paper, He looked at Dheer sionily, and ran back o the class,
leaving Oheer (o iBke the aslevabor alone.

He sal down at his desk. seathing with rage. Dheer had ruined everything for ham. How
coukd anyone ba such a bully? Sanal knew he had o complain (o Apama ma'am aboul
Dheer. Bays like him had to bo slopped. A fresh lesling of determination swamped him.
The timid new boy who had been bullied fall & new surge of confidence and salisfaclion,
A scream intamupbed his thowghts

‘Can somaone please increase the speed of the fan? ha heard Sahil yell from behind,
Thera is a power cut!’ replied Ajf, one of his olher classmates.

Sanal lookad up al the ceiling; the fan was slowing down, He went back to his thoughis.
Led Dheer come, he thoughl. Just let hem comel Sanal looked al the door, expecling
Dheer to stride in al any momenl. He lookad at his walch. Almos! a minule had passed,
Why was ha Ltaking s0 long, Sanat wandered.

Realzation hit hem. Ignoring the teacher who had just entered, he sped out of the
classroom. He hummedly jpmpad down the siairs two al a ime, notl canng how many
people he bumped into on his way. He knew Dheer had wronged him, bul this could nol
be the way Sanal meled oul payback. Sanat sprinted down the comidor, hoping thal
Dheer would be okay,

He gasped al whal he saw and ran 1o the stall room. Apama Ma'am was silling al haer
desk, correcling nolebooks,



Ma'am, gaspid Sanal. Dh-Divear masam,.."” Hé could barsdy Spéak, 'Ha S sluck in
ihe adevator after the power cut! The elevalor has stoppad!’

Apama Ma'am was frying to make sense of whal Sanal was saying. Then she
sprung mio aclion, She disled the secrelary's office on her phone. Sha guickly

explained what had happenéd and told the secretary to activals the slevalors
smargency exit butlon, Sanat ran back o the elevator just in lime 1o sea the doors
opening slowly, Dheer stepped out, sweat beading his face, looking petrified. Sanal
was relleved; Dhesr had been rescusd. The (hought of Dheer's bullying sliced
through his mind once mora. He tumed away to go back to the class. A voice from
behind stopped him in his tracks.

‘Hey... can wea talk? Dheer siood there, looking exiremaly lemified bul relieved, Ha
saemed uncomfortable and 21 a huge loas for words.

canat veered arownd. Dheer was looking at lam uncertainly. He was unable to meast
Sanal's gaze.

I-I'm sorry, Sanat! Ho sake to... forgive and forget bro?'

Sanal smiled softly and slepped (orward. Dhser Kcked dyes wilh ham



sanal extended his hand. Dhear slepped forward and embraced him,
The bell rang signaling the and of the day. And the stan of a new friendship!

L
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"Come on, bath of you! I's. getting tatle.”

As Mom called, Deepli and Mayank came running through the fronl door,
and went siraight into the car,

She smiled, “Be careful! We are going on an adventure,”
The kids had waited for this momeant the whole year.

By the time the family reached the Himachal Forest Range, everyone was
tired and wenl o sleap. The next maming, Deepti and Mayank weara up at
the break of dawn and decided to explore the dense forests. Soon, they
came across a dilapidated hut that was located atop a large fir iree,

“Wow! Let's explore this! * Mayank was excited, bul Deepli slopped him and
said, “Wait! Lal me paep in and see if i's safe insida,”

As Mayank shifted impatiently, & scream came from inside the hul. Alarmed,
Mayank rushad in only 1o find Deapti holding a stick!

“Oh, God! You scared me out of my wits! What happened? Wail, is that a
wand? Mayank walked towards his elder sister bul stepped back as soon
as she looked up.

Deepti's ayes were burning with rage. She roared, "Don't you dare touch my
silver wand!”
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Mayank was ternfiad. Suddenly, Deepli fell. After a moment or two, she
openad her eyes and stared blankly. Upon noticing an ardous Mayank, she
asked, “Whal happaned?”

When Mayank told her everything, she replied. “| only remember when |
wenl inside and was checking the hul, something hit me unexpeciedly.”
Mayank was shaken, He thought, "This hut looks haunied. We should never
go inside it ever again.”

The adventure wasn't going as expecied,

“Breakfast is ready!”

It was their mother calling them, A liitle later, the family went for a boat nide
to a nearby lake. As they were enjoying the view, their father spotied the hut.

“Isn'l this odd for someong o ive hera?” He asked the boatman,
"Oh! Thatl's the Evil Queaen's hul.™

Looking at the surprised faces, the boatman conlinuad, “The queen of Kiala
Forl was ruthless and evil. One day, the kingdom's subjects revolied against

her axcesses and she was killed. Howevar, her soul wandars here 10 seak
revenge. People who go near the hut are never o be seen again.”

Dad laughed out loud, "Come onl Thal is a silly old story.”



Mom also nodded. Deepti's face was impassive. Bul Mayank was tense and
wondered, "Perhaps, the boatman is right. | have o stop Deepti from going
there.”

Deepti, on the other hand, had been acting strange. She would often scream
and blabber without any reason. This puzzied her parents, bul Mayank was
now sure of the legend. The next night, hearing a noise, Mayank woke up
and found Deepti's bed vacant. Frightened, he got up and went in search of
his sister.

He knew whare to go: THE HUT!

Reaching there, he wanl inside, and a massive figure appaarad before his
eyes in the smoke-filled room.

“Wh-who are you?” Mayank asked, petrified,

It was noné other than Deepll, wearing a black cloak and a black hal. Sha
had a dusty pendant around her neck and wore a Scary axpression.

Glowering, Ceeptl turned around and screamed, “Those who bother the
Queen shall be killed! Ha-ha-hal”

“You are not some queen; you are my sister, Deeplti™ Mayank shouted.
“0Oh, it's you agaim, Well, you shall be cursed!”

Yelling, Deepti picked up the wand. But before she could do anything,






Mayank ran outside. He was breathless. Just then, the boatman appeared
outl of nowhere and whispered, "If you want {0 save your sister, the ruthless
guaan musl take tha Golden Lotus in her hands al dawn,”

The boatman handed him a map with a riddle:

‘Always dusly and old, but as the manitra /s chanied,
it always tums gold, and with the wand's touch your wish is granfed!”

“What does that mean?” He looked around but the boatman was nowhere to
be found, Surpnsed, yat conhident, now Mayank had a plan

Taking cues from the map, Mayank found the Golden Lotus in a small pond
deep inskde a sinister cave. The lotus had a chant inscribed an its leaves.
Detarminad, he wenl o the Wilch's hul. The Lolus exuded a sweel aroma
capabla of spellbindng anyona. Wilh greal afforl, Mayank was able 10
resirain himsall and sneaked inside the hul noselassly. Guetly, e managed
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lo place the Lolus in the canter of the hut. A Tew moments later, the wilch
came near the Lotus. She could not resis! the aroma and took it in her
hands just as the sun was rising!

Immedately, Mavank chanted the mantra. So00n encugh, the ruthless queen
was spalibound. Al once, Mayank stnpped the Witch of her silver wand and
tried to break L Butl nothing happened. [nstead, she glared at him and
yelled "How dare you take my wand!™ She pushed Mayank so hard that he
fell with a thud on the floor, Suddenly, Mayank noticed that the pendani
Deepli was weanng locked different, From being old and dusty, it was now

golden.
Instantly, the riddle hit him, "The pendant! That's what the riddle is about,”

Without a second thought, he jumped forward, hiting the pendant with the
wand. A brightl glow filled the reom.

*No!’” the queen shriaked and disappeared into white smoke. Deapti came
back to her senses.

Mayank heaved a sigh of reliel. Phaw! A bawildared Deepli and an equally
relleved Mayank walked back to the camp and gol into their beds.

“YWake up, both of you! Vacation is over!” Both kids woke up with a stari.
Was it some dream? Though dazed, Mom's soothing voice comforted them.



On their way back, Mayank was shocked o find that the boat and the
boatman had disappeared; even the hul was missing. What's more, nobody
seemed to remember anything!

But Mayank and Deepti, now with a strengthened bond, remembered it all! Il
was to be their little secret forever.
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A long tme ago, in 8 Galaxy far away, there ived creatures on the planel Nyx
called Alupians. These myslical intellectual creatures could glow and had
croocked noses, purple skin, shart legs, and blue eyes. During the Jurassic
timas, they survived the asterold collision on Earth by escaping with the heilp
of the Gem ol Asterius, which gave them the power lo open a portal and
cross the galaxy lo reach another planst called Nyx which had water and the
same atmosphere as Earth. But while hurrying, they left the Gem of Aslerus
bahind. The Alupians adapted 1o live on Nyx. For ages, the stone was lost on
Earth, waiting for someana o find it

Eons later, Professor Chandra Rameshwaram, a world-renowned physicist,
and archasoclogisl, was axplonng the newly dug-up excavabon site al Kuno
MNational Park. As he wenl inside the cave, Chandra was lost and separated
from his crew. Chandra yelled to his assistants bul his voice achoed back.
Having no sense of directon, e moved ahead trusting hes Instinct, Suddenly,
hé saw a ray of ight coming from a projcing rock. He found that the light
source was a gem embedded in the rock. Excled, Chandra began using his
chisel o chip away the rock o see tha stone. The whole cave started 1o giow.

Sural, his colleague, and Tara, his assistant, chased the radsance al the deep
end of the cave looking for the professor, They reunited and rushed out of the
cave with the gem. The stone was emitling some cosmic energy which urged
Professor Chandra to research it. They higured oul its chemical composition
and concluded thal the gam was an alien object.




Till now, the professor had only touched the stone with his gloves on, but
being strangely lax, he picked it up with his bare hands. The light emitted
by the stone was intensified. The gem channeled its power and teleported
Chandra to London!

"How remarkable!” exclasmed Chandra,

After a few seconds of this eene pheanomeanon, the gem teleportad him to
Egypt! What was happaning? Rameashwaram psciured the tab in his mend
and lalaported back there.

"Extracrdinary!” spoke the professor.

He shared his venture with his associates. He conducied vanous lesis and
axpanments with the help of his colleagues, and his hard work paid off as
hé discovered the Gem's power, They worked hard day and night and
chased excelience till dawn. After yvears of perseverance. he invented the
first-ever teleporiation machinel

The mosl outstanding innovation in history, the {eleportation device, was
programmed 1o teleporl o other places and possibly planets. The
Prolessor orented the maching using Al (Artificial Inteligence) and
modern NLP {Natural Language Processing) o respond o his commands.
The maching was programmed to joumey o the location the professor
thought ofl He was secretly wondering If he would receive a Nabel prize
for this phenomenal discavery.



Professor Chandra always believed that we were not alone in the universe
and there were many more habitabie plangts.

*MNow | can show the world that we are not isolated in the cosmos, Tomomow,

we will proceed with the final test run. | request you all to rest and leave the
machine alone. Hurray!” Professor Chandra clamored with delight.

He wenl home engrossed in the future of his invention, But alas! While
finishing the remaining paperwork, his impeluous colleague, Suraj look
Pralessor Chandra's words too literally and left the machine untouched. He
did not turn il off. Tara reached the lab o pick up Prolessor Chandra's bags
and filas. She accidentally Iripped and placed her hand on the controller. She
left the lab cluetess aboul the gradually opaning portal.

Meanwhile, on Nyx, Jayden, a jovial Alupsan, was hopping around in s
garden. He saw the porlal emerging from thin air in front of him. With the
spirtt of Inguiry, he entered the poral, and BOOM! He teleported 1o Earth.
After finding himsell in the strange surroundings of Professor Chandra's
laboratory, Jayden became fmghtened. He tried to escape and return to his
home Nyx via the portal but all in vain. He could see his garden on Nyx
through the portal but could not go through it He became agitated and
caused mayhem in the lab while searching for a way to return but alas, he
couldn't. Gloomily, he stouched back into the comer of the lab, longingly
locking at is distant home







The nex!l day Professor Chandra (ell enthusiastic aboul unveiling his
machine to the workd. With a spring in his step, he entared his lab, Jayden
heard foolsiaps and hid bahind a cabinal.

The Prolessor was aghasl when ha found hig lab in shambles. He wasn'l
sure whal had happened since bolh Tara and Sura) were unaware of the
incidenl. Chandra checked the CCTY lootage and was awestruck o sea an
alien in his lab. Chandra saw the porial glowing in the room and knew whal
had happened. Tara was going bonkers with excitement and moved the
cupboard to find the alien, Jayden jumped on her shoulders and started
pulling her ears. Then he jumped towards Sura] who ran inside tha Woike! in
fear and locked the door.

Jayden then faced Chandra who was very calm and smiling. Chandra
exiended his hand Tor fnendship. Jayden was apprehensive but lifted his leg
for the leg-hand shake as it was the nomm on Nyx.

Chandra called Sura] out. He lold Tara and a frightened Sura| to keep
Jayden's visil a secrel, ofherwise, it would become a media circus.

Chandra studied the routing of this peculiar creature. They spoke a different
language which he decoded by wsing one of his other inventions, the
Transliterator. He discoverad thal they live on planet Nyx. The nexi day,
Jaydan asked the Professor for something to eal.




Chandra ordered many dishes from nearby restaurants nol knowing whal
Jayden might like. Jayden tried them and vomited. The restaurant owner,
Chal Roops was surprised al so many orders o Chandra’s lab as only

three people used to work there,

Sural and Tara were worried about what to feed Jayden as he liked
nothing and threw lanirums. Thay discarded the rejected dishas in a trash
can in the alley,

Chel Roops saw that and becama angry. She stormead inlo Chandra's lab
o ask them why they were wasting food after ordering so many dishes.
Thaere she saw Jayden and screamed AAAAAHHHHH! Pamc-stricken sha
fainted.

Roops openad her ayes when Suraj splashed waler on her face. Chandra
then explamed how Jayden came to Earth. Roops was amazed and
looked toward Jayden while listening o Chandra’s slory, Chandra was
waorried that Jayden would die § he didn't eat. Chel Roops agreed to keep
Jaydens visit a secrel and took respongibility for feeding him,

Chef Roops brough! many Indian and infernational delicacies to the picky
eatar, bul he liked nona! She was an experenced 5-star chel who saw
cooking for an alien as a challenge. She tried everything but Jayden
wasn t accustomed to “Earth Food™.



The chef was fed up with Jaydens tantrums and cried, "He doesni like
anything, now ket him eat garbage”.

The open-minded professor expressed his opinlions and suggested this
outburs! as a greal idea. Chel Roops put aside her culinary talenis and
created a unique, one-of-a-kind cuisine as a prank. She look two mugs of
todet water and put them in a cookery pot to bail. Then added veggies like
peels, moldy bread, worms, and creepy crawlies. Simmered the slew, added
snot for taste, finished it with some algae for aroma, and dressed the broth
with fungl. She called it the 'Aluplan cuddly soup’. The chal offered this
ralishing dish o the Alupian as a joke, but Jayden loved it. He (asted the
soup and chershed Il It gulped the soup and licked the bowl with dalight
Jayden expressed e regards (o the chaf for this greal delicacy bul asked for
a liltle mora sall next time. Chaf Roops, relieved and annoyed by the pasky
creature, lefi the lab.

Jayden stayed for a few days bul fell homesick. Chandra caught Jayden
looking al his wormed parenis searching for Jayden through the portal. He
knew Jayden was longing to go back to his homeland, Myx. Chandra felt
obligaled 1o fulfill his desire since |1 was because of his leleporiation device
Jayden had teleported o Earth by mislake, Chandra and Sura foiled o
make the porial work two ways. Ten days later, they found success,




Jayden was happy to go home. He invited Professor Chandra to Nyx. The
professor happlly accepled the Invitation. He ook some Alupian Cuddly
Soup with him as an offering to ther rder, Alupiona-the Funky. On
reaching Myx, the king was delighted to see Jayden safe and sound.
Jayden infroduced King Alupiona to Professar Chandra, King Alupiona had
listenad to Jayden's exparience on Planet Earth and appreciated the
professor's Kindness towards an slien, The king gave him a tour of thair
planet. King Alupiona told Professor Chandra the history of Alupians
fieeing Earh and inhabiting planat Myx.

Nyx was a magical place. Alupiona ook Chandra o the river Vesla, He
axplained that the natives balieved thal all souls wera fusled by sacrad
anargy orginating from the floating river of Vesta All nathves of Nyx
warshipped the river as il carred the purest spirits with it ansuring peacs
and harmony on tha planel

As an appreciation of the Alupwtans hospitality, Chandra offerad some
Alupian Cuddly soup o the king. The king had never expenanced such a
rolker coaster of avors bursting in his mouth. He gave his complimants o
Chef Roops.

The Professor introduced many of Earth's inventions to Alupian scientists.
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He improved the lives of many Alupians by introducing etectncity to their
world. He ook back many samples and Aluptan inventions to Earth. The
Alupians showered Professor Chandra with many gifls and souvenirs.
Thay bath helpad each other and developed a trustworthy rendship,

The King gifted an ever-growing all-season cherry sapling as a loken of
fallowship. The King declared the Alupian Cuddly Soup as the national
dish of planal Nyx and inviled Chel Roops as the guest of honor on
Professor Chandra's next visil 10 Nyx. Prolessor Chandra leleported back
to Earih and planted the gift in the garden of his laboratory. This Alupian
charry sapling grow to be a magical sightl. Many scientists from around the
workd came 1o witness its cherry blossom

Hence, Professor Chandra succeeded in proving the existence of life
beyond the solar system. Thus, began the frendship between Earthians
and Alupians of Nyx.




\est of Mlemories

Bhavans Adarsha Vidyalaya, Kakkanad
Kochi, Ernakulam, Kerala




The bright sun rays peeped through the big wooden windows. Mrs, Mary
opened her eyes and poked around. The book she was Irying to read last
night was lying open beside her in bed. The clock struck 7 ALM. Thers was a
bed table in between Mrs. Mary and her husband, John's bed, that had
lablels and medicinegs scatlerad all over,

John was aiready out of bed and was reading the newspaper, sitting in his
armchair, at the corner of the long verandah. Mrs. Mary was around 58 but
her grey hair made her look older. Mary and John lived in a two-storied
ancesiral home that stood alone amidsl a vast araa of lush green trees.

Someathing futtered at the window on the rght skle of her bed. She could
hear the chirping of a bird. Mary slowly gol up, wore her glassas, and while
lolerating the pain in her kneas, she walked lowards the window. A beauliful
bive bird was busy crealing a nest for her family. She may probably lay aggs
and ralse her kids in that nest. Mary's eyes welled up. Her mamoneas flew
hack,
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Years ago, when their chikdren Sam and Joe were kids. they used o play
with the birds in the garden. The children aiways played around on the farm,
They loved helping their grandparents with farm work. Mary and John wanted
their children to score high marks in academics. |1 was their dream (o see
their kids' study in & renowned school and go abroad for work. Most of their
cousins and frends had settled abroad, Both Mary and John's parents were




farmers. They worked hard and raised enaugh maney fram their farmland.
Mary and John didnt want to be farmers and thus, chose office jobs,

“Sam...... Joe..... whare are you? Come and study for the entrance
axam for admission at the cily school”, screarmed Mary. Unlil 4th grade

Sam and Joe wenl to the village school nearby,

“Sam...... Joa,_...", John called oul in angar.

Sam and Joe came running, drenched in sweat and mud.

“Where were yvou?", asked John,

"Dad. a beautiful blue bird 5 bullding 8 nestl in our courtyard, YWe were
walching thatl”, sakd Sam.

“What are you up 0?7 Do you both want o be farmers like your
grandparenis?", asked John.

“¥Yes, Dad. We don't wanl 1o go 10 a city school. Then we will have fo stay
n the boarding school. We will miss the land, our friends, the cows, the
birds, and all the trees here. We don't want 1o go. We want o waich the
bluebird lay its eggs and raise her young ones”, said Joe.

John got angry. In a sudden rage, he rushed to the courtyard and
destroyed the nest with a stick.



Sam and Joe spent the res! of their academic years in the city and eventually
managed 0 acquire 8 nursing degree, And as John and Mary had wished,
they were both now working abroad,

Mary remembered that it was time for her o take the 1ablels, She opaned the
box of medicines and swallowed the lablel with great difficulty. She then
slowty walked towards John and sal beside him.

‘Did Sam and Jo& call you? it has been a few days since they called, right”,
asked John,

"Mmm... they have gol heclic work...day and night...Thay seem o be loo
busy to call us”,

Mary's eves filled up with lears.

“John, do you remember, once you destroyed & bird's nest? Sam and Joe
were crying the whole night worrying about the bird °, said Mary.

“Yes... | emember... ", John sighed.

“Same kind of bluebird s now building a nest near our window. Il looks so
happy...







And we just have money... no happingss”, Mary burst into tears. John tned
o console her

And the phona rang

‘Hello... Mom, Sam, and Jog are here. Somy, we were s0 busy that we
couldn't call you, Gol a few minutes break now and thought of having a quick
call.”

"My children... are you really happy thera? You went abroad to fulfill our
wish, And now we leel alone, We need you bolh near us. Could you please
come back? A bluebird is bullding 8 nest in our cowrtyard. Don'l you guys

want 1o séa thatT Come back daar_. .Come back™.
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A FEW YEARS LATER

The stars were shining on top of cone-shaped trees. Carols were being
sung loudly outside the house. It was Chrisimas. Grandma was baking a
plum cake.

*Mom! The second egg has hatched!” Joe yelled in excitement,

The mother bird was feeding its child with earthworms and was looking at
the newbom bird caringly. Sam and his Mom rushad to the window o see
the newbomn birds, Mary's eyes filled with tears of joy. She looked up at
tha shining stars.

“This is the happiest day of my lfe.” She whisparad with a smile.







The Diary of 2122 -

Dhyanam Mishra |




It is the year 2122.
| was asheep in the bedroom with my brother, Prakash,
The alarm clock starled beeping and its cood rmobotic voice said. “Wake upl!l”

| got up, tumed it off, and sat down on my study table, walching my broiher
skeep. | promised (0 help him complete his homework which was an essay on
global warming. | had read that about a century ago, there was life on Earth's
surface but global warming wiped off everylthing from it. Humans cut down
trees recklessly, and used fossil fuels at a very fasl pace, increasing the
greanhouse gases in the almosphare, thay did nol care aboul how they wara
destroying Earth. This wiped off 89.9% of file from our planel and our
generalion is paying the price. ..

Humans have now bulll underground cities and have bean living like this for
nearly eighty years. Il is shocking how the Earth has been transformed by our
activities in only twenly vears.

My brother had wokean up.

“Good moming Aakash.....” he sald sleepily

“z00d maorming.”

it was Sunday, and we got up later than usual. | reminded him of his
unfinished assay.
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After we had had some breakfast, | helped him complete the essay. He was
fascinated when | lold lm that our ancestors used (o breathe on the surface
withoul any special suils, which |s impossible now because ol the axtrame
lempearature and loxXic air.

“What were treas and rivers?" he asked.

“Trees were a large version of the plants thal commonly graw around
naturally and rivers were a water body that fliowed downwards because of
gravity and some had foresis around them,”

"Forests?
"Forests were a place with many different types of trees and animals but they

were destroyed because of drying up of rivers.”

He tried to ask me something, however, | mierupted.

“Ask no more. You will leam all these things next year,”

After an hour of hard work and a bit of my halp, he completed the essay. He
slarted playing games, hoping 1o beat my high score, And | went out o a
stadium 1o play. Later, ha oo joined mea there.

“Did you beat my scora?” | asked.

“Nearly,” he said miserably.



“Is there a Sun on the surface?” he asked thoughtiully.
“Technically, s not on the surface bul millions of miles above it."

Even | wonder what lies on the surface. | have never seen the Sun or been to
the surface,

| have only lived wunder arificial lights that change color and intensity
comesponding to time. We have made developments through innovation and
used cutting-edge technology to make our lives batter, however, | will not ba
happy till | feal the sunlighl and breathe lresh air...

I do not know il it is even normmal 1o feal like thes. . ..

The lghts of our city were dimming which indicated sunsel was now Laking
place. S0, we wenl back homa, We saw our dad reading a book.

Dad, can you tell us aboutl Earth 8 hundred years back?” | asked him,

"COur ancestors lived on the surface and there were Irees, nvers, and
sattlements but rapid development of our civilization, along with burning fossil
fueds, without caning for the environment caused extrerne global warming due
to the increase of the greenhouse gases like carbon dioxide and methane in

the atmoaphera...”

“Lid people do nothing?” | asked.
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‘People alone did act bul unfortunately it was not enough as the countries
that coninbutad the mosl did nol assume responsibility, It s said, that
scientisls have made a lime machine to go back in ime and aleri the people
of their doomed fulure and It is kept secretly in a bullding near my office. It s
jusl a rumor someone came up with o mislead paople.”

He resumed reading and wa weanl away 1o our room.,

My brother and | sat down, wondering why the people were nol inlelligent
enough o act.
Suddenty, | gol an idea.

“Why don't we explore that place?
“We must do it now as It Is getting darker and our parenis can call us for
dinner any moment,”
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We made up an excellent excuse and want through the streats, lalking about
the technology of the ancients and the paople on Mars.

We reachaed the place....
“|= anyone looking?” | whispered 1o my brother.
"Dan't think so0.”
“Why has nobody bothered to pul a lock on the door?”
"N could be a myth.”
“There is only one way 1o find ouf...”
| pushed open the door with no difficully and discovered something that
made my brother scream.

“A time machinal”

“So, it's not a rumaor that someone came up with, .1

The lime machine, unlike the other things in the room, was still shiny. It had a
small cabin inside which thare were two seats. There was also a large screen
in the fronl of the seats that were used 1o operate i. | found the manual of the
time machine and Prakash found a lizard trapped in a jar, on the table.

He kept it in tha time machine 1o check its safely, | programmead i1 1o lake the
lizard 100 years back in lime. | disappeared and ils skelelon reappeared.

"Ws not safe,” my brother sakd, disappointad.



After thinking for a while, | said, “The lizard must have died as il lives less
than 100 years and it did not know how o come back. This proves thal the
time machine shouid be safe...”

“Alright.”

| programmed it to go to 2022.

We saw people, funny old-fashioned cars, skyscrapers, and whatnot! |
observed some people cutting treas for construction, others littering, and the
smoke from the chimneys of a factory and the vehicles.... | could sea how
Earth was someawhal unknowingly getiing destroyed by tham.

We talked to the peopla cutting trees but surpnsingly, they did not reply nor
did they seem to realise the fact that two young boys were desparately
shouting to communicate with theam. We crossed the road and came near a
building, still trying to talk o people around us.

Then | looked at a glass pane that was fixed to the bulldings window,
however, | did nol see our reflection on it!! | saw the reflection of people,
birds, vehicles, skyscrapers, the sky, and everything nearby but | could not
seg myself nor my brother in the glass pane. | was amazed as well as
frightened. | told my brother about what | just found out,



“This means wea arg invisible to the people of the past and theraefors, we wara
unable lo communicate with those people!” saw Prakash in no fime.

"20, coming here was nothing but a waste of ime! We are back in ime but
wa cannol do anvthing...”

QOut of anger. Prakash threw a rock at the people cutting trees and we came
back where the time machine was kept. | could not undersiand why i
happened but my inteliigent brother carefully re-read the manual and found
that the time machine was designed not to alter anything but 1o alert people.
The only way to commumnicate with them was {0 send a container to the past
with the message thal we wanted to share.

With this crucial information, we went back home, took a metal container, and
kKept photos of our present and most imporantly my diary in i, We went back
in time and buried the container in such a place that we thought that it could
easily attract the attention of the passers-by.

Al [asl, when wa were sure thal the paople would aasily find our massage,
we returned 1o our own time, hoping our plan would work. ..

It was unbellevable, the ptan worked! Our cily was nearly the same bul buill
on the surface! We could sae greenery around us, feel the sunshine, and
breathe fresh air. There were playgrounds, parks, and open spaces. My
desire was finally fulfilled. We were looking ocutside for a long time, through
the window of the bulding which had the time machine.. ..



Then, | found a plece of paper on the lable, which probably was a newspaper
cutting. | read it aloud to my brother and found:

The message thal we sent was received by everybody. It made everyone
panic. Everyone realised their misiake and tried their best o undo the
damage they had been doing to the planet for centuries. And their hard work
finally paid off, as the extreme global warming thal was supposed to sterlize
most life forms from Earth never took place,

All this happenad due to the impacl of our very small message, which
changed our present and our future, It also turns oul that the book being read
by you is my diary.

Yes, L is a e hard 1o understand bul remeamber,
It is nevar too late. Try hard, as vary small sleps can make huge diferences
and somatimes, aven changa the fulure. IV
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Once in a village in India, three young children were adopted by an okd lady,
Urmila, from an orphanage. The kids called Urmila, 'Amma’. She sent two of
them, Shruti and Deepak, to school and dressed them i good clothes.
However, the third little boy, Shanlanu, was blind, and she lreated him as a
servanl. She thoughl he was of no good and kept him oul of piy. Sha
dressad him in old, ragged clothes and fad him the lefover food. Shantanu
wasnt sent to school and ran arrands for Amma,

One day, Amma senl Shantanu 1o bring some vegetables, On his way back,
he mat an old man, who tried o help him.

The old man asked Shantanu "How can your mother let you come alone?”
shantanu replied "Don't worry, I'm used 1o it. Moreover, | only do most of the
household chores.”

The old man was astonished o hear such an answer
He said "Oh! It musi be very difficull, Don'l you have a problem with doing
hard labour all day?”

Shantanu smiled and said, "It Is somelimes roublesomea but | am sure thal
one day my mother will reafize that | am nol worthless and | too can be very
useful like my siblngs.”

The old man smiled and walked away after helping Shantanu on his way
back homea.




One night, when a deadly fire broke oul in the room where they slored
food, Shruti and Despak ran out of the house to escape the fire. Shantanu
risked his life and went inside to help Amma ascape the fira. He carmad
her on his back and saved her. Sesing how brave and selfless Shantanu
was despite his blindness and li-treatmant, Amma gave him an oid
ceramic plate that could grant wishes before her fas! breath. She told him
that the ceramic plate could granl one wish a year, bwo wishes avery wo,
and three wishes every three years. She also said that all the wishes
would be revoked if the ceramic plate broke. So, she tokd him to wish

wisely.

When Shantanu wished for his vision to see Amma one last ime before
burying her, the plate granted him the same, Shruti and Despak soon got
o know aboul the ceramic plate. The two children wished for a house,
food, and good grades in school without studying, After three years, it was
time to make wishes again. While Shruti and Deepak wished for houses
and gold, Shantanu wished for a fibrary loaded with books. Every threa
years, they confinued to wanl mansions, gold, spouses, sons, and high-
rank offices in the village, without working for any of . On the contrary,
Shantanu wished for more books to raplace his old ones and went on o
read them. He gathered a lol of knowledge over nine years.



Year |ater, when all the three siblings came logether 1o make wishes yel
again, Shruti and Deepak asked Shantanu "Why do you keap wishing for
mare and more books? What good are thesa books? Why don't yvou wish for
waalth ke us? We're so successiul withoul aven working hard and you, on
the other hand, are shll sluck in the same siluation reading books as if they
will help you to get richl”

shantanu replied, "You think that these things will help you but in the long
run knowledge and development i3 much more important than materialistic
wealth.”

They started laughing at such a silly thought and said, “Well, then see for
yoursall who will be better off 10 years from now." And went on to ask for
mare money from the ceramic piate.

Alter nine years, whan they came logether again to make wishes from the
ceramic plate, Shruti and Deepak wanted lo keep the plale o themselves.
They did not want 1o share thair wishes with anyone alse and wanted 1o grow
richer as soon as possibla. During their fight, they tried to grab the plale and
accidantally dropped il. Immeadiately, Shantanu lost his vision, and the olhar
twa lost all thair possassions. Shrut and Deepak leamed the lesson of their
stupidity and greed and their wealth was gona as nona of them worked for it

and asked the plate for everything







However, Shantanu did not lose the knowledge he gained from
the books, and he was known to be among the wisest peopla
in the village. Even though the old ceramic piate losl its magsc,
shantanu glued its broken pleces and kept it an his desk as a
memory of an unforgettabée [ife lesson

LA
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The Mystery of the Hidden Stream
DR +

AN Anjali Menon




I was 6 am. on a8 fine Sunday moming in the guiel, hilly town of Baraidly,
Meera, Sondu, and Manu were seated in their usual hideout — the garden near
the guesthouse - plannmg their Sunday routine,

“Hey!" said Meera, pointing to the hilllop in front. “Did you hear any rumors
about that place?”

Tara jumped in, "Oh yes! | heard my mather discussing a8 weird sound
comng from the hiltop during the night "

Sonu sad, “Why not try and find out what this 5 all aboul? Are you both
game for this7?"

“Of coursa. Lal's go. Maybe we will gel to maael a ghosl.” relorted Meaara.
“Interesting. But maybe, it is a8 wild hyana lost from s pack (just like in fairy
tales!)” said Manu.

Sonu jumped up saying. “Let’s get moving folks! We don’t have any time to
wasie, We must use our Sunday to investgaie.”

Afler readving their supplies, the three muskeleers sel outl 1o the hills to
unravel! the source of the mysterious sownd.

Within a few hours of their fruitless search, Manu staried losing interest.




He sald, “Meera, now this is getting boring, We have been trekking and
searching for some probable source, but no clue yel... Don'l you think we
beller run homa?”

His suggestion was immadiately refeciad by his two siblings who ware
adamanl.

“No way, Meeara. | am surg wa will find someathing Interesting,” sakd Sanu.
S0, thay continued. ..

It was nearing noon. With no luck in sight. axhaustion starled creeping in.
They decided to break for lunch, Manu and Sonu sezed this opportunity to
doze off.

Suddenly a loud shout shook them up from their sweei slumber. | was
Meera calling out to them. "Manu, Sonu, come near the hedge fast! Hey,
be quick!!l”

They sensed the excitement in her tone and immedialely ran in the
direction of her sound, The hedge was surrounded by beautiful flowers,
timy shrubs, and lush green grass, Meera was seen lying with her ears
prassed toward the ground,

Surprised, Manu said, “"Meera, what in the world are you trysng to do
thera?"



Sha repled in a hushed vwoice, "Shhh... Lock! | think | have found the cause
af that mysterious sound. Press your ears here and lsten sianthy.”

sonu and Manu Tollowed her instructions. They could nol believe thair ears.
They were thrilled to hear 3 faint gurghng sound coming from the shrubs,
They pushed the shrubs aswde and found a lovely, littie stream flowing down
the slopea, singing its sweetl tune!

Sonu yelled, "Meera, we found it. Yayy!”
They looked in wonder at each other.

Meera proudly exciaimed, "I is a2 hidden stream! And guess what, we, the
three muskeleers, are probably the first o discover itl”

The threa tasted the water, It was sweall Frash and pure water! They stayead
for a while near the hadge, refishing the surmroundings and splashing thair
lags in the running stream, walching the last rays of the sun disappear
behind the hills.

"Let’s gel back home now before someone comas looking for us,” guipped
Kanu.

Yes Manu, you're rnght. We will reveal the source of the sound to the whole
world tomomow moming. Just imagine, what a discovery we have made,”
said Soni.







“But why did no ane find it 1l now?” wondered Meera

| remember mother saying aboul someone having Iried investigating but the
fear of the ghost had taken the beller of him. Since then, o one, | think,
dared a repeat attempl,” said Meera

Sonu immediately chipped in, "The reason why the stream was not heard by
the nearby villagers, all these years, remamns & mystery... Probably, it was
wailing 10 be found by us THE THREE MUSKETEERS!”

Manu proudly correcied him “Wea — the threée brave muskelesrs... Yahoo!
Guys, whan's our next mission coming up?

Meera and Sonu burst into laughter




Those Were the Days

Tanushree Sahoo
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24 March 20156
Dear Duary,

Today, | have completed 16 years of adventuras, 16 years of blissful and poyous
moments and 16 amazing revolulions around the bright sun! | wanied to share with

yOu an expanence thal has bean strange yel fun

Tha school near the outskirts of the town locked so scary in the avening, na? YWhen
| saw il for the first ime, | was with Appa, walking 1o explore the baaubiful scenas of
thatl place. Bul the school was the thorn of the rose. The place s a dense jungle,
and in the middle of the jungle, les the way 1o go o the abandoned school. It has
been abandoned for years and mow the school i 8 spol for ghostly spirits 1o live,
And. if it wasnl so difficull 1o guess, it is actually haunted. Yesterday | heard Appa
and uncle talking about the same. Appa said thal the school s haunied by a ghosily
spirit of the History teacher of thal school,

It is a very popular tale thal one maming the people of our locality, including Appa,
found the body of that oid fogey lyving hallway across the library. Some say It was a
heart aftack, but no one really knows whal had happenead the might before. Anyway,
Appa said that hia last wish was not fulfiled and hence his atript atma {dissatisfed
spirit) is stll roaming inside the school. By the way, his last wish was somathing
el 1o impossible, it was building a Ta| Mahal similar 1o the one far in Agra, here in
Karhakkooliam,



| mean, what an old fogay he was! He was probably the most hated teacher in
hesiory, as he usad bo bve in the subject he used to teach, HISTORY! Now this
comversation was all what | heard frorn the window of our house, when Amma was
cooking delicious Rasam for me on the occasion of my Birthday.

| had a brilliant plan going on in my mind, the time 1o executs it was in the evening.

The evening was full of celebration and glamour, it was the birthday of the only son
of the lehsidar of Kazhakkooitam. All my frends had come, in new and beautiful
clothes.

Gapl and Bhola wera also cordeally invitad, as they ade my best mends. Aller having
food, we decided 1o have some fun.

Gapi is the mos! ladkative girl of our class, bul today she was lalking at a different
pace. She was axplaining her relation wilh the most popular subsect of our schoal,
HISTORY!

She said, "Oh my Goodness! How | wonder can there be any subject as boring as
history? YWhat's really the point of lsaming something which I8 of no use in the
presentT™

| argued, as a parl of lhe plan, "Bul, Gopi, we leam from owr roods, our pasi_..”



| am not opposing thal buddy, but what do you leam fram that boring master, He
leaches history as if he has 1o rush somawhere by the train in the moming, | mean i
doesn feel like keaming. History shoukd be taught like a stary, Bke drama, like an
amaobon, ke a tale, like a..."

"0k, ok | gol your point,”

Though she said so, everyone knows how badly she hated history. Bul today hear
baing talkative was a big advantage for ma. Il was time for the axecution of the plan,
| narrated the whole story in front ol them and Gopl started laughing, bul Bhola was
vEfy Senous, as he was expected o be,

He said, "Gopi, are you laughing? Seriously? As he said this, Gopi turned silent.

Sha then sakd, “You 1ell me what to do? The people of the village are scared of the
dead héstory master, | am scared of the one who s sl alive and teaching me daily!”

Bhola continued. "Don't you think thal this village needs a change? We are the
future of our nation and we should be the ones 10 open the ayes of our people. We
should bust this myth, what do you say Robin™™

“Bul who will go?"
He queckly raglied, ™| will gol™






And that was what | wanled. | warmed him, actually just acting like | was warning
him, "Bul Bhola, Appa was saying thal whoaver goes inside, never comas back,
Fiease don'l leave us alone!”

Bhola, as he was expecied to be, neglected the waming, and, acting like a hero,
spoke a vary heavy dialogue, "Why o fear, when Bholaram Rao s here!™ And he
jumped and dashed towards the school, | gave a loud clap 10 Gopr and both of us
went (0 ouwr homes.

Well, | am so excited aboul tomorrow,. What will happen nesxt is so much awaited,

Bhola is the most innocen! child of my age. He is the only person who acts as he s
expected to, | am way 100 extted 1o see how brave he is.

Robin

25 March 2015
Dear Dhary,

Do you know what happened today?




As scon as | camé oul in the morming, Appa called me with an angry voice,
“Purushottam!® ARer hearing 'Purushottam' (my full name), instead of 'Robin’, my
exciledness dropped suddenly from s peak o as deep as the Mariana Trench, | went
out and the only thing | thought of was, no mallar what Appa asked me. | just have 1o

answer with a simple no. But, for me it was a true adveniure, and advenlures are not
that easy.

“Tell me where is Bhola? Appa asked, in 8 super angry mond.

And before | heard it, | starad erying, “Appa. | have nol done anything. Trust me, | am
your only child, It was he himself who went fo that haunied schooll®

The momeant | said HAUNTED SCHOOL, Appa immadiately shouted, "Purushottam, do
you even know whal you have done? You didn't even think of the prestige of your
father. Are you no more scared of my rage? Your mother has always shislded you from
me and my rage, thal |s the only reasan for your mischeefs increasing consistently, Do
you know whal happened last night? All of us heard Bhola's screarn. His father has
coime ko me begging to help him find Bhala.®

And then Appa and Rao uncle ran lowards the school. Gopl and | also decided 1o
foliow them

Whal we found was even more hilarious than the gossips of Amma and the
neighbours. Bhala was lying on grownd, in the backyard of the schood, with his pant
‘ wcked at the branch of the iree, He was snoring and sleeping!



Ve took him and came back to my housse, When Amma made him dnnk some waler,
he woke up, screaming, "Pleasa don'l eat ma, not me. | am a small child. | love history,
Plegse leave mea ®

Than, after a lille while, he calmed and narrated iha whole siory.

Lasi night, when he reachad the schoal, he it a lamp and proceeded further. He didn't
find anything except dry leaves and oid stuff. Whaen he was reluming from the
backyard, he fell as if someona hedd his pant and he screamed as lood as he could.
Then tha lamp fedl from his hands, his legs jumped out of his panis, and he lay on the
ground, UNConscous.

Then all of us lavghed louder than ever before. Appa said, "You see Mr, Rao, this was
the ghosi of our history ieacher, the iree in the backyard!”

So once again, Gopl, |, and our innocend buddy Bhota, busted this myth and were
praised for our bravery. Mow, maybe | will visit the school again and this ime, flee with
my friends 10 nalune's masiarpece.

That was how my adveniure ended, this me, afler solving the age-old mystery of the
ghoast of the hislory teacher, Lel's see whal lomorrow enfolds Tor ma!

Fobsn



Rajnandini
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“Maa, why is that bird sitting on a blade of grass?" Rajnandini called out.

She had seen birds silling ondy on rees and on the ground then how could this one
‘bird" be sitling there? Her mother, Suhasini, had been trying o concentrale on &
book since the las! hour whan thay had come oul 1o sil in the soft sping sun bud
was repeatedly cul short after every two lines by the sweetly parsistent voice of her
Ihree year old daughter,

I is not a beed, my dear, it is a butlerdly’.” said Suhasini, “Butlerfes are beautiful
creatures who sit on grass and flowers, collect nectar and make the workd a lovely

place with thel presance.”

Rajnandinl sat wondanng aboul this craallre who was naw 10 her world while har
malher gazed at her innocent and fresh face and reflected on how he small girl
fiviaed in M own &mall workd where aldphants threw walded using thas runks 10
make it rain, whene the gods quarreied fo make il thunder, where barbets, macaws
and finchas spiltl thair colours n the sky 1o make the rambow and the sun made the
mouniains sweal nlo rivars.

Three years ago, amidst the siolid silenca of a hol night, the helpless cry of a
nawborn girl had broken oul. The fairy-like bundle lay on the solt carpel of grass
wirlh rot Kith nor a ke in the world.

Her parents had died of a conlagious disease at an isolated hul in the village and
har people forsook her by the supersiitioss reason of sacrosanct customs which



stated thal any relalives of people who died in an epidemic were cursed, Bul, the
head of thair vilage, the middie-aged Suhasinl was a woman of a very affactonale
disposition. Her kindness and generosily gave her courage 1o break the

sterectyped practica and the devoted respect of har followers gave her aulhority.
She had, thus, adopted the kitle orphan and named her Ragnandini.

Thay lwved in tha village of Sagawvnagan, a province of the prosperous Veda
kingdom. The Saraswatl river twirled down the gentle slopas of this hilly land and
furnished it with golden fields of wheat and paddy. Also, the neighbauring forests
ware ambellished with a plethora of medicinal plants and fruit trees besides the
abundard fauna.

Fiftean years had passed since then. The monsoon had amrived again and so had
the Mahamilancisav, This was a month-long fair, fesbival, and worship whach ook
place every iwenty-ive years. i brought together all the people of the fifly-six
villages of the kingdom who attached a ot of emations o /4. I§ was a gatharnng o
enjoy and o be enriched. Rich or poor, all spent a lovely iime there; they smiled
through all the limitations and difficultes of thesr ives. it was the first time that
Rajnandini was going to winess this wellapring of love, harmony and amusement.
The ambience all around was positive and energefic.

Everybody was busy packing food and tenls for their fortnight long joumey 1o the
venue. It was a tradition 1o wear new clothes during the joyous event, Some had
bought clothes while some had stiched and woven them, She was delighted o see



a mery glow on each face that she met and was axcited for the ulsav.

In about sixty horsa carriages. the Sadiks, the villagers of Sagavnagan sel off on
theér journoy 1o the venue - Virendra Udyan. The caravan proceeded smoothly and
cheerfully pasl vilages, plains and sireams and over a few bridges. They travellod
from dawn to dusk and rested al night. Finally, before them lay the Shurya Prastha
- 8 vasl axpanse of barmen land streiching over several hundreds of acres, 11 took
admaost five days o cross il It was a void from one end of which o anolther, thare
was no sign of life. Many rains drizzled upon the kingdom and rendered it fertile,
bt this tract lay on the leeward sida of the mountains and recaived very litlhe rain.
Thus, dry sail. gravel and thomy bushes were the only inhabitanis. Bul once they
laft it bahind, they would reach a blooming land.

O the fourth day across the Shunya Prastha, a oool wind blew. it had bean quils
sunny thail day and ihus, the wind was much welcome o many bul some

surprisingly disapproved of it

The next day, early in the moming, when the sun had just risen o emanaie a soff
giow, Ramandini was out on her usual duty of checking on the horses. She was
wary worned and shocked wihen she found that several of them had cauwght a cold.
They were lying down, had difficulty bresathing and most had a fever.

This catastrophe was not new [0 the older and expenenced members of the party
who were well aware of this rare phenomenon, The untimely cool winds which
sometimes blew there didnt swit the horses and was ihe reason behind thedr
liness, Il had all chances of luming lethal.
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A wave of chaos and tenskon ruffied the traveliers. They were
not very far from their destination s:tuatad aboul fileen miles
io thewr east. The siock of fopd and water eft could sustain
them aven if they moved on foot. The reason behind their
anxiely was the remendous ioss they would have o face If,

God-forbid, the horses deed,
" Some, thaugh they didn'l have the audacily o express il
blatantly, spread a hush that this was the conseguence of a
- "'Hnngdmng that they had supporied Meen years ago ; .

Suhasin eamestly requesied everyone 0 pul jorward thair suggestions and
they sat together in a diligent effort to mitigate the adversity. While many were
occupled with their superstibous beliefs, a young village school leacher put
foreward B cowrse of action whose success or fallure was subject o
contingency and would delermine the fale of the horses and of the Sadiks,

He said, “To the south are the Sadru hils where 8 waterfall cascades down in
vivacious effervescence, The arure blue waler has unique medicinal values
agams! most diseases and only & amall amount of 1 is all that we need 1o Cure
the horses. The only problem 3 thal the time it would take for one to reach the
Sadrus and retun back might be oo long for =~

w/
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“Nol® Rajnandini cut him short.

"We have no choice bul to take this chance for # is the only one. | shall leave
mmmadiately with Maa's parmission,” said she.

In willing approval of her words, Suhasini said, “May your venture ba fruitful, dear!
We all are and shall remain engaged in our prayers to the Lord to save us from this
catamity.”

“| shall leave no sione unturned,” said Rajnandini.

But, her strength and resolution had tumed info a translucent veil which Maa's
eyes could sasily peneirale, She had heard those low volces which spoke of the
fifteen year old wrongdoing and berated hersell for causing her beloved horses
such pain. She had seen and helped them grow, She had spent hours roaming
aboul with them in the fiekis.

Suhasin patled her on the shoulder as she mounted one of the few horses who
had escaped the unforiunate bout and said, "My dear, lel me assure you that you
are in no way respansible for this Il fate of ours, Your parents may have left you in
the unforiunate way they did, bul they dednl leave you cursed, they left you blessed
in Mother Mature’s lap. | am sure that you shall succeed In your mission. Beligve in
goodness and be optimestic.”

Resiraining tears. she galioped away pledging to invesi all possible efforts and
restore health 1o her dear stalbons and mares, They went on withool any rest till
was quite late in the night when she falt thal they must stop for a while or aisa



Simran, the horse she had been riding, would gel fatigued. When she sal
nervously, looking up at the few stars Simran nudged her as if in an efor fo
comfart her, As she looked nlo har eyes, Rajnandini saw a positive assurance
which brightened her face into a smile. Thay set out soon again and reached the
waterfall. She collected the necessary amount of water in a metal container and
successiully retumad back on bime. Then, she humedly stumbled lo the vaidyas
who did the neadful.

It is okay i you call this a farylale but the horses did recover and they reachead the
fair 1o enjoy themselves aller that tough teme.

Many more years have passed since then - they have been long for some and
short for many. A kot of grass has been wom out by the stampede of the gafiopéng
horses of the Sadiks, Mew grass has grown again as the inhabitants have
progressed and mpressively improved their prospects amids the many siorms that
have raged over the land and the many rams which have washed if,

Braving the trials of [He, the hittle girl has grown stronger with the nature around her,
She lay on a bed of biossoms every spring while the mountains overlooking her
home aged wih her. The hertrs tended 1o her, the trees nursed her, the pleasant
mauntan wind was her muse. 3he saw the pines, oaks, maples, junipers bending
wilh the sirong gales bul persevering through all odds. She saw the waterfalls
roaning forward with heir enormous volume of water, babblong and challenng over
the rocks and boulders, She saw the world around her wake to the wibrant call of
the cuckon; aha 1ook a special fancy [0 this bird for it heralded the farewed] of winter
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and the arrival of spring. She loved this season for iL was lively, colourful, joylul and
|ubsilant, like her.

Sha who had once bean renocunced as an Ml omen Rourished to a shining
sunbaam in whose plaasing aura basked and rejoicid the paople who had once
abandoned and blamead her blinded by supersiilion and prejudice. She graw up ta
be a brave and headsirong woman who confributed immensaly to her village's
welfara which along with its benefactress came to be known far and wide across
the many olher villages of the vallay.
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Johin has taken a heart-wrenching decision that will shake the foundations of nal
only his, bul also his mother's ife.

He iz leaving his mother, Linda, in an old age home. He had been planning this for
a very long ime, and now he has finally plucked up the courage 1o do so. John
was financially struggiing and his mother had stared growing old. She was getting
sick vary ofien and had (o be taken care of constantly, Not anly that, John had
planty of other worries @ work. Al lasi, John felt it was best f he left his mother in a
safe place whede she would gel the cane she neaded,

Ever since John's father passed away, Linda had slarled feeling the shadow of
solibude, bul now thal her own son was leaving her, she couldn'l Tesl lonalier, Not
wanting to pick up fighls with her son, she agreed lo go 1o the old age home
withoul a single complainl. Linda wavad her son a final goodbye belor he drove
off into the distance. She could see the car vanishing into the narrow road and that
made har feal like her only source of happiness was vanishing too.

Shorlly alter, she headed 1o her assigned room and sat down on the bed. She
looked al the family pholo she had taken wilh her, and starfed 1o ponder over how
far life had taken hes. She had magined spending the las! few momeants of har [ife
with her loved ones, bul now she had been left fo spend it all alone. All those
simple wishes, of her going fo a beach with her family or ealing dinner fogether
after John had come home from a long day of work, shattered into a thousand

preces in front of her teary eyes.



As days passed, Linda grew tired of lning at the retwrement home. She didn't want
lo spend Ihe little time she had left In this life here, in this place, thinking of all the
things that could have been. She wanited o make those wiahiul moments come
rug. So, she cama up with a plan. She would escape this place.

She reminisced about goang 1o 1he beach with John when he was Eitle, John loved
the sea and loved to swam, He would build sandcasiles and calch crabs with his
bare hands only 10 siare at them in awe while she would take pictures of him domng
all his usual anhcs on the seashare. This baach Iruly held a kol of special memories
and Linda wanted nothing but to relve them all,

Howsver, escaping thes place wasn'l going (o be an sasy lask and moreover, she
would definitely need some money. She started to devise an old-age-home escape
pkan, as well a5 ways to execute il Tawlessly. This plan would start with a e, She
would el the carelakers thal she was gong oul for a8 shorl walk. Semple yel a
balisvable and reasonable explanabion. Alter thal, she would wihdraw some
money, which she had saved a long time ago, and take a train to the town where
the beach was. This was the lown whare John had spent mosl of e chadhood.
Finally, her wish would be fulfilied

The following day came and Linda was ready to pul her plan into aclion and
everylhing went as she had envisioned. Allthough the caretakers were a bit hesitarnt
al firsl, they lel her go thinking it would bring her a bit of joy. Linda took her
betongings and escaped the place. Fealing the air outssde hit her face, she feli



free, Free of all her burden and womes, All her sadnese turned Inlo the hope for a
betler end,

She withdrew some money from a nearby ATM machine and bought a train tickel.
The conductor was a bit shocked seeing an old lady like her travesng alone, bul
this digin't matler o Linda. Al thal moment, she learmad 1o ve wilhoul a care for the
warld. It felt good and refreshing. Sha was 081 in her imagination where she was
already enpoying and refving the best moments of her e al the beach,

Howewver, back at the refiremant home, Linda's disappearance worted all the
cargtakers. They recollecied Linda going oul for a short walk outside 1o see the
arga. She had assured them thal she would be back in a foew minubes, bul now
hours had passed and she was nowhere 10 be found. They called the police and
thisy immedialely started lboking lor har,

John became funous seaing the negligance of the caretakers. He could nol believe
how they would simply let 3 woman of her age go out into the streats without
sanding someone o look after her, He went lo the relirement home and confronted
tham aboul thedr actions.

Thay explained how all her belongings were missing, so they all suspecied,
including the police, that this had been carefully planned by Linda. They confinued
explaining how it was actuaily commaon for people in old age homes o escape due
o the extreme loneliness and helplessness they experence after staying away
froem fhear loved ones.






By now, Johin had started o miss his mother's presence. He recollected how all
ihe rmas he had been in some or the other frouble at school, his mother would be
there for lum, helping fem and rescuing him no matier whal. Bul now when it cama
to his mother neading halp, he couldnt hetp har in the slightest. John had started
i feed guilty. He loved his mother immensely, there was no doubi in his hearl
about that

The thoughl of never being able o mest his mother again lemified him. He
couldn't think of any good reason as to why his mother would decide fo suddanly
leave everything to go somewhere all by hersell, and il she did go somewhere,
whiere could thal place ba'f

Al that moment, the memories of s mather persuading him o go to the beach
ook over his thoughts. The beach where they used o go when John was dtle. He
had refused 1o take her there, as it was quite far from where he currently lived and
he didn have enough ime o go for any kind of vacation. John who previously
thaught of his mother 1o be & burden, regretiad every single one of his actions.

He wanlad 1o corect his mistake and the only way he fedl he could do S0 was by
finding his moiher and bringeng her back home, their rue home, Thal's when
somathing lold him to go to that beach,
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The train finally hatted at her destination, Linda got off the train and looked around.
MNostalgia engulfed her and thousands of old memones floocded her mind, This town
held a special place in her heart, as ihes was the lown where her family once bved
together, happily. She wanted lo experience again the moments she had once
spant with her loved onas, even though @ present nobody was there by her side,

With @ heavy hean, she walkad lowards the bus stop.

On the bus, lpoking oulside the window, she couldn't halp but think aboul how she
was all adone in thas world and how time had changed everything around her, | was
a strange feeling. She was fealing helpless bul also calm and peaceful. The bus
stopped al the baach which she had longed o see for so long.

She slowly gol off the bus. She was lired from tha long journey.

As soon as she saw the beach from a dislance, all her liredness faded away, The
light ocaan brasze hil her face bringing her back to the past

Tha bright blue sky and the amerakd ocean left her feeling relaxed and calm. She
lalt free and elated as she walked near the shoreline. Fealing the cold ocean water
with her hands, sheé coulkdn't have lell more aiive. Emolions of awe invoked a
fealing of conneclion with the beauty of nature and with her precious past. She felt
blessed to have lived such a joyful life.

she thought how stars couldn't shane without darkness . Although the feelngs of



lonediness and helplessness managed 1o bring darkness o Linda's e, her old
memanes of spending time with her family and doing [he things she loved the mast
would always be there in her heart, Memores had the power o ight this haunting
darknass.

She was relving her past and enjoying the presant momenl. Hours had passed
whan she decided 1o go back 1o the old age homa.

Her wish was fulfiled and she fell much lighter than befors, She had acoepled her
prasenl and was finally happy o go back when she saw a young man running
iowards her, Linda slared in shock as she recognized the man to be her son, John
stoppad and stared al s mother, They locked eyves and silence sat in

"Mam, let's go back 10 our true home, whire we truly belong,’ said John.
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W you can't find a book you warl fo read, write thal book, ™

And 50, | decided o wrile an auloblography of a diary The everd w1 the book is
nspired by the dally evenls happening in my circle. This book & for evernyong who
thinks thay juslt have a book i ther Iife as a suppord. Like, ¥ is saud 'books are our
best fiends,” Consider this book wrtten by me as a gift from me to you, if you fesl
the same as a iffean-year-old feenager ke me. I'm grateful for the apprecialion |
gol from everyone and (he love that lhey showed lowards my wrifing, Withou! them,
I would have nol thought of sfory wriling.

| am haar mood swinger, healer, controller, companian, har guardian, and everylhing
thal makes her feel beller each day. I'm nedher her godmother nor her boyiriend, |
am her diary.

| was quite a simple diary before. | was manufaclured in an enormous paper
factory, Nke every book, Afler several processes | was ready, a nice single-lined
black diary with sunflowers and tiny green leaves on it. | have my own tag, cost,
and a bar-code (which she never scannad so | suppose it B of no use). Workers
categorised us - spiral books, subject books, journals. composilion notebooks,
diaries, and fliller books. | used 1o think | was just an ordinary one. | was boughl
from an onling shopping portal. | was packaged in plastic wrap and then in a
cardboard box, The sender marked adl the particulars on the brown box,

It ook me three days bo meel my male.



“I'l get it mom!™

| pould hear her rushing down the stairs o pick me up from the fronl doorstap, | was
exciled 1o mest her. In this worid of growing desires for materiaiistic things, every
ordered article = always eager 1o reach ils buyer and blend-in with the users. The
warranty and guarantee cards don'tl reaily bless the product with a long, safe and
smooth working life. The user decides il in facl. | have overheard the talks of the
workers and the various stereclypes of the human world, | wished 1o be bought by
an expensive family 30 that | could lull on thewr sola and be pasaed as their
hierarchal. Then | decided 1o change the state of my mind; | would be happy 1o be

in a family who appreciates my worth.

Numerous questions appeared before me.

“How will she react’?

“Whal will she do with ma?"

“Will | be dumpad after my life's ower?”

“Will | be safe with har?”

“What if she ever losi ma? and lastly, “"What is her name?



My curicsity was bubbling!
She Is Dacey Fojas.

A beautiful teenage gir with her own inslincts and rules that she broke whenaver
she wanled to. Lang wavy hairs lucked perfectly behind her ears, eyes look like
black pearls and her giasses give her a smarl look. She has everything - a nice
family with her grandma, her sisier, and her parenis; her own bedroom, cycle,
laptop, friends, and freedom too.

| wondersd why Dacaey bought me,

What would trouble her when she has so many choices 1o look forward to!

Bul | was wrong, the whola time. Real gils are never perfect and perfect girls are
rirver real. Dacey s imperfecily parfect- she is different. She 8 everything real in a
world of make-beleve. She s neither atiracted 1o diamonds nor does she bother for
brands and rich tags. Dacey makes choices that define her- black colour is har
favourite, she doesn’l prefer pink or red. Her most worn atfire is a simple tee and a
pair of blue jpans with a créme bell. 8 walch, and her grey shoes. Dacey was 1o be
sincere and responsible, il she wanted to be. Dacey is "a good girl with a bad
attitude.”

‘Ainslgy 1S (e name she has given ma which maans "‘solaca’, And | kove it!






Diacey used to keep mea in her school bag the whole day. If she fell something was
bothenng her, she would share It with me that very instani. And her sigh would

confirm to me that she was now in a catm stale. Dacey 15 always calm and guied;
bul nobody nolices i, and when they do, they anen'l réeady to believe thal Dacey
loves to 1alk kess

Har afeclion towards her belongmgs s incradibla. Pens, pencds, crayons, water
colours, and novels are arrangsd on her shalves with small polled plants and blua
[@iry lights, Dacey lakes greal care of me too! She has decoraled me with doodles
stickers, and calligraphees. She has painlied each page with her happiness and |'ve
soaked her every sorrow and tears. Well, that is my job!

Trouble came when Dacey misplaced me
It was in the ongoing fifth leciure when ha siole me from Dacey's bench,



A fimid boy with circular specs. An unfamiliar creature. He put ma in his school bag.
Whal | witnessed in his school bag was like excavaling an old treasury. Al fhe
stalionary was lying hopelassly and wera gelting pushed and crushad and bangead
wilh those heavy books, They were all ighting to make some space and gel some
air. May god have marcy on them!

My pages began o gal wel because of the water dripping from the creatlure's botihe;
the scenario there was nol good. Dacey organizés her bag like she s going 1o
spend her life in itl It was one of the roller coaster moments of my life, My worst
fear had come aliva. | was stolen from my writer.

But why? Why would someone steal a personal diary?

After some time, the unfamiliar creature ook me owl of the chaos and handed me
o Dacey. | was the relial | had never fall. For ma, it was a journey from hell lo

heaven. Angels were singing hymns and God had granted my only wish, | was back
in safe hands, Dacey looked kosl, delusional, and quite satshied 10 Sed mMe again.
Slowty she smiled, yet she was sbill nervous.

That day she wrole, “Things do gel lost but losing my diary would be the end of my
world, the ong | live in, the ong | lived in the past and the one | wish for. Talking
again with Ainsley has always untangied the threada,”

There was a wave of emobons, which was sirange for 2 man-made thing like me!



The waves crashed at the shore and so did my lines. | was helpless, | had no
chaice but let her weep white she Med my papers with the breathings of her heart

It could have been worse il he, the unfamiliar creature, had read everything. This
was jusi a chapler and not the story. And it made me believe that she cares far ma!
She never in her e would get attached (o people who just pretend 10 care for her.
Al leasl that's what she has lold me! The death ol her grandpa was her deepesi
grief that she will hold forever. She made me believe thal there are humans who
crave emotions and altachments over malerialistic fantasies. Since then, we have
celebrated, suffared, chenshed, and wept logether. It is fale that | will have no page
IR one day, excepl ¥ then I'm hare for har anytime she needs me,

I'm now placed in a8 brown box which she has decoraled with blue shests. Mo, |
have no regreds! She has named the box as ‘Memaories. Do nol open” because she
Ino has now kaml that nothing lasts forever and that my last page s now filked with
her dreams, No, I'm not alone, There are toys that she used 1o play with when she
was a kKid, paintings from her childhood, photo albums of her fnends, a 365-days
quole jar. and a fancy dream calcher. Everything organized lo perfection; like she is
gaing 1o Eve in it. People might think a thing doesn’l have life; bul hane | aml | wish |
could tell Dacey how | feel, for | beleve, "Books are prool: humans can do magic.”
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“Rock, paper, scissors shoot!” Emma stared af her best friend’s smirking face.
“Is It impossibée 1o beat you?”
sarah smiled and softly sadd 1o her face. "Maybe # is.”

Emma raolled her eves and looked away.

She was thirteen, and had smooth brown hair, | was always in a high, shck
pomytail. She refocated from New York 1o Californda two years ago, and now lived in
a huge mansion. Her parents werg rich business people, but she wouldn show i
off. She had no frends excepd Sarah. She had known Sarah for almost a year,
sinca they meal in January, 2035, All the kids al her school avoided her complalaly,
Emma had been all alone - until one fine day when she mel Sarah and their
rsndship voyage began. |1 was nstant — they wone best friends in a week or two.
Sarah wenl to a diferent schoal, bid they were neighbours and they spent their
avenngs logethar,

Sarah was a greal friend 1o her. She had greasy blonde hair, which she always lof
loose. Her paranls ware both busy computer scence enginsers who worked al a
company called ALIAS, Sarah was very friendly to everyone - especially Emma.
Oné could say thal thay wera two paas in a pod.

Il was one opbimislic Saturday afternoon. The pair of confidantes ware hanging out
at Emma’s.

“Okay, comea on, let's go munch on something,” she offered.




Sarah politely refusad, saying lhat she was too full. Emma wouldn'l lake no for an
answer.

"I don't care how full you are, You are dafinitely trying one ol my cinnamon bread
ralls. | baked them mysell.”

sarah looked around and tned o explain. "S5ee, Emma, | just had a good lunch
back al my house — | think my sltomach is about to explode. So REALLY, | can't eal
any more or 'l throw up. | am so somy.”

Emma was disapponted bui she managed to hide il. "Fine. Lat's waich some TV
then.” They both flopped down on the $8000 sofa and turned on the home theatre
TV, Tha first thing that popped up was 8 video about the upcoming robok Esunch.
ALIAS, the leading robot manufactunng company, was goeng to lBunch aboul one
miéllion humanoid robots with Al into the world o live atong with humans, This was
big news. Unlidl now, robols were just tiny davices thal helped humans do daily
lasks.

The whole world was brainwashed thal robols were saviours and were God in
another form - except Emma. She wasn't convinced. She believed that robals werne
homrible and the only reason they exisied was because of some majestic capitalstic
wiea. Even Sarah, who was usually very congervalive aboul her opinions, was a



When Emma skipped the video, Sarah blurted oul, "Wail, wail, go back! They
released the date of the launch! The big day's coming!” Emma stared,

“Yay. Fun,” she said sarcastically.

Sarah lpoked away uncomfortably, She had been thinking of asking her for a long
time, but had kept It in, Now, she finally mustered up the courage 1o do it
‘Emma, why do you not ke robots 7

It might seam |iKe a simple queston, but it was extremely conlroversial for Emma.
It wars kind of ke asking an athest why they didn’l believe in God,

Emma sighed and asked, “Do you really wanl o know? Because I'm sure that you
won't ke it”

Sarah looked at her strasght in the eye and nodded,

Emma slarted, "l gel nightmares avery singla night The robols trying o control
humanity, humans lefl withoul jobs - defenceless on the slrests. | know It sounds
like @ horrible sci-fi mavia, bul I'm helpless! | honestly think thal robots, with all the
intalligance thal we humans gave tham, will lake revenge on us.”

Sarah sighed and pul her hand on Emma’s shoulder, “Just nightmares? | thought i
was something else.”







"It 5 miso something else, They're literally meiallic bodses with
fake brains. Come ON!" Emma rested her temple on her fingers,
“Ecological balance is already half ruined because of the exishing
robots. And a milkon new, top-class models? Do you really think @
that's goeng to end well?”

Sarah ined 10 comion har, "“Why dedn'l yvou 188 ma aboul the nighimanes
earber? Anyway, thé robots aren'l going o ake revenge on us. Why
wisuld they? They're programmed o suppor and help us. Emma, nothing
bad B Going 1O happen because Of Ihese rHDOAS Even f It does, 'l be
rghl here 10 predect you, -

Emma smiled. She could ALWAYS rely on Sarah lo boos! her spirits
whanaver sha was down, She loved and tnisted Sarah &5 much as a
sibling and did somathing she had never really done before. She grabbed
Sarah by the shouldars and hugged her

Then somathing happanad which sha ocouldnt hive predicled i a .
thousand years

POWERING DDWHN™ Sarmah said in a machanisad voica.

Then she fell limp in Emma’s hands. Emma dropped her to the ground """--..,__|I|l
and a realsaton dawned upon her, Her basl fnend was nol a hwman

She was a robol o |



Emmas mind couldn’t handle the overload. Emma didnl know whatl was happaneng —
butl whalever il was, she didnl want 1o losa her fhend. Heartbreak, pain, and misery —
all &t once.

"Sarah? Sarah? SARAH! Wake up! Or should | say TURN ON'

Anger was startng o0 cloud Emma’s vision. She neaded Sarah o tall her whal was
goeng on. She needed Sarah o tell her that thes was all a prank. She needed Sarah
because.. she just did. She wanted to kick Sarah’s ‘'meaial body’, but her heart wouldn't
It har,

Luckily, her brain started o work and sha Ined searching for buttons, Obviously, they
wouldn'l ba in plain sighl. An dea clicked. Sarah 'lurned off when they had hugged

What o the bulion was somewhere on her back? Emma tumed Sarah around and
slarbed searching.

Then she saw iL
A small blea spol on the back of har neck with minule writing on it. Whan Emma

squinted, she could ses it spelled ALIAS. Then it all made sense (o her,

Emma knew Sarah's strange habis from the past year— bul those had never really

bothered her. Now, it was all coming together ke puzzle pieces put in their rght spots.

sarah ALWAYS rejected offer of food — but never in a thousand years would Emma

have guessed il was because she couldnt actually EAT. She was exiremely intelligent

— she amos! knew everything about evenything. She never let anyona touch her hair.
A% Most strange of all, she naver hugged - aver,
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Sha pushed he ‘buttaon’ and gol as far away as sha could from Sarah 1o he comer of
the room. Sarah siaried 1o st She blinked fhrice and got up mechamcally,
"POWERING ON™ she said.

Slowty, but caubously, Emma asked with fear, "Sarah? What is thesT
Sarah looked down at her feel, °| guess | have a ot to explain,”
Sarah tned to gel Emma 1o sit with her on the sofa, but Emma wouldn'l budge

“Why? So thal you can transform me inlo a machine too? No way, EXPLAIN FROM
WHERE Y OU ARE "

Sarah sighed and started, “You know ihe launch thal's coming up? From ALIAST"
Emma cringed at the name.

“Actually, I'm the first prototype from ALIAS. My leam of creators were glven the
opportunity 1o test-run me.”

Emma thought this through and asked, “Why me? Why be a fake feend? What have |
done o you'™

"Emma, first of all, nothing about us was fake. You're slill my best friend. And secondly,
it's not aboul what you've done — it's about what your parents have. My mission in this
world is nol 10 sefve humans intefectually, bul o serve them emotionally,” Sarah said
politely,




Emma interrupled, “Yeah, mission succeeded. | think you've traumatised me for Me.
And whal was that about my parents?

Sarah continued, “As | was saying, your parents noficed thal you didni have any
friends. They weore worried and so made a deal with ALIAS 1o recedve the very first
ESP - Emotional Suppost Pal. Yup, thats mel”

Emma rofled har eyes.

“Look Emma, I'm s6ll the same Sarah you saw ten minutes ago. Jusl that now you
know I'm not human. | bad o lie o you because it was parl of my mission. 'm not
like the other robots. Emotions are embedded i my Ultle silicon heart. Fm somy, bt
sooner ar later, thes had 1o happen,” she finished.

Emma closed her eyes. She thought everything over for a few minutes. Human or no
human, Sarah did and always would hold 8 special posibon in Emma’s hearl.
Although this nawly found revedation would change soma things, ther fnendship was
miuch deeper than a few surprises — no matter how big.

Emma firally opened her ayes, Sarah was holding out her amms open for & hug.
“Jusl don't accidentally prass the bulton this time.”

Emma smilad and embedded harsaelf and her amotions inlo Sarah's caress.

Friends Forever
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On a silent night, sitting by the window, walching the snowfall and anjoying
the chocolaly essence of hol cocoa, Kyra was brainstorming wdeas for the

upcoming town festival, "Nurturavilla's Day!”

"I wonder f we ever had the privilege of waking up on a usual moming and
sleaping under an ordinary night sky,” said Kyra to hetsall.

Being a mayor 18 hard, bul holding ouldoor events In Nurturavilla = worse
than that. The citizens of the town wondear if there = another place where the
waalher changes every hour, becausa n Nurturevile, it doss. When people
go oul, they carry an umbredla for rain. wear boats for snow and even wear
gummer clothes under a coal.

Kyra was lost in her thoughls, when suddenly the doorbell started nnging
continuaushy.

"Huh! It's 1 a.m. Who could #t be at this hour?" said Kyra in a scared voice.
=he liptoed o the door and ook a sneak peek. Surprisingly, there was no
Qree,

Bul then suddenly, "Ouch! Ahl" screamed Kyra. A paper aeroplang hit her
head and gently landed in her hand. Oul of curiosily. she unfolded the paper
asroplane, Her hear starled beating loudly afler reading the nota.

It said. "Warm greetings 10 the mayor of Nurturaville. Whao is this stranger?
This though! must ba hovering in vour mind. Well, vou know mea. This nole s
a warning for you. Thare will be an outbraak In seven days leading everyona
o thair death. If you kgnora this threat, be ready to see the whole world and
bafore your eyes. The countdown Stars now, Sea you soon.”




Since that moment, the letters kapt scaring her in evary way, "Ah! | have o
solve this myslery,” said Kyra.

One day, while walking around the park, she accidentally overheard two
wormen talking about Nurturaville's Day curse. Just whan she was about 1o
ask, her phong rang, and =ha had 1o run 1o her office,

She returmnad home in the evening, exhausted. and noticed a parcal in
front of her door, Sha thought it was a gift for her, but the sender was
unknown, She was stunned to find an old key Inside with a note that sakd,
"if your day is going bad, this key will break the curse,”

“Arghl It's killing me inside,” exclamed Kyra,

She sat down with a cup of coffee o refresh her mind. While observing the
kay, she noticed something familiar, The name and logo of the town's
lehraery were on it. She locked al the birde clock to check the time and
decided to go 1o the library o find something about this key,

Suddenly, she gol a call from the police that there had been an accident
outside the library. She hurriedly wore her coat and ran to reach the library
on time. She reached the library, however, there was no sign of any
accident, That was very unusual.

Caspile all this, she decided 1o investigale aboul the key. She asked the
hbrarian. Tha lbrarian excliaimed, confused, that he had never saan a key
like that befora.



Kyra wen! o the history section o find a book aboul the key. While saarching
through the shelves. her sight fell on a golden book. It had the same design
as the key. She pcked it up from the shelf and saw a secret door bahind it.
The book said, "OPEN THE DOOR WITH THE KEY THAT YOU HAVE AND
SEE THE MAGIC HAPPEN THAT YOU NEVER THOUGHT WAS
FPOSSIBLE.

On the door, there was a lifeless butterfiy with rainbow wings.

“F've never sean a butterflly with rainbow wings!” said Kyra.

"Thal's because Il is the anly ona in the warkd®, the libraran said.

“How did he come here so ast?” thaught Kyra,

"Lel ma tefl you a secral. I'va bean living on this planet for milllons of years.
I'm under a spell because of which | can'l die®, sad the Hbraran and

disappearad.
Kyra was shocked.

She cunously wenl inside the room., There were beautiful paintings on the
wall all around the room.

"Wail! Are these pictures telling a storyT™ Kyra asked.







"Yas, they are.”

As she heard this. sha quickly lurned around, "Aaaaal” she shouled upon
saging a ghost,

She trhed to run, bul then the ghost spoke, “Pleasa don'l run. | am your
miother's soul. I'm nol Irying 1o karm you.”

The thought of heir mother's soul left her shocked

Than the soul spokea, °| was the guardian of this town, Murtureville, and you
are also the saviour of this town, But-Uimm..."

"But what?” Kyra asked.

Immediately, it was all dark, Ywhen Kyra closed her eyes, the pictures on the
wail started ftashing in front of her eyes like 8 movie.

The soul spoke, * Years ago, this town was called the land of natural powers
Every pupll an this fand had nature's power, Two sisters, Marinsia and |cia,
rubed this land logether although they wera (he exact opposite. One had the
power of peace while the other had the power of destruction. They both had
kids with powers. Marineia's kids had the power ol waler, fire, earth, and
wind, while |cia’ kids had the power of bringing thunder, haill, and earthquake.
However, Marinaia had one more daughter, Aslia. Sha had a magical hearl
that contained the magic of all the slemants of nature. The kide of Marineda
and |cia hated aach other, However, thay all loved theewr sister, Aslia,

o



One day Aalia craated a bush of flowers of unity called "Unight®. Bul sincea
she was restricted from practising her powers from a young age, her
magic wanl upside down. Unight was created bul a flowear of destructon
called Troublerane also slarted growing from the same twig. Bul Aslia
et know.

Once the kids of Marineia and Icia had a terrible fight. Aslia wenl 1o
resolve thair fight with the help of Unight without knowing anything about
Troublerene. As Aslia tried to use the magic of Unighl. Troublerena's
power backfired and led to an ocutbreak of nature. There was heavy rain,
firebalis. and what nal.

The magic culbreak enguifed the whole planel. When the planet was on
the verge of collapsing, Aelia and her cousing created a magic ball called
MNurtura and siored all the magic in it. Bul nobody survived that day excepd
Aslia. In her gnef, she converled herself inlo &8 rainbow butterfly and
decided to protect the ball forever. And thal was the day Kyra, you were
bom. Aelia gave you a new life. But bacause of Troublerene, Unight died
which led o & curse upon this town. In 20 years, there would be an
outhreak "

"And this s the Z0th year", Kyra said.
She askad, "How can | break the curse™

"By ratrieving Unight!® the soul sald and disappearad.



Kyra openad her eyes, She was back in the [brany's secreél room. She
looked at the date and gasped. Il was the day of the outhreak. When Kyra
stepped outside, she nobced the weather was unusual, it was sunny, there
was heavy rain, there was snowfall and suddenly there was a rainbhow, all at
the same Eme.

"Oh My! it is happening!” said Kyra.

Despile the weather, she searched the whole park and found Unight's bush
hidden in the middle of the park, but it was dead. Then all of a sudden, she
had an idea, She callad all the townspaople 1o the park. She asked them to
jain hands around the bush and repaal the chanl,

"0 Mother Nature, the greatest af all,
Ratrieve this bush for the good of all.”

There was a golden baam of light fram the sky. 1L hil tha bush and
Linight's flowers bloomead.

Howeves, the joy lasted only for a few minutes. The weather again became
unusual.

"Unh! Oh! Do | have to start again from the beginning?™ said Kyra in a tense
VDICE.




And yes, indeed, her Instincts wera fght. Unight's bush, again started
dying. As flowers of Unight were withering, side by side, black poisonous
flowers staried growing swiflly.

Tha black flowers ware growing up ke a baasl Thae mare they grew, tha
more vicious pokson théy spreéead, The poson was filled nside the Lny
bubbles. Anyvona who encounterad the bubbles would freeze. The whole
planet started braaking down in peces; a part of it started decaying, whila
the other part started melting. The moon, the sun, and the clouds slowly
siaried coming down,

“I never imagined | would walk on the clouds,” said Kyra.
The situation worsened when a vanishmenl hole opened,
Kyra started pancking.

“| have to find Nurtura ball! Bul how?" sald Kyra.

"Oh! What are these?” exclaimed Kyra, Countless paper birds were flying
around her, She unfolded one and read il.

i sakd,” Dear Mayor, did you really think that the probiam was this aasy 1o
golva? Head 1o the town's lake 1o know more.”



Kyra was in deap shock, yel she wenl o the town's lake. Thare, she found
the fibrarian with Aalia's butterlty flying in the sky.

However, there was an evil glare In the libranan’s eyes. He altacked Kyra
with countless duplbcate Aelia’s butterflies and nolorious paper balzs and
disappeared into the clouds,

"I can'l beliave thal he was the unknown sender,” said Kyra

Fyra was searching for the librarnan when she saw something shiny. As she
moved closer, her eyes caughl sigh! of Aslia's butterfly, 15 rambow wings
were shining in the clouds, She saw the libraran destroying the NMurlura ball
She yalled, "Stop! What are you doing?

The libraran sasd, | will destroy this whoba planet. My curse will only break
whan | dastroy this planal. I've bean living for decades, suffernng the pain,”




He tumed the Nurtura ball into a rock. The only hopa to save the plane
gol destroyed and Kyra couldn't do anything. She was aboutl lo give up
whan she saw somathing promising. She noliced huge dark clouds
coming towards them, The vanishmeanl hole was also growing bigoer,

Kyra pushed the libraran into the dark clouds and he fell into the
vanishment hale. He was gone. Kyra ran with the Nurtura ball. She siowly
began fainting when all of 8 sudden, she heard a melodious song. Sha
started humming the song helplessky. It was then thal the magic
happened. She started flying and the Nurtura ball came 1o life. However,
the magic was shorlly wearing off. Only after a few seconds, the Nurtura
ball started meling. "Ohl No! Please don't melt.” said Kyra fearfully.

autdenly, Aslia's buttarfly staried showing her the way. Kyra flew towards
the top of the black fiower. There she found a cloud that was about to
burst into ram. She melted the Nurtura ball and poured it on the cloud. At
lasi, there was a beautiful rainfall of Magic, The black flower withered and
Unighl bloomed again due lo the magic rain.

Then Kyra heard a beautiful voica, "The curse has broken.”

Sha wmed 1o saa who Il was. She frowned bacause the girl had ranbow
wings. Kyra cunously asked. "Am vou Aalia?

she smiled and disappearad,




All the kids in the story-lime room clapped and were amazed

Kyra said, "So, this was Nurlureville's tale

One little girl asked. "Is magic real?"

Kyra said with a delightful smile, "Yes, after all magic is present in
everybody's heart and soul. Isnt i#7"
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| sit in the dining room of my dimly lit apartment, the wooden chair starting lo
hurt my back as my head falls back and the pounding starts. | look down at
the table lo find Microsoft Word opaned on my laplop and a blank screan
slaring back at me, | haven't writlan anything in ages and my drafl is due
soon. My eyves drift 1o the crumpled piece of paper next to my laplop, without
further thought | snatch it off the table, walk oul towards (he fronl door,
pausing 1o get my jacket as | walk out of the house, key and paper in hand
that | shove into my coal pockat.

| start my walk, my bools crushing the snow with every step thal | take. It
lakes me good 13 minutes 1o gal there and when | do, | realizse my feet ook
me in an entirely diferent direction from where | had originally wanled (o go. |
put my hand in my pocket to pull out the wrinkled piece of yeliow paper and
slaré down al it. The letter | had written, but never got 1o send stares back at
me,

Dear Dad,

[ dont even know how fo start this fetter; the idea was pure impulse honestly.
And [ know iI's too fate now, bul these unspoken words have been weighing
on me for lar too long. | still remember thal day in ow apariment, when you
saw me crying in my room as | was being bullied by a girl, | once deemed &
friend. How you stayed with me for hours slraightl and fus! bstened. |
remember, how you stayed up lale with me o make a card that was bigger
than me in size, quite Merally, even though I was a mere fnandship day card.

I ramamber thal one day when both of us forgof the keys (o the house and




fetched them frovm mamma's workplace, we sal in the car in the 35
degreas heal and ate noodles with owr hands for wa didn't have any forks
I remambar the drives you used o take me an. whanever we wanted o
catebrale my neweast viclory. Al thaose fancy drass parties you drove me
fo. All those late mights spanl playving badminlon mn the local court. All
those imes we skipped fwiion so that we could go play in the iithe park
hicidan bahind the tall bulidings.

Al those days dancing mindfassly under thal colowr changing chandaliar
i the middle of the room. The memones of my chiidhood are forever

cherished, and | have you lo thank for every single one of them. | am so
somry o have judged you for the imes you lost your temper (hough the
fimes were rarg. It baffled me that @ man who | knew fo be 50 kind and
genile, could turn infe a raging lame, It scared me,

Scared me fo the point that | pushed you away. | pushed away the
memuaries of our once chenshed fife, moments that you tried oh so hard fo
creale, and a future, one fited with love. Bul for my young heart, every
garrie might that was cancelled, for you were foo fired, every mowe thal
was forgatten, for you were too busy, every small delad that slipped your
mind, for you had too much on your plate, was a dagger fo my heart. |
know | am no longer the e ginl that admyred the only man in her [ife and
iooked up to him. | look the firsd chance | gol fo run away, far away, in the
narme of college, | was a coward. | had had enough of negaltreity of our
house How everyong behaved as though they halod each other, | cowdn?



boar o see our beautifl family being form apart by nothing bul simple
misundarstandings that cowld have been solved by a il communication.
Mol that | hadn'l iried teliing you so, but who would sfen o a thireen-year-
aid girl who knew nothung of adult alfairs. | dont wanl to be rash, formgive ma.,
f was a mere opinion. Silly me for lalking as though you were [0 wile a leller
in response. | have many things o say thal | wished | had said, bl not as
many as | have qguesions o ask, guashions thal will never beé answered.
Love Always,

Your Daughter

A single tear shps from my eye and drops onfo the paper leaving its mark, |
look down at the letter in my hands, the paper aimosi crumbling from the gnp
of my hand. | was never very good at communicating my feslings lo my dad.
| could weave them into the mos! beautiful poems and stones but could
nevar say them face-to-face to a person, The same words that | am known
for get me longue thed in such siluations. My eyes drifl down until a concrele
slab comes info view.

“John Smith
5 Dec 1983 = 7 July 203
A loving husband and father who will be remembered forever"”

It's astonishing how the greatest of empiras, and the meghtles! of bedngs fiell
because ol the smallest of things, Kind of ke how an elepham! with all =
slrength and greatness is frightened by a mere mouse, although | heard
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somawhers that thal was actually a myth, but my poini still stands. My father
was a great man. He was loved and respected by all. But for me, he was this
amazing father “the 1% in the world®, | used lo call him. But as time bagan to
run s cowrse, we drifled apart. His tack of time for my endeavours and my
lack of empathy for his growing troubles spll us aparl. Neither of us were
brave enough 1o take the first slep to mend our broken bond.

That tether remained unfixed as the emolional disiance between us grew
inio the physical world and we weare driven apart by miles, Still, the two of us
were 00 siubborn 1o see our misiakes. Now | wish how if | had gotien a
single chance, | would have gathered up the courage to come clean. To lay
my wounds, that I've gamered over the years, an the table, hoping he would
do the same. Hoping to heal logether, If possible. But now it's 100 |ate,

| hate my subconscious mind for now fiashing memarnes of that night, the
night evenything changed. | know he didn't believe in the aftedife but right
now | am using every ounce of my will power and faith into It being a reality,
hoping | would see you one tast ime. Gosh, how silly | must sound.

The screech of the crow's shrill caw breaks my chain of thoughis as | take
one last moment in front of the grave. | look around, there Is a thick blankel
of snow covering the cemetery. A flake falls on the tip of my nose and mells
on contact. | start walking back. the crunch of the snow under my boots filling
the silence. It's a quiet day, not a soul In sight, just plain white blanket on tall
trees as far as the eye can see. Before | can make oul, my sleeve gals




caught in one of the twigs on the lree naarby. But the mora | struggle, the
harder it is o unlangie Il "Use your brain, nol brute force®, my father's
vohoa finds its way o me. | calm down and try again, this tme slipping the
rogue thread from the sharp twigs. Guall takes over me, | can't go back, ga
back with thes letler In my hand, impulse ar nol, | desarva to give him tha
latier, he deserves 1. And 50, | run back to where he lay. | am not sure
what it is that I'm dosng, iU's closure perhaps, bul I'm not entirely sure.
Truth be told, | never quite undersiood the word. | look down at whera ha
lay, 1o say my final words, the fast of my unspoken words.

“You know, | oncé heard thal when the people you love are gone. it's not
the memones that are hard o remember, bul how you can barely make
out what their voice used to sound like, or the way their smile looked or
the sound of their laugh... | dont want thal dad, | really don't and | am,
petrified, as to when thal moment will come”,

| fell tears brimming in my eyes. | lel them fall for | bebeved that crying Is
the best way lo erase the hinl of sadness. "1 thought that |t was all a prank.
| thought it was a well-planned prank and the nexl day, you'll step inside
the house saying “How was the prank, pumpkin?” Bul you never returned.
Even while sitting in front of your grave, | feel that one day you'll retumn o
ws and kve with us. | don't wanlt to forgel you dad. | hope you Know, now al
laast that | know how much you loved us, all the sacnfices thal you mada
for us, | am sorry dad, for baing he tarrible daughtar that | was, | was

ungrateful and disrespectiul and cruel. 'm sorry.” | finally said what |



wanted 1o, | sighed and searched for a stone chip. When | finally found one, |
s&t the paper on the concrate Aoor and placed the stone on it

“I'm leting faith take this one, when | say that | hope you read this letter and
forgive me for afl that | have done and for all that | didn't do. Goodbye dad, |
love you, | always will." | got up and glanced at the grave for the last time
before turning away.

That day when | relurned to my silent and dark apariment, dropping the keys
in the bowl naxt to the door, | still felt unsettied as if the letter wasn't encugh
of a closura, | walk further into my dining room, only to ind my laptop with
the same blank screan sitting on IL All al once an overwhelming sense of
knowing rushes to me as | take my seal in front of the blank docurment. | get
o work and start lyping the words__
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Betty woke up instantly, hearing Tea meow hercely.

Numbnass in her legs and a dryness in the throal overcame her, bul she
pushed past the feeling of defeat and rose from the soil drenched
poisonous bay water. Remorsafully, she packed up the tenl, regretting not
staying up the night as planned, Perhaps she could have found water or
bread if luck was on her side, bul it seemed luck had abandonad her.

As Belty was moving away from the Bureau, Tea was righl beside her, like
always. She heard the 6 AM announcement from the loudspeakers in each

street, which played daily for the past eight months since the floads had
golten worsa.

She mouthed along mockingly, ® Affention fo all the residents of the isfand of
Hawal, Duwe o the rse in walar levals and axireme acidity of watar, the
island /s cordoned off, Request all residents o slay al home and follow the
guigedings. Food and waler are avalabie for sl i youwr mearest buread. If

your properly lies near the harbour and is facing fMocding, report o your
neares! bureau for accommadation on higher allffudes. Thank you and hope

you all have a good marming ahead.”

Betly was nol having the best moming, devoid of waler to quench her
parched throal. She urgently needed a plan. Hunting in the woods might yieid
a mutaled animal or two, but little water. Retuming to the Bureau o search
for overiooked botfles seemed futile. Overwhelmed, she collapsed to the
ground, dramed of her remaining energy. Tea seltled on her lap, offenng
solace.




Tea, her only family, fended for himsall in the chaos, Whean she looked inlo
Tea's hazel eyes, everything fell alright, driving her 1o continue onward.
The metallic smell of blobd walted near her. She look cover. |t was the
Drought bloods, the gang who killed anyone in thesr way ruthiessly o
hoard water and sall it in the black markel at unreasonable prices.

This was the only way. Following the deadly gang to snatch a bottle of
watar from them,

Fatiently, she listened 1o their conversations, boasting about their crimes.
Clutching her bronze dagger, shé hoped fo avoid using it. The voices
faded, footsteps moving away. Betlly cautiously entered the alley, trailing
behind the gang. She crepl like a thief in the night through the namrow
paths, maintaining her distance, Her legs trembled, feeling as though she
had followed them for howrs, Deeper into the peritous woods, filed with
poisonous trees-and mutated animals, they ventured.,

Baetlty stumbled on a branch, snapping it loudly. The gang halted,
searching for the source of the noise. She swiftly hid behind a tree, hoping
they hadn'l detectad her. One man dismissed il as a raccoon causing
trouble, relieving Betty. They resumed walking. leading her lowards the
waler, or perhaps a more dangerous location. Finally, sha spotted a large
container baaring the gang's symbaol in tha haart of the forast. Sha was s0
pleased thal she lost track of her conscience and stared walking
recklpssly lowards the waler. She felt the guard's gaze fix on har. The



guard hadn'l spoken yel bul Belty realized thal she wouldn't ba able to
escapa, [ caughl. She pivolad and ran away.

Tea started pacng in front of her. She kepl running, not looking back for a
second. Tea was way ahead of her now. This was unusual. He was a
follower, not quile a leader. He started sprinting at lop speed with his shont
limbs. Betty wasn't able 1o keep up with him. She tripped over a tree root.
=he felt a sharp pain in her ankle, She had fallen down many timeas before to
know well anough 10 keep her arm over her head o avoid a concussion, but
the pain from her leqg was ringing in her head. She was lying motionless on
the swampy mud about to die of dehydration, and Tea was nowhere o be
seen, Betty knew better than to close her eyes, bul she gave in. She jusi
wanted o rest forever. Soon everything went black.

Betty openad her eyes to a dimly kit room. She was covered in sheets, lying
on a comfortable bed. The stranges! was the fact thal she was nol thirsty.
After experiencing momentary peace, she came back o her senses.

Whera was sha?

How did she get hare from the woods?

Why was she nol thirsty anymare?

Had she drunk the poisonous water? In which casa she had o be
hospitalised immeadiatety.
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Where was Tea?

Sha fall overwhalmed by all thosa queastions, bul as soon as she got up and
sfarted looking around, she found the answer o one guestion, Tea was
seeping on 8 chair peacelully. She had never sean him so calm with his
guard down, and thal eased Belly's mind

=he cauliously unlocked the door (o see what was ouiside. The bright kght
blinded her for a few seconds. What she saw made her jaw drop. It was &
beautifully built house and the cenire of attraction was a fountain with crysial
clear waler gushing out of il. The sight angered her

“Oh, dear! You're fimally awake. It's been days,” a voice said



Startled, Betty asked, "Who are you? Why have you brought me here?”

The voica belonged o an oid lady in her sixties, hoiding a tray with a bowd of
hol porridge. Belly regarded her with confusion,

The lady kindly rephed, "How long has it bean since you had a proper meal?
You worry me, looking 5o sickly.”

Betly had no intention of ealing food from a stranger, bul her hungry stomach
betrayed her. She sal down al the table, reluctantly accepling the bowl
before questioning the lady further,

“Why are you being kind to ma? How did | end up hera?"

The lady interrupted, saying, "A young mind with a million guestons, 'l
gladly answer them all, but first, eat,”

Clumsily holding the spoon, Belty ste the porridge messily, while the old
woman wore a sad smile. Belty fimshed, urging the woman lo explain how
she had arrved thera.

"It was Kit He behaved sirangely, urging me to leave the house, which is
undike him. Curiosily gol the betler of me, and | followed him, finding you
unconscious,” the lady explained.

Betty interjected, “I'm sorry, Kit. Who is that?”




The lady repliad, “Oh, that's my cat, Kit. Come here, darling.”
"Do you mean Tea?"
Tha lady seemad puzzied, asking, "How do you know my cat?”

A revelation struck Betty—Tea's myslerious disappearances and survival
instincts confirmead her suspicion.

Betly smiled, looking at Tea. "Kit?" simuitanecusly, the iady said, “Tea?"
They laughed together.

The old lady remarked, “From now on, you shall be called Kitty,”

For a second Befty let thal momen! sink in. It was first time in years that
she had laughed, but her cunosity was back.

“What's your name? How do you have so much waler?” Belly asked,

The lady replied calmly, *| am Manorie. In my youth, | was a scientist. |
witnessed the world collapse belore my eyes. We developed a method to
purify contaminated waler, but it was naver approved for public use.”

it intrigued Belty. Bafore she could speak, Marorie asked wilth a carng
vakos, “Whera do you liva? I'm sure ItU's lerrible oul thare.”



“| live in a tent near the government building,” Betly replied,

Without a second of hesitation, with eyes gleaming with hope, the old lady
asked, “Do you want fo live with me? | have plenty of water. | need a

companion to spend my last years with,”

The sudden question took Betty aback, bul her heart was overflowing with
hope.

She said, "I need some time Io think aboul it.” Marjorie smiled in reply.

Later, Betty excused hersell and wenl back to the room whera she had
woken up, but this time with a sigh of raliaf and fell straigh! asleap with a full
stomach and hydraled body,

Betty woke up instantly as she made a decision. She felt comfortable under
the bianket with Kitty near har arm, She had a thirst for altruism, She wanied
o learn about Marjorie's discovery o help everyone in nead and quench
thair thirst.
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"Haw much time bl the dessred deshnation?” asked Alexandar, his desp voice quesl
but siem.

“Jusi a few hours, Caplain,” answered Luka, Alexander's second in command and
closes! friend.

“It's getling cloudy in this area. The nighl s also awaiting us. There s a siorm
coming and i's nol the ona wa have survived before, This one has the power 1o
crush mountains,”

Alexander sighed.

"You seam to be comect, Captain. Another piece of infarmation we just recalved is
that the ‘Red Pythons™ are also arriving a1 the destination we will be reaching soon
enough.” Alexander frowned st that.

It was a closdy bul pleasani day in the middle of the Pacific Ocean, alarmingly
nedr the Mariana Trench, (he deepes! area in the |arges! ocean worldwide. It is
rumoured to be ihe place where the bravest and meghties of the pirates fail 1o

survive. Any sane band of pirates would refuse to enter the said area, but that was
not Alekandar Sliles

Whio was ‘Alexander Stiles” you may ask?




Feople consider Oceans one of the most dangerous places in the world, and they
are. They suffers thunderstorms, cyclones and many unknown occumrences thal we
may have neither heard of nor sean In our lfespan and those who sail in tha
threalensng waves of the ocean and challange it to show who the king is, are the
most feared. They are menacng. They are savage, They are vile, They are Pyales
and thal is who Alexander Stiles was.

He did not let fear and cowardice stand in hes way 10 success. Ho always laughed
in the face of this so-called disaster, “death” One could not even imagine how
many imes he had visited the thin veld between life and death which is why he was
callad "The Emparor. The Emperor of death, of ife, and the deadikest band of
pirales called the "Black Panthers™. Il was nol a like given 1o them, but a title
eamed. Wharever they sel fool, chaos came along bike a shadow thal never lefl
your side, Afier years of thefts of houses, cibes, and islands they became a vicious
group of pirates feared by all. However, they did not kil in vain.

Any person could recogrese the Black Panthers from a distance. They presented
themsedves in full-bDlack outfits, A sabin Dlack shirt, khakl pants, and a bandana on
gither ther foreheads or around thair necks. They werne always adomed in siver
jewels, around therr hands, on their ears, and even on their big bushy beards. This
exterior added (o their tall muscular form. However, (heir leader siopd out of the
crowd, wearing the same plece of clothing but In all white,



Al first sight, many dednt believe that the perfectly groomed gentleman with siormy
grey eyes and muscular bulld was a peate, no less the leader. Alexander was a
sirict disciplinarian. Unkke other pirate groups. which porirayed the cliched lifestyle
thal mos! pirales have, has rule was different. He demanded unity, courage, and a
sense of responzibility, He did nol always do bad, he believed in good 100,

Alexander always had a goal and 1hal goal at the current moment was to find the
"Lockel of Gods”. Many believed it was a myth and many didn agree with that.
Alexander did. His falhaer, a greal man, and a perate had died In search of this
locket, always 1odd him stores about i Litke Alexander would keep his head on his
fathers lap and Bslen lo him, who lold him the siory behind the lockel. He siill
ramambered the words of his father.

He would always start with,

Littis Alex. recognizing samething as frve and false depends upon the parson’s
bedlal and your old man balfeves thal many many years ago, whan only Goddess
and her angels walked the Earlh, an angel was constanlly disregarded by many.
After years of listening lo commenis disgrating him, he decided lo forge a locked
which would steal the thing precious to everyone, Light. And open a portal o hell,
He was able lo fonge this locksd wihich was shaped like a skl and fwo crozses
benaath it bul at the nght time, the goddess wnlsashod a par of her powar, kiling
the evi angel and burying hirm and the locke!l i 8 place where no one cowld find i,
i cowd be only deslroyed by one thwng and thal is 8 blade, which has the power of
fhe goadess hersall ™






-

It was his falher's many years of research thal led to the discovery of tha weapan which
was In his possession, bul unknown o everyona, Also the lockel was buried in the

gapths al ihe Mariana Trench, which was the reason Alexander was standing al the
bow al the shep, hands cossed above his chasl, chin held high with nothing bl

datarmmabion n His eyes
Bul he couldni deny that he wasn'l wormied about the Red Pylthons mamving & the

location they were headed 1o,

Ried Pylhons was a rival prale group which Alexander haled with every fibre of s
bairsg. The leader of the group was the killer of his father He was the reason his fathar
died and left withowt achéeving his dream (o find the locket. Thay mtended to find the

locket and undeash i= power upon the workd which was exacily what Alexander was

agamst. He wanted to got nd of this locket just like his father did. If the wrong hands gel
@ hvold of I, then The Tulbere of (e word 5 doomead




Alexander said with deadly caim,” | assume that The Red Pythons are also in
search of the locket as wall,”

“fes, Captain, What | don't understand s how they interpreted hat the locket is at
the locaton only your father and yoursell knew aboul?”

“Pleasa, don't worry aboud thal Luka, Go ahead and tell our fellow malas [hal our
destination is nol far along, they shoukd ged ready,” said Alexander,

“Aye Aye, Captain,” replied Luka and wandeared off inside the large ship.

Il was a moment of pin-drop silence. Alexander could only hear the speeding
waves and the whirkng of his mind. A whirlipool of questions created Asedl in his
mind. He closed his eyes and took a deep breath, A bad feeling setliing in its place
in the botiom of his hearl. The sownd of Incoming foolsteps made him come oufl of
his trance. He tumed to see his piratas, all ready to achieve the biggest gues! they
Nad @var unddriaken,

"My fmends, 1 seems like we have armved at the Manana Trench, a place not many
have reached and | congratulate vou for thal. Mow comes the harder part of our
mission, obtaining the lockel. As you know it lies in the depths of this ccean,
therefore it's a deep journey to the end. | am nol nsking any more kves, | have
decsded that |, mysell, would go down to reineve what we all came here for, | can



hold my breath underwater longer than any man can. it's all | have prachsed. In
any case, if | do not manage to come back, Luka would be the one (o take charge
and you must listen o him, I= thal undersiood?” thundersd Alexander's voice,
malching the roar of the waves hitting the black wood of the ship,

A chorus of 'ves caplain’ echoed through the crowd

Just as Alexander was aboul to get ready to swim down, ha heard the rumpet of a
ship. Il seamed thal The Red Pythons had indeed arrived. The thundering laugh of
the beacter of Red Pythans could ba heard from miles.

“Long teme no sae brother©exclaimed the leader of Red Pythons, Cain, Pirates
fram both sides gasped and axchanged confusad glances fowards each othear.

“You lost the right 1o call me thal a long lime ago Cain.” said Alexander wilh & scary
calm which could make anyone's bones rattéa in fear.

*Come on, sl hung up on the litthe incdent?™ mocked Cain, finding pleasure in
angering Alexander more and more. Alexander ook a slep forward, his eves
blazing with years of hidden rage.

“You're the reason owr father is dead, Cain, Because of your treacherous and
grivedy mind,” snearsd Alaxandar



s,

ik

S50
1y

Cain's mood surprisingly changed af the accusation,

"I have no lima for this Alexander. | have a locket 1o oblain and the gates of hall to
open.” Cain said, with no emaotion in his volce.

"Moo Cain, yvou will not siuccead in this preposierous whims, Thal locket will bring no
good 1o you. It will only cause destruction and pain and suffaring. Is that what you
wanl? For little chitdren (o bve wilhoul their parents, in a world with no light...”

Alexander's speech was cut short by a bright green lkght coming from the ocean.
Bolh Aleaxander's and Cain's eyas widened. [l seamed like the lockel was pulling
itsall upwards. With a spaed unimaginable. the lockel was pulled out of the water
with an invisible force.Cain looked al Alexander, a grin on his face while his eyes
werne clouded with greed.

“Well brother, it looks like the locket is calling out to ma,” he said and jumped out of
his ship 1o reach for tha lockel shining in the sky, Belome Alexander could jump as
well 1o stop Cain from dodng what he will regret [ater, it was too kate. The perates of
both ships were now fighting and even though onéy Cain's fingertips touched the
locket. it opened the liniest portal which was enough 1o take the light of their
surroundings.

Alexander s eyes widened as he saw a bony and fleshy hand come through the



portal, It seemed hke all his nightmares came true but he collected himsail and
charged towards the locket before the portal widened any further.

Alexander let oul a huge cry. siver lightning blazing from he goddess’s blade
which now rested in his hands rather than in the holsler on his forearm, He siruck
the weapon siraighi through the locket and then came a powerful wind which
knocked everyone off their feel.

Evarything was silanl.

When Alexander opened his eyes, the locke! was gone, so was the portal and s0
ware his brother and his crew. He was still confused about his brother bul when he
looked wp, he saw the dayiighl returm and he couldve swom he saw his father
smiling down al ham, lefling him he did it. He made his father proud. He saved the
warld. Alexander sighed, cloging hs eyea. Utilising this peaceful momeant for &
much-neaded resi
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Bonnie and | had dozed off in our apartmen! in New York City. She woke up
at 3 am and screamed my namea oul lowd multiphke times.

"Claire, Claire, Claire help me oul of this cage! Please Claire | am unable to
braathe. The oxygen is depleting, and we don'l have much lima!™

She stopped screaming and woke up with a jerk. She was almost breathless
and scared 1o death.

| got up and filled a glass of waler for har. She drank il and calmed down as
she realized she was having a nightmare. Now that she was back to realty,
she came back io her sanses and covered her face with her hands. She let
out a huge sigh of relief and said, "The nighimare, the cage, the ocean and
those deadly monsiers, it was all s0 scary,”

All those words struck me and all the disastrous memories flashed before my
eyes. Our lives completely changed after we “hung out with the sharks".
Racafling those memaries was itself a huge task, bul nevertheless | guess |
survived to tall the tale,

| am Claire Willows, 25 years old and | work as a stylist in NYC. Bonnie and |
are childhood friends and have known each other since kindergarten. Bonnie
has always been the confident one and | am the complets opposite of what s
called conmfident. She hates being dominated and loves 1o do whal she
pleasas, We are like sisters 10 each other. We did our college together and
work in the fashion Industry. The fashion industry had its own pros and cons
and we took 1 as a challenge for ourselves.




Our work lives had been extramely tirnng. | had been planning for tha tnp

for almost a year, Il was on her birthday that | booked two lickels o Fiji as
a surprise for her and also because we needed a break from our
iwmultuous work lives. She was 50 aecslatic thal she hugged me tight and
thal was the indication thatl our vacation was going (o be fabulous, or so |

thought.
Day 1

Once we landed in Fiji, we weare in awe of the beautiful beaches and of
course our hotel which was as good as a five siar hoiel. As so0n as we
checked in, we couldn wait to [ake a dip in the clear blue sea. Qur hotal
was surmrounded by numemus beaches which were so crowded thal we
couldn’t get the chance 10 sit by the benches and sunbathe.

“Let's go lo one of those local seafood restaurants near our hotel. | really
want to try crabs and shrimp, I've heard they are mouthwatering and
seriously o die for.”
Bonnie agreed and we headed back to our hotel to freshen up,

Day 2

"Not agan! Bannia axclaimed dajectedly.



| was astounded 1o see the ofther beaches overcrowded and with a
deprassad fealing told her to haad back 1o the hotel.

As wo enlerad our room, she immadialely contacted the travael desk and
enquired, “Hi, this is Bonnie Henderson calling from room 1008. Can you
provide us with information aboul secluded beaches around Suva whera my
frend and | can get some privacy and relaxation?

The travel consultanl provided us with addressas of some sacluded beaches
which woukdnt be as crowded as the ones we visited. YWe packed our
bathing suils in our backpacks and headed o the beach,

Day 3

We arrived at the beach and were elated o see that the sacluded beach was
lass crowded but at the same Hime there were various waler aclivities
available as well. As we passed by all those sports, we came across a
hoarding which sald, 'BEWARE OF THE SHARKS! TRY AT YOUR OWN
RISK' in bold capitals. "Swimming wilh the sharks in a cage’, the hoarding
sald further. Bonnle's face Nl up with enthusiasm, | knew whal har

BAPrBSSons ware implying.
“Lat's do it. Yeah, Lat's do if"

Her exhilarating words troubled me.




“No means no, senously no! YWe can't do this, it's deadly. Sharks are deadly.”

“0Oh come on you scaredy cal, if's a once in a lifetime expenence. Don et it
pass, Claire.”

| was guite unceriain abouwl her decision, and § was only because of one
MEas0n

"Bonnie, | guess you are forgetting thal you suffer from bronchial asthma. |
am sure the managemeant wonl permit you anyway.”




Bul she wasn'l ready lo listen o ma. She dragged me lowards the
registration counter of the activity. The consultanl provided us with a non-
waiver form which had a sof of protocols. | cautiously wenl through it and
pointed oul one of the prolocole which read, Do you suffer from any
braathing allmenis? Bonnle snalched the form from my hands and al
ighining speed filled in all the delails required. To my utler surprise, she
tickad "No’ as her answer (o the guastion regarding if she had any braathing
aliments. | cautioned har butl she was so delermined to “swim with the
sharks’ thal she didn1 bother even heanng me out, In fact she forcibly
dragged me into it when | wasn't readily prepared for IL | was alraid what har
decision would lesd us nio and whal the consequences would be. | was
tangled in a web of thoughts and | knew thal there was no escape.

Day 3, 6:15 PM
"Come on now, don't be such a dopey, Just hop n!” said Bonnle,

She wasnl afraid at ail but | was.

| was afraid because of har health and hoped that nothing happened to her
while we wera in the cage. She assured me that everything will be just fine,
Somewhere in my mind, | thought that there shouldn't be any problem
because of tha safety gear and precaubonary facilities ensured by the
aclivity managemanl. The management was so trustworthy thal | was
eventually compellad (o join Bonnle.




Day 3, 7 PM
“Woah! Look at tham, thay are just circling around the cage waiting to aal
us,” she ggaled. "Shit up, don'l talk nonsense and just enyoy the view,"” |
sald.

"Anyways. how long have we been In this caga?”

Bonnie chacked her smartwalch thal was given 1o just one of us as a pan
of the safety gear.

“It's bean thity minutes since we were dropped underwater and we have
exactly another thirty minules to enjoy ourselves while we are hera.”

| nodded.
Day 3, T:25 PM

"Are you l.'lll.ﬂjl"l"' | don think you are, Let me contact the management
throwgh the watch 1o pull us wp.”

She disagresd as she wanted (o enjoy the lasl five minutes which were
available 1o us



| did not argue further as we werg going 1o be pulled back in the next five
minutes. The sharks were deadly, certainly looking hungrily and ready for
their next meal. | was praying and hoping to be pulled back to the deck as
spon as possible. Suddenly | heard a jingle and a thud that followed. | Iooked
up oulside the cage and was dumbsiruck o witness the broken hook that
linked it to the deck,

Day 3, T:35 PM
“We are drowning,” she screamed,

| was speechiess and stupefied.

“We are going to de, wa are going io die.”

She repeated multiple tmes and stoppad whan | sald, "Yes, it's all your faull.
| cautionad you, wamed you, bul you didn't listen. You didnt bother 1o hoar
mé oul. | evan stated reasons concarning your health and stll vou didn®
bother to haar mae." | exclaimed with anger in my eyes while shi froze. Al
that paint, | should have consoled her bul | didn't and instead kost my cool. |
tried commumnicating with the crew, "Hello, management craw. My friend and
| are stuck in this cage. The hook has broken and we are sinking. Help us
pleasa "




| kept talking and shneking at the top of my voice waiting for a response
but all | could hear was a siatic noise indicating that we had sunk so low
that there was no network. She panicked and lost her senses, She banged
her head s0 hard in an attempt to get out of the cage. Her hand started
bleading and all the blood fiowed in and out of the cage.

Just when | thoughl i couldn’t get warse, a catastrophe awaited us,

Day 3, B:15 PM
"How did ey gat hera?" Bonndé questionad in & panic state.
| was astonished to see sharks around thie cage waiting for us to coma oul
of It and then eat us. Bonme's blood reached them, and they sensed our
axistenca. They kepl circling around the cage

“We are going to die, yves we are. Oh my lord please save us! Please
forgive me for the sins | have commiited.” She kept weeping

| ined consaling her but lkooking at her state, | couldn’t help but sbck with
her. We had (o stick logether through these tough times

Day 3,8 PM

"Claira do something, | am dying. | can._.L... breath._a."




since Bonnie had asthma, she couldn’t lake i1, Her valce slaned fading away
and | couldn haar har breathing strongly

"Bonnie keep breathing, | am sure someaone will come and rescua us,”
“What if no one does? We will definitely die hara.”

| thought for a second and said, "We have o try and gel oul of this cage.”
"Buf how 7" she guestionad my idea

| had the plan bul didnt know how (o execule il. Even if we ined leaving the
cage, lhere were sharks all around. Whila | thought of a perfect exaculion,
Bonmé looked out ol the cage. She saw that the sharks were moving away

from the cage al a 1asl paca as If Ihay wearg runing away rom somea clher
aquatic crealure much bigger in size, She tapped my shoulder and pointed

pulssde the cage. | was labbargasied as o why e sharks suddanly
disappharad. Yvhal | wasn't awaraé ol was a lragedy wailing o graal us.




Day 3, 9:35 PM
"Ah! Oh my lord, what is that! Holy mather of God!® Sha was distraught.

| was perlurbed 1o witness nature's creation. |1 was a greal white shark,
larger than the onas we were “swimming™ with. It circled around the cage
and banged at us countiess times. Bonnie and | were badly injured. 1 was
vary difficult for us 1o breathe because of a minimal amount of cxygen and
the coldness in the surroundings. We were hurt and our blood froza. | was
concemed for her as she was sinuggling to breathe.

The great white shark kept coming for us and crashed with our cage. | was
waiting for it to move away from the cage so that | could execute my plan,

"Bonniae, don'l give up, we will be ol of the cage just in time. Look, it
moved away from the cage, Now is the time o execule my plan.”

"Buuuuttiitit whhhatittt is the pppplllaaann?” she guestionad while she
froze.

“Just do as | say. Remove the safety gear from my bag. | will shoot it in the
aya when il comas back around the cage.”

She did as | said and handad ma the safety rifle which had just a single
bidlel. | had o take the sk of a perfect targal. Just as i came back (o

bang the cage again, | preapared mysall to shoal it in the eya, | shot it rght



In the eye and woundad il harshly, Once 15 body slopped moving, | pushed
open the cage door and swam oul. | hald Bonnie’s hand and pulled her back
o the shora. | had thought that both of us had survived the game of life, but
maybe not.

Day 4, 12 AM

“Bannie please gel up, this is no time for a joke. | am freezing here and so
are you, Siop your nonsensical drama. | beg you, please wake up,” | sobbed,
| wasn't aware that while pulling her back (o the shore, she passed oul. After
examining her breath and pulse levals, | fainted.

Day 4, 9 AM

"Miss waka up, should | take you o the hospital? Should | call for help?
Hello? Miss?" the stranger sprinkled water an my face in order 1o wake me
up. | woke up with a jark and saw my best friend's corpsa lying naxt to ma.
As so0n as | saw il, | wepl and sobbed at the sikght of my best friend’'s blood
soiling the ground all around ma,

The stranger took me o the hospital himsalf a5 | had lost & lot of blood and
was unable 1o walk with my leg injured. He kept consoling me, but nothing
could've helpad me other than my best friend Bonnle arcund me. The doctor,
after operating on me, lodd the siranger that | was suffering from massive
trauma and 1 would take me a coupte of weeks to overcome Bonnie's death.







Present day

"Bonnie, | am so sory. | should have stopped you. You died bacause of your
best rend. Please forgive ma,” | mumbled in my sleap,

My roommale Elena was sleeping beside me. She woke up hearing me
mumble and poured a glass of waler for ma while | woke up lrom another
horrific nighimare.” Another one of those nightmares?® she enquired. |
nodded and went back 10 sleep.

Every night a1 around 4 AM, it had become a routing for me to wake up or to
have been woken up by Elena because of me mumbling In my skeep, The
trauma wasn'l over. | missed my best fnend dearty and always will blame
miysell for her death, that | didn't stop her,

The next moming, | headed to my therapist who was helping me overcome
my trauma. | was a scheduled appointment every moming al 12 PM. As |
entered the room distressad, she askad me, "Did you have the nightmare

again 7"

HlTllﬂli
The same ona with tha cage, you and Bonme7?" she anquired.

| nodded,




"Look Claire, you need to stop blaming yourself for her death, It wasnl
your faull,” she said.

| was tirad of listening to the same words every day. But what she said|
after was astounding 1o my aars.

“It was hers. Yes, you heard me fght. It was absolutaly har fault®

Ehnmﬂlnuﬂﬂhumutllmssmnllmrnﬁdﬂrpmhﬂmﬁe
her even though | refused. She was the one who lied about her br ﬂ‘-“.‘:
problems in the non-waiver form. She further said, 'Ih!.mlrslﬁuﬂ
mmmmMmlrﬂnmﬂﬂmﬁﬂIMhmm
ummmmpummmmmmlnnﬂhhmmwm
your fife. Trust me when | say this, Bonnie would've wanied |
hmmmmmwuammhmwumdmummm

come to me every day becsuse you have to let go, Fmg;lwu'l:l §
Jusi call me when you need me. See you."
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| bid her goodbye and keft.

That incident changed our lives, Bonnle is no more, but | have a fife ¥ '.;ff_.
| am grateful for. Yes, | survived ta tall the tale, I:Ill'lalnl:l-h:lﬂmyl'
grace. | still miss Bonmie and will atways, atarnally. T]nm
always ramain in my mind as a daunting and dreadful &
as a lesson of survival and 1o live life with confidence,
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