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  “Chasing self”


  “Come out now buddy!” Abraham searched for his pet, Leo, under the two-legged, antique wooden table. Leo was a five-week-old squirrel, which Abraham was done shooing away from his kitchen. One fine day, when the city was shimmering with the Navroz crackers, Abraham decided to close the kitchen window, not to prevent Leo from coming in, but to prevent him from going out.


  On the wall hung an abstract painting and one day, sitting in front of the painting and staring at it for almost two hours, he came up with a poem- which he then framed and hung just to the right of this painting. Abraham was a melancholic romantic. He had his way of romanticising life such that he enjoyed the melancholy. Amongst his several romantic pieces, written, and many of them never to be published, his idea of existence as a romantic partner reflected multiple times. Though romantic, these poems were never directed towards the idea of a partner or God, but existence itself.


  He read his piece several times after that day, mostly whenever he sat in front of it. It read as follows-


  The House Down South


  The last wave left a smile on the sand,


  Think it met you on its way


  The dust just settled on the window


  Of the house down South…


  The pretty house by the bay,


  Where the wind chimes make rays,


  Rustic wood and yellow roof,


  Of the house down South…


  Front porch misses you,


  And the swing never rested,


  Since you left,


  The house down South…


  I sing along with our garden butterflies,


  We hummed our song,


  And decided to tell you about our love,


  At the house down South…


  My canvas left blank,


  And the sheet awaiting their notes,


  The scores never sang,


  Until you laughed again,


  In the house down South.


  Abraham was a funny, fierce, and gentle combination of a man. A man of honour and religion previously. Though time had created a drunkard and agnostic Abraham. So much for being named after most of the world religions’ patriarch.


  It was all fine. All was fine until Abraham started to feel lost. The drive which made him a thinker, philosopher, and a successful critic felt like it had just gotten lost somewhere. He just couldn’t think. He couldn’t find his next book, next novel, or even the next short story. He even once failed to write an article on the topic of, “Manipulation of the population through media instruments”.


  Abraham’s writings and thoughts were founded on the writings of Huxley and Orwell. His criticism in the past was all based on the current conditioning of society. He even got four papers published with the Centre of Research and Science. He was not just a novelist but also a researcher and an upcoming intellectual of modern society.


  He was searching for his drive. His lost drive. Abraham had seen initial success through his writings. He was able to publish three successful books by the age of twenty-six and had even appeared in an interview with Bloomberg for his book, “Stocks and People Behaviour”. But it has been almost six months now since Abraham could come up with his new piece of writing, be it fiction or otherwise. This was unusual. He had tried everything he could do to get out of his writer’s block-


  - Exposing himself to new genres of music


  - Working in a distraction-free environment


  - Reading extensively


  - Working in different environments


  After days of trying out various methods and techniques to come out of this writer’s block, Abraham had increasingly become frustrated. “Enough”, shouted Abraham, looking at himself in the mirror. While he did this, his pet squirrel flexed so hard one could see the fear in her eyes. Abraham had decided. He had decided he got to find his next character for the next bestseller fiction. His inspiration for the next novel. Abraham had a knack for theatre. Though he never even worked in a theatre except for the one time he became “Grass” in a kindergarten play, he loved acting and more than that loved playing with eye movements, expressions, and voice pitch. One could not doubt that he was already a qualified actor through years of self-talk and imaginative situation build-up in front of the mirror, but none of his friends would bet for or against how he’d perform in front of a larger audience.


  “But how will you find it AK?” referring to himself with his initials, he looked like a maniac searching for his next kill. He said it in a voice so intense, it scared him. “Aren’t you afraid of being alone; you Goose?” Abraham looked in the mirror inquisitively. Looking at himself with a dead look and a smile that even he couldn’t fathom.


  “We will figure out, yes we will,” Abraham gave himself an affirmation.


  Abraham was set on his journey. He had discussed this plan with a few close friends amongst whom was Soumya. Soumya was one of a kind- rare, and admirably surprising. She was a balanced human being and the best advisor to any friend. It wouldn’t be exaggerating to say that people would seek to meet her and spend time with her just to get some sound advice from her.


  “Are you sure about this? Though I wouldn’t stop you from any of your endeavours - I haven’t done that in the past either, you know I want the best for you - but this time around do you think it makes sense?” asked an intrigued Soumya.


  “Going out with this kind of plan- what are the chances you’re going to get what you had set out for?” she said while glancing towards Abraham’s childhood family picture.


  “Also, what about them?” she asked Abraham while pointing towards the picture.


  Abraham did not answer. The family was a controversial topic for him. It was almost two years since he had met his family.


  “This ‘Seven City Odyssey’ plan of yours is bullsh**”, said Soumya.


  “And why do you think so?” asked a baby-faced Abraham.


  “Umm, well, I mean, what do you plan to achieve by covering all these cities?” asked Soumya.


  “It is to find inspiration for the character of my next book,” replied a decisive Abraham.


  “Okay, I get it, great!” exclaimed Soumya. She stopped post that sentence and there was almost a glooming silence.


  “What?” asked a curious Abraham.


  “Please elaborate on the previous statement!!” Abraham requested Soumya.


  “Okay, I get it, great, seems like a plan,” Soumya replied.


  Abraham gave her a despicable look hinting that he might not have liked the response given by Soumya.


  “Okay, so I have a suggestion. I don’t think you should plan this out, let the events unfold you to your next destinations,” Soumya suggested.


  Abraham was quick to cut Soumya in between and exclaimed- “You know I don’t know Presidents of all the nations personally. There is something known as a Visa!” Abraham sounded more sarcastic than witty.


  “Well, why don’t you go ahead and let this be a random journey- an eventful journey. A journey of events that lead you to another event. Where you look for cues for your next destination? Where your character leads you to another character?” excited as she was, Soumya was suddenly making sense to Abraham.


  “So, you mean to say I limit my journey to this country, India?” asked Abraham.


  “Yeah, why not?” exclaimed Soumya.


  “I don’t know.” Abraham looked confused but thoughtful.


  “Somehow, I always thought I’d get my next character or inspiration in a far-away foreign land, away from the known.” said Abraham. “I don’t think I’d get my character in the shades of the sulky, sullen village and townlands.” Abraham completed his thought.


  “Who said villages are sulky and sullen anyway?” asked Soumya.


  “I did.” said Abraham, a bit frustrated now.


  “Why?” asked Soumya to get a deeper answer.


  “I am a writer going through a writer’s block, lacking clarity of mind, please cut me some slack,” said Abraham a bit agitated now.


  “Okay, okay. You man-child,” said Soumya with a teasing smile.


  “Well, no one talked about villages. It could either be coming from one of the villages, towns, waterfalls, busy streets of Rajiv Chowk, or the shallow, old treehouses of Trivandrum,” Soumya continued her argument.


  “They have tree houses in Trivandrum?” asked a curious Abraham cutting Soumya short of her speech.


  “Will you focus?” asked Soumya.


  “Who’s the writer here?” asked Abraham.


  “Right now, you look more of a writer than I do.” Abraham added laughingly.


  “The point being, you, my dear friend, need to be exploring your people first than going searching for people in the foreign lands of nowhere, which looks like a decision made on theatrical biasedness than through critical thinking. What makes you think you can’t find inspiration in here than out there?” asked Soumya.


  “Nothing does. You completely make sense,” said a surprised Abraham.


  Soumya was almost surprised to see Abraham get convinced so early. She didn’t expect this. Somewhere, Abraham didn’t too.


  “So how do you want me to go about it?” Abraham asked excitedly, almost as if to kickstart his journey right away.


  “You need to have a plan!” Soumya said.


  “What plan?!” said an almost irritable Abraham.


  Soumya looked confused, almost as if on the verge of an internal philosophical trip.


  “I mean it’s nice to give a monologue over how I should go on this inspirational search, finding my next character, looking for souls in dim moonlight with the hope I’ll be able to separate brighter, shinier ones amidst the millions of such grains, do you even………” Abraham was cut short by Soumya almost in a disrespectful way.


  “Wait, wait, wait…” Soumya said hurriedly.


  “Shush!” Soumya demanded tranquillity.


  It was a Ramzan morning and Abraham lived in one of the societies near to the Bohra community. The building visible to them from Abraham’s window had blocks of light and darkness, spread across the whole society in an unprecedented manner. Scattered. All of it. It was 3.00 in the morning and there were still some blocks that were dark but now started shining bright.


  “Do you see those, dark and bright blocks?” asked Soumya.


  “Yes.” Abraham looked intense.


  A silence followed their discussion. Almost eerie.


  “Look Abraham, I can only give you my take on this whole thing. This whole journey of yours. The idea is to get you to find your next character. Find your next novel inspiration. Could be a hot and cold journey for you. But this is how I look at it- the next story which you decide to pen down, use your collective thoughts to put down that one character, which people could relate to, people want to read about, know more about. It should be served to you through the events that the universe decides for you. That your time fabric stitches for you. You look at those blocks, amongst the dark ones are the bright ones too, if those bright blocks weren’t lit, it’d be just another dark block which you wouldn’t see.” Soumya’s monologue was over, but her words were still ringing with Abraham.


  Far away near the water reservoir, the heron’s cry filled the unnerving silence in the room. It felt like the cry echoed more than it should. Both of them looked at the night outside as the cry got weaker.


  Abraham’s earlobes moved, as if twitching. His eye movement seemed stuck, and he seemed lost until a sudden throat-clearing by Soumya triggered a sharp convulsive reaction from him. He seemed to have lost words. Not because Soumya’s speech made a shocking impact, but because the task seemed colossal and the voyage almost discouraging.


  The next morning, Abraham had decided and had chalked out a brief plan. Soumya’s suggestions were helpful, but he had to plan. Without one, he might be unproductive, as well as get lost and progress nowhere because of the gigantic task at hand.


  At the nearest pub, when the evening had started to set in, Abraham decided to meet his dad. His dad, tall, almost 6’5, broad-shouldered, was someone who seemed stubborn at the outset. Divorced at the age of 37, Meesam, Abraham’s dad, still fancied pubs and outings that included social interaction, for the very reason that he might feel too alone. He never married again. Though, the rumours were that he had certain affairs to which Abraham always replied- “It’s his dilemma which sinking boat he wants to get onto to survive the longest or die last”. Abraham believed in the sanctity of the long term, one person for the rest of life kind of relationship. Though he wouldn’t agree, Abraham was a romantic. He believed in the idea of togetherness and forever love.


  “So… you’ve made up your mind?” asked Meesam.


  “Umm... yeah, I guess so! What do you think?” Abraham asked seeking friendly advice.


  “When are you coming back?” Meesam asked almost as if he cared, but he wouldn’t show it.


  Abraham stared at the nearby foosball table while sipping the cold beer as droplets touched his reddish lips.


  “I…don’t know,” he admitted.


  “That...Soumya girl... Is she?” Meesam tried triggering a response.


  “I am not dating anyone after seeing such a successful example set up by my parents,” Abraham said sarcastically.


  “Hmmm… So, what’s an ideal character for you?” queried Meesam veering back to the topic of Abraham’s writing.


  “Umm... One that feels right to me? Abraham said in a tone as if to almost convince himself.


  “Well, how do you differentiate between Right and Right?” Meesam said in a subtle tone. “One ‘Right’ being the thing that’s right to you, and the other is doing the ‘Right’ thing.”


  “I believe I’ll be able to do that based on certain parameters,” Abraham said vaguely.


  “Hmmm…” Meesam took a deep breath.


  “And what parameters would those be?” Meesam inquired almost as if making a point.


  Abraham didn’t have the clarity of mind to reply. He was unable to form his argument in a structured way as against what he was feeling about the whole situation.


  The statement was made, and Meesam had won the argument. Abraham hated it when someone else came out more logical and prepared than him, especially on a basic topic. This argument was lost in almost a very insulting way. Abraham didn’t even get a chance to provide a justification that could make him seem smart, prepared, and mature. He cared about all of that. More so in front of his father.


  “Why can’t you let me be?” Abraham was agitated. “I am not sure why it always has to be about you?” he added.


  Meesam was taken aback. He hadn’t expected this. He was quick enough to grab a pint of beer which was kept next to him. He wasn’t sure what was coming his way. He also seemed confused if he had kept the TV on back at home. “Mrs. Burman would be fuming” he wondered in his head. His care for his irritated neighbour was broken when Abraham cleared his throat. Meesam took a deep breath and replied—


  “Abraham, please understand, this world doesn’t revolve around you. Obsession with oneself comes at a cost. The cost is all the things you ignore while you stay in the bubble created by you. You, being ‘you’, need to understand the implications of situations. I know I might have not set a very great example of being a father, but I’ve seen you, I’ve seen you succeed, I’ve seen you absorb that success wonderfully. But now, son, success isn’t to be made an entitlement. You aren’t entitled on this planet for anything, not even the brilliant set of words you’ve left in the minds of so many people, your so-called reader audience. They deserve the man who saw the grey between black and white and was able to see when Ego was capturing not only his characters but himself as well. This attitude of yours will beat you down to your worst and bring you to the newest low, every day. The Abraham I knew was able to identify what ego was doing to him. I might not be the best father out here, let me admit that here out loud. But I have seen men and let me assure you I’ve seen plenty of them. Each with multiple sides to them, which would confuse the sh** out of you and when these personalities all stare and haunt you while you deal with them, the world looks like a shit** place. Don’t be one of those personalities that haunt others, son.”


  Abraham took his coat and left the bar.


  Abraham hadn’t even remotely predicted his father’s reaction. Meesam’s reaction though was coming from a lot of previous tension between Abraham and him. Just like any typical Father-Son relationship, this relationship too had its own reasons for the stiffness between the two.


  But Meesam was right. Abraham knew where Meesam’s reply was coming from. For a fine number of months, Abraham saw fame, excessive to be honest, almost on the level of ‘sinful indulgence’. TV Media, the Internet, magazines were all witnesses of his growing popularity. Abraham had started to believe that this was what he was entitled to. Meesam however was quick to become wary of Abraham’s self-deceit.


  Meesam’s reaction was unpredictable, but it didn’t take Abraham totally by surprise. He had in fact seen it coming. Abraham could also sense the disappointment in Meesam’s voice. Whatever their relationship equation was, Meesam would always want Abraham to succeed, so much so that once Abraham couldn’t win a tennis match against his opponent in school- Meesam made sure he gave him his take on the whole tennis match, for a whole three hours, just post the match on a day where the highest recorded temperature was forty-six degrees Celsius. So, Meesam would not think twice to remind or indicate his stance on a topic even when their relationship wasn’t as strong as before.
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  The Forest


  “It is okay buddy…No one is going to hurt you,” Abraham said in a soothing manner.


  Abraham had found his partner for the journey ahead. He found Koala- well not a Koala, but a dog stuck under a fallen branch in the jungles of South-West India. Abraham named the dog Koala as he looked like a Koala at the first instance to him. Well, he finally managed to remove the branch off Koala, wiped his fur, gave him water to drink, washed the mud off his face, and cleaned the little bruise he had near his rump. Abraham shared the corn he saved from his trip to the farms in the nearby village of Thambi. Koala ate it fully. Looking through the hair half covering his eyes, the dog walked to a spot of sunlight which found its way through the only space the dense leaves above them couldn’t cover.


  It was a dense jungle. Abraham had left his wagon way behind, without a single care in the world. As opposed to his father’s advice, all he had for protection was a pair of scissors he loosely carried for multiple purposes. His camper van though was a “wannabe RV”, which Abraham bought specially for this expedition and modified with a garage mechanic’s help. He was unsure of how his friends were going to react since he planned to keep the car post this journey too. The internals-it had a mini sofa cum bed with a dressing table next to the bed, a mini-fridge, specialized openings for AC, insect repellent, and a mini wine-cellar. The only problem was the height, as it was just a camper van converted into an RV.


  Abraham had a partner for the journey now. Even though he searched for Koala’s family nearby, he could only find unknown, and mysterious paths which were damp. Mysterious, yes, as the trails led to a dark, dense forest with zero signs of human life. Abraham didn’t want any liability though. He for a moment saw Koala, not as his partner in the journey, but rather baggage he’ll be carrying for the rest of the journey, impeding his expedition.


  “What do we do with you buddy?” Abraham was seeking an answer from Koala. Koala with his round black dog eyes looked at him innocently as if to almost reply. The mark on his forehead, still fresh from the accident, glistened taking Abraham’s attention to the unattended bruise. He cleaned the bruise and applied a bandage and decided to take Koala along.


  “After all, I think I do need some company and a dog is always first to sense any danger.” Abraham said to himself and looked at Koala. However, Koala’s feeble physique and tiny size were debilitating for Abraham’s thought.


  Beyond the trees, towards what seemed like a vantage point, Abraham’s inquisitiveness drove him. After putting Koala safely in the RV and giving him food, Abraham decided to head back towards the supposed vantage point. The uphill slope and the wet, unsettling sand made his climb almost impossible at one point and his clothes beyond dirty.


  As Abraham headed uphill, the damp made it physically impossible for him to go further. He was almost at the top though. “Making it to the top always makes it feel so rewarding and honourable. I wonder why is that? Probably it is how we have been conditioned about conquering summits, which reflects resilience and a strong character.” Abraham thought to himself. This mental cogitation helped him push on for the final twenty hundred meters of the uphill walk, taking the focus off the pain and stress he was feeling.


  After he reached the top, Abraham saw vast open fields of greenery and dense forest downslope. But there was a village nearby. A very small village that Abraham couldn’t find on his map!


  “Let’s deviate.” Abraham said to himself.


  “Yes, a deviation. Who told me to follow this stupid plan anyways! And what do I plan to achieve through this map and notes and the diary full of ideas and things I could do on the journey. Why not let it be a random flow of events? I’ll figure out the ration supply and fuel and other stuff on the way. This is supposed to be an expedition and an event of exploration. I can’t go back to my days of creative hollowness. I think this is better.” Abraham talked himself out of following the plan and decided to explore the nearby village instead, which was not even properly marked on the map or shown on the GPS.


  This was almost a convincing pitch of Abraham to his alter-ego, which he thought was the reason for his creative downfall. Two enormous stars, when rotating around each other, rotate at central point. If one of them is a black hole, the other star rhythmically shifts colour as per the doppler principle. Abraham’s writing block was exhibiting the same phenomenon. It was a dark place for him and just when he felt like he is getting control over things, they just shifted colours as the star did with too many thoughts cluttering his attention.


  Abraham made his way towards the village with no more than two hundred people in it. Remote, loosely populated, and spooky. The village was glittering, literally! In the night, it glittered with a plantation surrounding the whole village. As the moonshine dropped on the flower, it glowed like ice. This was almost unbelievable to Abraham. Being a writer himself, he had decent information on flowers, plants, and vegetation, their growth, and types. Soumya being an avid anthology reader and curator, was the source of almost all his knowledge in this regard.


  The flowers had lit up the village fully by now. As remote as the village seemed, the scene made it seem remoter. As he approached the village, the orange hue of the sunset had created a perfect background, with silver rays emitting from the flowers, he could see the village movement increasing.


  The streets were filled with exuberant kids playing amidst the concrete pathway made by the local villagers. For a moment, the brightly lit lane seemed like any other climacteric urban city. The village seemed joyful, a unique air to it was existing and beyond evident. “How is this place so happy?” Abraham thought to himself. “Clean pathways, such a secluded village, even the means of livelihood would be so few!”


  “Are these people for real?” Abraham was slightly shocked from within.


  The lane ended with a small hut right in the middle of it. With the entrance lit up with a lantern, Abraham found something mystic about that place. He could see some movement inside the hall of the hut and planned on entering.


  Entering the hut, he could see an old man, seemingly in his late seventies, filling water droplets inside a small earthen jar. Abraham knocked on the door and asked his permission to enter.


  “Yes, please!” replied the old man. Though, he still was looking at the water droplets dropping through the narrow opening of the plastic bottle.


  Inside the hut, lay a charpaai. The walls were muddy, though they looked new. The yellowish hue of the lantern on the muddy walls made the walls look shiny. Abraham managed to glance around and see some of the belongings of the old man.


  “Good Sir how are you?” Abraham asked graciously.


  The old man smiled and replied, “Son, please have a seat, what brings you here?”


  “I see all of these villagers are content and happy. There is almost a different aura to this place, one that I’ve probably not felt before. I couldn’t resist talking to someone about what this village is, considering how remote it is, it doesn’t look like how I expected a remote village to be.”


  The old man laughingly replied, “So would you like to spend your life here?”


  Abraham looked confused. He didn’t know what to answer.


  “Well, umm.. maybe, I don’t know. No. To be honest, I don’t think I would want to,” replied Abraham.


  “Alright then, your answer to this question has given you the answer to your inquisitiveness.” said the old man.


  “What?” Abraham looked puzzled.


  “Well, your decision to not stay here in this village is coming from the fact that you will feel happy at your place, from where you come, even though you’ve been shocked with the happiness that surrounds this place, you actively seek your place and would go back there. Does that mean you don’t want happiness? No. That simply means your source of happiness is coming from your place even though this feels overwhelming to you right now. Happiness cannot be talked about independently. There is always a context to happiness.” The old man ended his monologue by moving forward and taking a sip out of the hot bowl.


  “So, what are you searching for?” asked the old man.


  “I don’t know.” Abraham replied hesitantly.


  “Well, to be honest, I am searching for the character of my next novel,” said Abraham when the man didn’t respond.


  The old man let out a slightly excited moan as he said-


  “Hmmm, writer!”


  “What do you write about?” asked the old man.


  “Places like these,” replied Abraham.


  The old man smiled and walked out of his hut.


  “For us, it is just another place you know?” sighed the old man.


  “For a lot of others, there’s plenty here, I am sure. The kind of environment you’ve got here. I mean, look at the beautiful night!” Abraham said almost exhilarated.


  “Back at your place, wherever you are from, I mean… Do you think a lot of us would be exhilarated the same as you are?” asked the old man.


  “Why do you ask that?” Abraham looked puzzled.


  “Well, don’t you think, for us, we might look at the place familiar to you with the same child-like fervour? Just because of the uniqueness of the place to our eyes?” The old man wondered.


  “I don’t know. This village has something to it. I just can’t point out what. It is not like other villages, you know!” Abraham tried to convince the old man of his firm opinion.


  “You should come for the Katha after dinner. It is below that old Banyan tree.” The old man looked at Abraham, smiled, raised his finger to show the direction of the Banyan tree, and went towards a dimly lit lane.


  Abraham was amused at how the secluded village was so well lit.


  ‘Noorani’, he remembered how his father used this word for only a few things. ‘I guess this is what my old lad would’ve used here-Noorani,’ he thought to himself as he moved in the direction of the brightest lane.


  The village had a small market, which was open late- well as far as the size and population of the village was concerned, it seemed late for them. They had all sorts of shops. The tiny huts were the warehouses of these shops which seemed strangely occupied with all sorts of items. The shops were bright. The tallest and the only pakka structure in the village seemed like a temple, just that Abraham couldn’t figure out which religion it belonged to. The village, which was till now a peaceful, bright place for Abraham, was suddenly offering so much more. As if Abraham had just scratched the surface of the storyline of the beautiful village, which if paid too much attention to, could make anyone inquisitive.


  ‘What are these folks up to?’ wondered Abraham. The lanes seemed as if meeting at the same place. The small village seemed like a maze to Abraham, even though all the lanes ended at one common square. Abraham could see people going towards the Banyan tree now. He remembered the Katha the old man told him about. He walked with the villagers, nervously, but not seeming unfriendly to the locals.


  ‘They seem like just any other villagers, so far so good bud!’ Abraham reminded himself.


  He had read so many stories since childhood, especially thriller and horror, and being a story writer himself, he had made himself believe by now that the village was going to turn out into a dark cult.


  At the Banyan tree, the old man appeared to be narrating a story along with cryptic verses. They talked about pleasing God. But the rituals, the stories, and the symbols seemed so alien to Abraham. The chants were soothing to his ears though.


  Some kind of energy system seemed to exist. Abraham hadn’t felt anything like that before. As curious as he was, the lone traveller was also worried about his safety. Nothing seemed to hurt him or threaten him or intimidate him, but this was all too new for him to feel settled in.


  Once the crowd dispersed, Abraham approached the old man.


  “What was that?” asked Abraham inquisitively.


  “What do you think?” replied the old man.


  “I think you all were praying to some God, just can’t figure out which one?” Abraham glanced at the old man.


  “Your symbols, chants, and methods are none that I’ve ever read or come across,” Abraham cleared his throat to break the silence and explain himself further.


  “The story you just narrated- I don’t know what that was about.”


  “What is your faith?” Abraham was slightly breathless now.


  “You are a curious kid, son…” the old man smiled.


  Both had reached the old man’s hut now.


  “Why don’t you join us at the old temple tomorrow morning after six and figure out for yourself? If of course, you care enough to know,” the old man smiled again and entered his hut.


  ‘Hell yes! I want to know!’ Abraham thought to himself and walked back towards his RV through the dense dark jungle.


  The next morning at six, after finishing one of his frozen food cans, Abraham got out of his RV. Koala was much better now. The injury had healed itself and he seemed healthy as the little dog had finished two packets of biscuits in the morning. Abraham had let him out of the RV now. Koala could easily walk and even run. The dog seemed exhilarated to see the morning sun and his familiar environment after spending a whole night in the warm but alien RV.


  Abraham started his journey. He had reached on time now. It was partly due to his curiosity about figuring out the mysterious temple he saw in the village. On his way, he could see the trail left by an unfamiliar animal. With yesterday’s downpour, the soil was moist and damp. The animal footprints had left a clear mark on the mud. With no one around, the most familiar trail that the print seemed was of a bear. Abraham became a bit nervous. The village was still a few km away and a lot of distance was yet to be covered. Unarmed, Abraham recited the only prayer he remembered from his childhood and moved forward.


  On his arrival at the village, the village looked as beautiful and bright as it was in the night. Laughter and smiles, children playing, clean and clear water down the mountain stream, and locals sharing a good time while sipping a hot, yellow tea. It was too good to be true for him. He could see most of the locals now moving towards the temple though. It was as if the whole village shared a common faith.


  “We want you there,” said a little boy holding Abraham’s hand while his attention was on the nearby tribe of goats.


  The little boy was pointing at the temple. Abraham could feel his tender fingers running down his rough barren ones. It felt to him as if it finally knew what soft meant after a long time. He had been driving way too long. Abraham approached the temple. The largest, tallest, and probably the only cemented structure of the village.


  “Welcome, son!” the old man walked out of the temple and greeted the visitor.


  The old man looked at the little boy, smiled, ruffled his silky, boyish hair, and let them both inside the temple. The temple was at full capacity now. Though it seemed as if the whole village was here, Abraham couldn’t say with conviction if all the villagers were inside or not.


  The temple was a plain structure, yet it seemed so beautiful. He was half-heartedly expecting artistic engravements which represented the place’s legacy and history. But he couldn’t find anything like that. The temple seemed bigger than it was. The centre of the temple was marked with a pile of what it seemed was- ‘chalk’. Next to the pile of chalk was a man, broad-shouldered, heavy with a majestic plain white cotton apparel. The build, and the presence of the man signified a sense of superior dominance over the place. When Abraham saw all the village members were facing the man with a sense of eagerness, he felt curious and finally asked-


  “What are they seeking?”


  “They are waiting for instructions,” replied the old man.


  “For what?” asked Abraham


  “They are waiting for the directives from our seer in the middle,” explained the old man.


  “So, is he the temple head?” Abraham twitched as he asked.


  “Well, he is our Prophet!” the old man said with a content smile on his face.


  Abraham felt unsettled now. He was himself an agnostic and the idea of religion never really appealed to him. Being able to read and educate himself on all the religions, the closest he could ever identify with was Buddhism. This moment, he thought, was marvellous and overwhelming at the same time.


  The idea of being able to meet even a handful of few who were living with their Prophet, not in any history book but the material world. He knew what he was presented with. Being a classic sceptic, which he was since childhood, he quickly developed a notion regarding the village’s pagan religion and its so-called Prophet.


  The silence grew in the hall. Abraham couldn’t wait to know more but was unable to come up with what he wanted to ask, which left a long gap in the conversation.


  “What is this belief?” he finally asked.


  “Why don’t we have you meet our Holy Prophet? It will be an opportunity to listen to him,” replied the old seer.


  To this, Abraham seemed a bit hesitant. He was unsure of what he was going to ask him. After all, he was meeting their Buddha or Muhammad. ‘Yes, to them he would be an equivalent of a real-life God’s messenger. What if I mess up? Will I be hanged? Would I be sentenced to eerie imprisonment? Oh damn, where have I got myself!’ Abraham had multiple thoughts in his head.


  Abraham got back his confidence seeing the villagers around him. He was a tall, broad-shouldered man. Fairly huge. At least in this part of the world.


  “Come on, let’s join the others,” whispered the old man.


  The Prophet was surrounded by the villagers, with him being in the centre and rows of people sitting in a convex manner. Rows of people surrounded him till the end of the temple.


  The old man said, “Switch off your phone and look at nothing but the Prophet, you’ll know what to do and remember, no photos!”


  Abraham followed the procedure setting his eyes on their Prophet.


  The Prophet was the most beautiful man he had seen in his lifetime. Abraham also simultaneously dealt with the thought- “if this is the most beautiful man ever”. If someone had to define the epitome of an alpha-male look, it would probably be this person sitting in-between some two hundred people in an old temple in the middle of nowhere staring beyond the crowd, temple, and probably infinity. As Abraham took a good look at his long hair, broad shoulders, and huge torso- even his voice seemed melodious as he chanted:


  “Praise this God!” and all the surrounding people chanted the same, including the old man. The crowd seemed to be so engrossed in the session. He had not seen anything like that before. While other religious places took you through the same process of chants, prayers, bodily movements, this one was seemingly peculiar. As that exercise proceeded, the Prophet did something Abraham found hard to believe. Minutes into the process, the Prophet talked about finding God inward than otherwise. Their religion seemed to have a mystic approach, rather eccentric- which initially Abraham had assumed.


  The prophet emphasized the importance of spirituality and the necessity of the same to achieve closeness with God. What seemed like a cult initially was able to heal Abraham now, to some extent at least. He became engaged with the spiritual monologue of the Prophet and heard his emphasis on the balance between mind and soul. One of the Prophet’s followers got up and went towards the corner of the temple.


  “This is called a ‘Sirac’, it is a prayer instrument, comprising of four elements-air, water, fire and sand/wood which represents Earth,” whispered the old man to Abraham.


  At the bottom of the instrument, wood was piled up to ignite the fire. Above it, was a thin cotton cloth, placed at a safe distance such that the cloth doesn’t catch any fire. The cloth was held end to end with the help of two wooden supports on each side. Above the cloth, at the centre of the whole system, was a container made of earthy soil with a mixture of what they called was the ‘Holy Water’.


  The follower started to rotate the handle attached to the support which in turn rotated the container. The ‘Holy Water’ permeated through the fine holes in the container and dropped when it was upside down. The drops fell on the thin cloth which in turn fell on the burning fire.


  As he started rotating the Sirac, the Prophet started a long, melodious chant. It echoed loudly in the temple. The sound waves went to the top of the temple and stayed longer than the actual sound. This made a harmonious composition of the Prophet’s preceding chant and the previous chant’s echo.


  “This is something!!!” said Abraham to himself as he looked amazed.


  The Sirac made a very curious sound which gave the background to the chants. He had previously heard drums, flute, veena, and even guitar and ukulele in the earlier various religious gatherings he had attended, but this was a unique experience for him.


  “This is supposed to reach and connect with all-important body senses.” The old man took a long pause before he continued.


  “The sound and smoke of the Sirac, Prophet’s chants, and the temple walls create the holy spiritual sound connecting the body to its creator. The holy water, when burned, releases a soothing fragrance to purify you of any thoughts that stop you from pursuing the connection. With eyes closed, if done right, you will be able to inch a step closer to your inner self and hence God!” the old man ended his whisper by continuing chanting with everyone. Abraham followed suit.


  The chant, along with the background sound and the smoke coming out of the fire created an extraordinary moment for Abraham. He wasn’t expecting this out of his visit here today. Though he expected quirkiness, this was an introduction to his existence in a very distinct manner. He was wary of spiritual practices since his teenage years, though he had developed an interest in understanding its effect on people. There was, indeed, he felt, something mystic about knowing thyself.


  As the prayer ended, people started walking out of the temple to attend to their usual business. So did Abraham and the old man.


  “So how did you find it?” asked the old man.


  “Well, to be honest, it was a distinct experience for me, I just, umm, find it a bit strange that you people have a different religion and an unusual crowd and probably way of living in a remote area out of nowhere, yet, the way you people live, essentially it does not give a feeling of any eccentricity,” Abraham’s expression changed while saying this.


  “I hope I am not offending you with this,” Abraham tried to explain himself to avoid any conflict.


  “Why don’t you meet the Prophet, I say?” asked the old man.


  “Umm, me?” Abraham seemed hesitant.


  “I am not sure what I’ll talk about.” Abraham chuckled as he said that.


  Abraham felt an uncanny familiarity with the old man now. He had developed a sense of safety while talking to the old man, as if, if things go wrong, the old man will be there behind him. It was a very strange trust Abraham had developed considering he had been a sceptic most of his life.


  As they walked towards meeting the Prophet, Abraham made up various scenarios in his head on his discussion with him so that he wouldn’t offend anyone. The walk seemed like the longest walk of his life as he got close to the temple. As they entered, the Prophet was sitting on a higher platform on a white cloth on the chair.


  “The foreigner is here to see miracles, I see?” the Prophet said, his back to Abraham.


  Abraham was amazed.


  ‘How did he...?’ Abraham was puzzled.


  “What have you come seeking?” the Prophet turned around and asked Abraham.


  “I am a writer, Sir, I am just roaming around from place to place to get some new perspective,” Abraham didn’t know how to refer to him and didn’t know why he called the Prophet-‘Sir’.


  “Perspective… Isn’t it internal than external?” the Prophet asked him.


  Abraham was speechless. He was amazed by the Prophet’s stature right now. The white cloth on his body looked spotless. But Abraham was wary of him. A modern time cult is what he feared this village could turn out to be as did most of the other villages which had a gathering of people that followed a real-time Prophet. God’s messenger in the 21st century for him meant either a cult or a bunch of cons.


  “Well, I guess it’s a healthy mix of both. Reliance on any one can result in a faulty perspective,” Abraham replied with a firm answer.


  “I see!” the Prophet sighed.


  “So, how did you like the prayer gathering today?” the Prophet asked Abraham.


  “I think it was something different. I don’t have the words to be able to explain it,” Abraham continued.


  “But I am not sure, who was I praying to,” Abraham said a bit awkwardly.


  “What were you praying for?” the Prophet replied.


  Abraham thought for a moment and replied- “Nothing.”


  “Then how do you find God?” the Prophet chuckled.


  “I’m sure it must be one good storyline you’ve come across, finding your next story,” the old man chuckled and spoke.


  “Who do you pray to?” Abraham asked inquisitively.


  The room was filled with silence. The old man was looking at the Prophet to reply to this. The Prophet in turn had moved to the Sirac and was changing the holy water now. The old man seeing the Prophet busy, cleared his throat in a bid to start but just as he was going to, the Prophet stated- “You know who we pray to dear.”


  “You just prayed to him,” the Prophet said looking at the Holy Water with razor-sharp focus while the old man nodded as if he wanted to say the same thing.


  “I did?” Abraham seemed puzzled.


  “Go back to the moment you were praying, find out what you found unusual yet appealing,” the Prophet said.


  “Prophet, he is new to this, should we be taking him through this?” the old man interrupted.


  “He’s a writer, brother, seems profound,” the Prophet replied.


  “Well, I found something unusual. I had not felt this way before. I felt extended. Beyond who I am. Don’t know if I can phrase it correctly,” Abraham tried to explain.


  “You are close!” The Prophet replied.


  “It did not appear to me as any hallucination, which, being a sceptic, I thought could happen from the Sirac and its smoke,” the Prophet laughed at this point of view from Abraham.


  The Prophet’s laugh brought a varying degree of vibration which was somewhat already existing in the temple. Abraham felt like he was being hit by a dose of dopamine every second now. ‘This whole place is next level!’ thought Abraham to himself.


  “Did you feel you were able to transcend beyond your existing thoughts?” the Prophet asked him.


  “Yes.” Abraham replied excitedly.


  “Though it felt like something new, it still felt as if I was familiar with whatever is happening around me,” Abraham replied to the Prophet.


  Abraham continued- “It was weird though. I felt I reached somewhere. I don’t know why I felt like I arrived somewhere, somewhere new. Somewhere, I’ve never seen or heard before in real life yet somehow familiar.” Abraham said as he looked at the two gentlemen.


  “It radiates. It radiates from within. Like, there’s some centre stage at the core of myself. Like, I’ve identified a part of my core!” Abraham ended his statement with an exhale.


  “Come here, sit with me.” said the Prophet.


  He took Abraham to the centre of the temple. They sat and the Prophet and the old man started chanting in unison. Abraham was a bit nervous now. He was also unsure of the emanation of this activity and looked stressed. The Prophet held his hand and firmly made a grip.


  “Find your inner self. Look inside you,” said the Prophet to Abraham.


  Abraham looked at the old man as he nodded with eyes closed. Abraham readied himself and tried doing the same actions which the two gentlemen were performing. He chanted, which was a repetition of all seven words- ‘So gyo haal re min fin min’. He also sat the way they were sitting and decided to close his eyes as he couldn’t figure out if he should keep it closed or open seeing the Prophet and the old man doing opposite to each other.


  “Can you hear me, Abraham?” the Prophet asked.


  He replied with a yes.


  “Can you tell if this is a dream or reality?” asked the Prophet


  “Can you align your thoughts of the day in a way so that you recall what you did since morning?” Abraham was silent.


  “I’m not sure,” Abraham replied.


  “Are you sure if what you said right now has been said by you with the actual movement of your lips?” the Prophet asked.


  Abraham was visibly breathless now. Drops of sweat formed a dark wet patch across his chest and armpits. His hands clenched into his thighs and his light blue terry cot trouser had formed patches of brown dust. The floor they were sitting on had nothing on it but patches of small dust particles. The Prophet was looking at the immobile Abraham, almost as if he had not taken a single breath in the last whole two minutes. Abraham couldn’t be more baffled.


  “Abraham, I’m talking to you here, in the arena of our thought space,” said the Prophet.


  “How is this possible?” Abraham replied scared.


  “Can you visualize anything? What do you see? “asked the Prophet.


  “I don’t see anything but what looks like a giant black space,” Abraham replied.


  “Why don’t you look closely?”


  “Can you figure out the space to navigate around?” the Prophet asked.


  “Where am I?” Abraham asked in a troubled voice.


  “Well, I am sure by now you have figured out that you are not in the physical space you were. And I am sure you must be able to recognize that you aren’t talking but have established a communication medium far beyond existence which you knew before!” the Prophet stated.


  Abraham replied, “I must be crazy to witness this.”


  “Crazy or fortunate, that is quite debatable. You sure are inching a bit closer to yourself,” replied the Prophet.


  Abraham tried to navigate himself around. This was nothing like the physical world, the material world he was aware of. Abraham was unaware of the parameters here. He was unsure of what mattered here. That’s what he had thrived upon till now, by capitalizing always on what mattered. By letting things pass, ignoring noise, and making sure he captured the things that mattered. This world, unlike Abraham’s familiar world, was a lot like a nudge on the part of his brain which ignored alternative ways to exist.


  “Go on, you are doing well,” said the Prophet.


  Abraham could feel himself navigating this world. In his first-person view, he could see himself moving now. Though there was total darkness, he still could get a feeling of ‘movement’. As he moved further, he could see a bright light which he followed desperately. Abraham wanted to know more. He continued his movement until there he was, the Prophet standing, with the white bright light shining behind him almost looking like a halo.


  Abraham opened his eyes to see the Prophet and the old man looking at him and smiling. Abraham quickly got up and got back as if he felt he was in danger. He didn’t know what to say. For a moment, he sat down and touched his hand with the other and wiped the sweat off his face.


  “I felt as if I just visited a different reality. I don’t understand,” Abraham said stuttering.


  “Abraham, these people call me their Prophet. I am no Prophet, for they are the ones sent by God. Though I associate myself more with the word ‘Messenger’, who is to question their love. If they want to call me Prophet, so be it!


  A few months ago, this place was blessed with a rock. What you might call an asteroid in scientific terms. What a sight it was that morning! The bright, dark blue rock shining as if it brought its sunrise and sunset. I remember how nobody touched the holy rock for days when finally, Rishi here went near it. He picked it up with the help of a few others and took it to our common area. We were astonished to see it. I remember seeing the rock leaving out a smudgy shiny blue fluid. We didn’t know what it was or what it did, neither did we know how it came. Our best guess to date is that it’s a blessing from God. They call us the witchcraft village in town. They have no idea what we have received.” The prophet ended the sentence and was going to continue before Abraham cut him in between.


  “What have we got here?” Asked a sceptical Abraham. His tone underlined a sense of curiosity.


  “I believe, we are getting closer to understanding God!” The Prophet replied ecstatically.


  “What?” Abraham seemed shocked. Though he knew every diligent religious person would think he’s getting closer to God, this right here was something incomprehensible for him.


  It was hard to believe. Yet, it was true. Abraham had just seen a very different reality from the one he knew till now and not only did he get a glimpse; he had lived through it even if it was only for a few minutes. That was a reality too.


  The Prophet continued-


  “This blue fluid is the same thing that we put in the Sirac there. How did we figure out what we’re supposed to do with it? Well, that’s a bit of a long one!” the Prophet said exhilarated.


  “It could just be a rock with chemical properties to make you feel hallucinated,” Abraham said to the Prophet fearing he might get some backlash.


  The Prophet laughed and said, “You are a true sceptic!”


  He continued- “We have explored our closeness to oneself and God well before we explored what the fluid did.”


  “We could do the process of ‘Pravesha’ again”, once you think the effect of the fluid wears off for you if that’s what you think. I’m not a Prophet, Abraham. Before this, and probably even today, I’m just a curious man on a mission. The mission to find God,” said the Prophet.


  Abraham was startled.


  “That’s one big mission!” Abraham cleared his throat.


  “Abraham, we have figured out a lot slowly of the existence of a supreme being. In the timeline of humanity, I don’t think we’ve reached ever this close to knowing God. Over the last three years since we received this, we have daily done only one thing- ‘get close to God’. Yes, that’s true. Over the last months, we discovered, each week or fortnight a clue or a way to inch closer to interact with and understand God,” said the Prophet.


  “There has been continuous progress,” said the old man looking at Abraham.


  “Tell me something, if we were created by something known as a God, who created Him?” asked an ecstatic Prophet to Abraham.


  “I don’t know!” Abraham replied patiently.


  “Exactly. No one knows. And to even think about it, is such a cumbersome task for the mind. I mean think about it right now, your existence, the possibility, at this moment, all this happening, this right here. What is the meaning and how are we existent?”


  “We always end up saying, it is beyond our comprehension to understand and leave the mind in dissension,” said the Prophet.


  “What we did right now, what was it?” Abraham replied referring to the Pravesha.


  “The Pravesha? Well, it is the first stage of ‘Arrival’!” said the Prophet.


  He continued- “Over the past few months, we identified various ways to get close to this supreme being. It starts with the basic entrance into the outside territory, which we call ‘Pravesha’. Pravesha is the door to getting in contact with the higher entity. The first contact. After Pravesha, we believe there are seven higher states until you would be finally able to connect with or talk to the higher entity.”


  “Seven states?” Abraham interrupted hastily.


  “Yes, seven. We might be wrong, but that’s what my estimate says,” the Prophet replied.


  The Prophet continued- “We never knew what the seventh stage is really, to be honest or is it the end!”


  Abraham had a lot of questions in his mind. He took a moment to look at the old man and see if he was as surprised as him. Though he didn’t expect the old man to be surprised, he half-heartedly looked at him seeking assurance, of any kind. Sadly, he found none. The old man was standing with a straight face looking at him. He was gauging Abraham’s reaction to the Prophet’s story and was remembering how he felt when all this happened in his village.


  Abraham had a lot to deal with. He was also remembering his mother for some reason. For a moment, he felt as if he was closer to her when he was in Pravesha. He didn’t want to share this with the Prophet though. He was still unsure and somewhat in denial of the pursuit of God and the reality of it. He was curious though, immensely curious!


  “Sir!” Abraham said in a low-pitched voice referring to both the gentlemen.


  “How do we know there are seven stages?” asked Abraham.


  “What happens at the seventh stage and what are these stages?” Abraham asked again, this time in a bit more concerned tone.


  “You are a very curious man, Abraham,” the Prophet replied.


  “Why don’t you join us at the common dinner hosted by the village head’s family today? Let’s us three meet again and we’ll answer all your questions,” the Prophet replied.


  To this, Abraham nodded and glanced at the old man as if asking him to step out of the building without any clear indication. The old man complied and walked out with him. They both bid farewell to the Prophet as the Prophet walked back further inside the temple.


  “I think, during the Pravesha, I felt as if I was closer to my mom!” Abraham stopped and stared at the old man as he said this. The old man stopped a bit further from where Abraham had stopped.


  “How does the whole village see this? This must be stupefying for them too. What about you?” Abraham was very inquisitive.


  He walked a bit further towards the old man putting his hand on his shoulder.


  He continued- “Why don’t we let the whole world know about this?” asked Abraham.


  “As far as I believe, this is a breakthrough in times where man is searching for meaning and looking for God more desperately than ever. Every Prophet known by the world is dead and all we have are pieces of manuscripts proving some amount of genuineness of the once noble existence.”


  “Man has always searched for God as desperately as now,” the old man replied in a soft voice.


  “It has always searched for meaning and purpose in everything. Flawed or real, this is how it has been. While we can’t debate if their past reality was true or a hoax, we have enough evidence with us of surrealistic experiences undefined by mind or matter,” the old man said.


  “Abraham, none of the villagers have been able to experience what you have today,” the old man said to Abraham with a straight face.


  “What do you mean?” Abraham exclaimed.


  “There are only two other people who have been able to exercise Pravesha, none of the villagers, including me was ever able to enter,” the old man said smilingly.


  “This does make you one of the three people to establish any kind of connection with the process and the Supreme Being,” said the old man.


  He continued- “This also makes the prophecy somewhat correct.”


  The old man continued walking and Abraham started following him eagerly this time. As they took a turn to enter the village, the village gleamed in its beauty. Lush greenery and vibrant colours greeted them, Abraham took a moment to appreciate it before asking the old man-


  “Which prophecy and who is the other man apart from me?”


  “Since you already met the Prophet in the Pravesha, you surely by now know that the other person is the Prophet himself. While the third and the only person to go beyond the third stage and further to the sixth stage was a sage, one of the first ones to discover the holy rock,” the old man replied.


  Abraham was finding a growing sense of familiarity with the old man now. The old man made him feel sheltered even after the things he was experiencing felt unreal.


  “So, all of what you know is probably coming from the old sage,” Abraham exclaimed.


  “Indeed,” said the old man.


  “Where is he now?” asked an excited Abraham.


  “Somewhere, we’re yet to find out!” the old man replied.


  3


  Beyond Stars


  Little had Abraham guessed that his journey would consist of something as out-of-the-world as what he had experienced. He thought he could only read these in his fiction collection. Abraham had a collection of books of writers, poets, and intellectuals of various natures- from contemporary to mythical, you’d find it all in his home library.


  What he experienced though, was a plot he couldn’t have imagined or thought of. Abraham drove days on the road listening to podcasts and music, trying to divert his mind from going back to the beautiful village. When Soumya called and asked if everything was alright- she noticed the fact that he seemed thoughtful and had a far lesser attention span.


  Abraham on the other hand, if he were to be honest to himself, had got the energy to seek more after this experience. He for a moment had thought of staying in the village. But if that were to happen, Abraham would’ve failed in the first stage itself. He remembered the reason why he had started this journey in the first place and thought to himself- “If I limit myself here, I’ll never know what is in store for me ahead”.


  Abraham had decided to explore the plains this time after driving around mountain ranges. His innumerable attempts previously to go on a trip to the Central States had failed due to various easily manageable commitments. But now, here he was, free as a fly, able to change the course of his day with his steering wheel. With Koala at his side, he had found a companion too. The plains he was exploring were remote though. With no concrete road and small pathways, his journey was as tough as that of traveling uphill. His destination however was one of the oldest villages in Central State. This village was also one of the poorest. Entering the village in his dusty RV, Abraham looked like a foreign object to the locals. He quickly caught the attention of the kids who started running around his RV as soon as he entered the village. His tire marks on the village dust were probably the only marks of a vehicle in the last few months. The way he was catching the eyes of the locals, Abraham felt slightly uncomfortable getting out and walking around. He had finally reached Valmikpur.


  The barren land, dust still in the air which was spread by his RV, scorching heat, and malnourished children staring blankly- this village was the total opposite of his experience previously in the village in the mountains. After days of driving, and sleepless nights, Abraham was finally at his destination.


  Unlike the last village which grabbed his attention quickly, nothing about this place was as engaging. There was only one row house which was pakka. The rest of the huts were made of loose dry bamboos, sticks, and dry leaves. The sign next to him read the location of the gram panchayat office. The board was dusty, and he was doubtful if it had ever been changed.


  As he started walking further into the village after parking his RV at a reasonable location where it would be the most unnoticed by the village kids, he started noticing how barren the village, as well as their lives, were. Huts placed apart far away from one another with almost no sign of any greenery nearby. The village was exceptionally hot. As he passed the small huts, he noticed how the villagers were visibly shy.


  “Looks like it has been some time since they’ve seen city folk”- he thought to himself, taken aback by their shyness.


  The kids looked at him with sheer joy. Abraham was the healthiest human being in that village by far. While passing a hut, Abraham noticed how empty their houses were. With the heat, and no nearby water source to cool off, and lack of greenery, Abraham was stunned to see how humans adjust to the ways of life with what’s available to them.


  “They live without electricity?” Abraham thought to himself. As he approached another hut, the woman looked at him with a curious gaze. As she scanned him from top to bottom, Abraham felt a chill. The woman’s eyes were raw. Her thin torso and ocean blue eyes were a contrast.


  As he strolled further, he saw men carrying wooden sticks on their back towards their village. Abraham had reached the end of the village earlier than expected. The men passed him as if he did not exist. The only well in the village was dry. It was surprisingly clean though, considering the usual condition of empty abandoned wells. As he turned around towards the village, he saw a staunch figure in a white kurta coming towards him from the same direction the men passed him.


  “You look new here!” said the man.


  “I am,” Abraham replied.


  The man looked strong. He looked healthy and happy. His was the only smile he had seen in the village in the last few minutes.


  “I’m Colonel Sridhar. Retired,” the man brought his hand forward to shake Abraham’s hand with a smile.


  Abraham was lost though. His immediate attention was on the man’s brilliant build which he rightly guessed came from a military background. His marble white kurta had not even a single stain and his puffed moustache went well with his overall personality. The old man cleared his throat to bring Abraham’s attention back to earth.


  “Hi. I am Abraham,” Abraham replied still observing him.


  “And what brings you here to this barren land? Such a bright face as yours!” the Colonel said.


  “Well, I’ve been out on an exploration. I saw the village on the map when I was a thousand miles away and decided to come here. To be honest, there is no reason I must exactly pick this village, but since I wanted to select the next spot, and this grabbed my attention, I thought, why not?” Abraham explained himself.


  “So, what do you think about our beautiful village?” the Colonel asked Abraham making a hand gesture as if presenting the village for the first time to him. Both looked at the dry and barren land that Valmikpur was… at those cracks in the ground as if the land had never seen water.


  Abraham chuckled but the colonel did not. He felt uncomfortable with the growing silence and the possible disrespect he showed towards their land. The colonel laughed though, much later after Abraham was finished chuckling. They started walking towards the village and were passing the same huts Abraham passed some few moments back.


  “Sir, may I ask you something?” Abraham said.


  “Yes?” the Colonel replied.


  “What’s a man like you, that too of an army background, doing in this village?” Abraham asked inquisitively.


  “It’s a bit odd” Abraham continued.


  “Why is it odd?” the Colonel asked him with a smile.


  “This village seems dead.” Abraham replied in a sober voice.


  As they were going back, Abraham noticed how the villagers had immense respect for the mere presence of the Colonel. They stood up wherever they were and did a Namaste or a Salam. All of them and no one missed. Whoever saw the Colonel passing by, they ensured they showed respect to his presence. And he followed suit with the same level of respect for the villagers.


  A few kids came and hugged his legs, and he ruffled their hair as they continued forward. Another kid came and held his hand. On their way back, the same woman, whom Abraham had noticed earlier, stood up and respectfully bowed with a Namaste. She was the only woman to address both of them while greeting, as against other villagers who only greeted the Colonel. He noticed how her ocean blue eyes were shining as the harsh sunlight fell directly on her tanned face. She looked too sophisticated for this area. Her messed-up hair waved back at Abraham as the wind blew them. Swirls of dust were forming on the land taking the dust upwards and swirling around as if it’d disrupt the village. Abraham wished her back with the same gesture and so did the colonel. Abraham looked at her and removed his gaze just before his gaze turned into a stare. He turned his face around and looked at the ground as if confused.


  “We all choose our paths and live the timeline we decide for ourselves, don’t we?” the Colonel replied as he stood before the pakka house Abraham had seen earlier.


  “That’s your house, of course!” Abraham stated as he looked at how majestic that house looked amidst all the barrenness around.


  “Why don’t you come inside? This village looks barren, but I have some refreshing mountain mint tea for both of us,” said the Colonel as he invited Abraham inside.


  The colonel brought the mint tea for Abraham and one for himself as Abraham waited on the front porch looking at the village in its entirety.


  “It does look beautiful after a while!” Abraham said looking towards the village as the colonel came and sat in front of him on the wooden chair.


  “That’s exactly how I would describe it,” the Colonel said as he joined Abraham in witnessing the Sun scorch and burn the land.


  “I am assuming this journey to be going on for quite some time. You know that’s a luxury too?” said the Colonel.


  “Yes, very well. I did not want to disrespect this privilege of being able to travel and explore whilst having this opportunity in this lifetime.” Abraham replied as he sipped his tea.


  “Disrespect? I like this thought!” the Colonel replied.


  Abraham continued: “I see you have quite a lot of pictures all-around your house. Apologies if I sound too intrusive, but is that your wife?”


  “Oh yes, yes. She’s not alive anymore. I do miss her. These photos are a good reminder of all the good memories I’ve had with her. And I know I miss her, but I am just glad of all the beautiful time I’ve spent with her,” the Colonel said.


  Abraham noticed how the Colonel had placed all the medals, badges, and honours around his hallway.


  “You seem like you were quite a celebrated Army person,” Abraham asked him.


  “Haha. Yes, I was, if you’d like to put it that way. I am proud of the relationships I cherished at that time,” the colonel replied.


  “Why are you here?” Abraham asked him candidly.


  Abraham continued, “I look at your house, I see these pictures, talking to you- this all seems a bit too odd to be happening in this setting!” Abraham said as he glanced towards the village which was dry as it was.


  “I guess everyone has their role to play Abraham. We’re all actors. We all have our scripts. We make decisions. We own them. We choose them. And we, we play our part!” the colonel replied as he got up and went into the hall.


  The colonel came back with a shiny green and blue bottle. He kept the green bottle which read- ‘Château Bellevue- BORDEAUX SUPÉRIEUR (GREEN)’ with a text in French in front of Abraham on the little table between them


  “It reads- Sweet, fruity and savoury mineral finish,” the colonel replied as he saw Abraham scanning the bottle.


  “This village didn’t always be this way you know?” the colonel reverted to their conversation.


  “Now when I look back, it is the sweetest memory in my head and I don’t know how it came to this in front of my own eyes,” the colonel continued.


  “I used to be with the 56th Battalion when we were sent to fight the Naxals in the region. Not this village, but some 400 miles from here in the Balabhars region. Their growing reach in the region and brutalities to people who didn’t join them was widely condemned and the government had to do something after multiple dialogue attempts failed. The first weapon drawn by the army was dialogue, but it led to widespread condemnation after the General who went for the negotiations was mutilated by their then leader. Since the next state elections were the next year at that time, the government was very clear about saving the villagers’ lives and only killing or arresting the ones who were directly in connection with the Naxals. But it was hard to figure out you know! Sometimes, these people disguised themselves as common villagers and we lost a lot of lives when it led to unprecedented gunfire or bombing. We were asked to trust no one,” the colonel took a pause and poured the wine into both of their glasses.


  The colonel continued: “On one of those days, a team of twenty-nine of us was sent to take down their leader, who, according to our input was operating from a different village, which had less of his security guards. On our way, there was an information leak I think and the Naxals got to know about our plan. We were caught in unexpected firing, which led to me getting separated from the rest of the team. I was cornered to be very honest. It was a technique used by the Naxals to send a message. They’d corner one of the soldiers they were fighting while they held the others at their position, ferociously attacking just one of the soldiers who’s probably at the most vulnerable position and then surrounding them once he gets separated from the others. They know the jungles very well. We were caught in the heaviest fire I had seen in my lifetime.” the colonel sipped the wine as he was visibly thoughtful while recalling all that had happened.


  Abraham noticed how his eyebrows grew thicker and forehead tense. The colonel took a thoughtful pause and sipped his wine.


  He looked back at Abraham and replied- “Even now it just gets to me.”


  Abraham nodded carefully.


  “I was taken to their base location. Blindfolded and heavily bruised. Though, to be honest, the jungle was so murky at that point that even without being blindfolded I am not sure if I’d remember the location without any directional equipment. I remember being hit in such a smooth way with the backside of their long double-barrel guns, I immediately lost consciousness. You know Abraham, they say that you lose your memories, and it grows fickle with age, but at any point during my lifetime, I can recall the whole incident as smoothly as that time, as if it is happening in real time. When I woke up, I was chained from all fours. I remember being beaten badly. Counterproductive as they were, I also remember they were talking in their local language since we were trained to speak in their language. Though the dialect was hard to get to be honest. It was hard to get, but I am sure their conversation was if I should be sent back mutilated and alive or mutilated and dead.” As the colonel said it, he chuckled softly.


  The colonel continued- “It was pouring heavily. I vividly remember the heavy downpour. The thick raindrops fell on the trees and then from leaves onto me. I was kept in no shed you know. This went on for about three days until one of their leaders came to me and told his man to take me to the nearby village and mutilate me in front of the villagers there to send a message to the locals. The locals there belonged to a different tribe from these Naxals and traditionally had been against each other for decades until one of them grew too strong against another. Since the leader of the Naxals wanted a larger army, he decided to make a truce with the other tribe members and get them to join in the fight against bigger and more powerful forces, the government.


  But the other tribal people always had one or two members who’d conspire and stand up against the Naxals. I remember how I had barely any cloth on me when I was being paraded in front of the villagers. I hoped my fellow army folks would eventually save me, but I just wasn’t sure how long they’d take to find me as the area we were into was deep into the Naxal foothold.


  I passed village huts as people saw me getting dragged and beaten. There was this beautiful woman I saw as I passed one of those huts. She was standing behind the large coconut tree as she looked deep into my eyes as if she could almost feel my pain. Those eyes were the bluest blue I’d ever seen. The next is the ocean. I knew how I’d not be alive in a few moments from now and though that’s another adrenaline rush, at that very moment, I wanted to know her. I wanted to know what she sounded like. What was her name? What did she do? I wanted to smell her hair and store that fragrance. No one would be able to take that away from me. The very experience of making my heart explode with the fragrance of her hair! But my daydreaming shattered when I heard a gunshot. Yes, Abraham, it was the very girl I am talking about. She broke me loose when the Naxals were about to probably cut me off. She charged towards me hiding behind one tree and another until she killed the five men who surrounded me and approached me to set me loose. I don’t know why I was sceptical if she’d kill me too as she approached me. I remember finally getting to smell her hair as she untied me. I still have that memory. Even she couldn’t take it away from me. She led me out of the village before the news got to the rest of the Naxals. She had the very gun the Naxals had.”
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  Laxmi: “Do you know where your base camp is?”


  Colonel: “I do. I do.”


  The colonel whispered in the thick of the jungle as if he still wasn’t sure if this was real or he was just dead and dreaming. He pointed towards a direction he didn’t seem so sure about. As they moved in the suggested direction, the Colonel got back his senses to finally thank the woman.


  Colonel: “Thank you for that! You can do quite a lot with it…”


  He said that as he pointed towards the gun. She replied with an obligatory nod. She seemed quiet but also looked like someone who had a lot to say.


  Colonel: “Why did you save me?”


  The colonel asked inquisitively before they heard some movement in the grass. Luckily, it was just a reptile.


  Laxmi: “I saved you because you a good man. They bad.”


  The colonel looked at her and smiled as if she had said something lame.


  Colonel: “So you are one of the opposers? The Army sympathizers as they call you?”


  Laxmi: “No, we don’t sympathize with the government but only and only the army. Because you people serve the country not any government. You are the only faithful organization in the country.”


  The colonel seemed impressed as he looked at how she looked so elegant even after being loaded with ammunition and artillery.


  Colonel: “So… what’s your story?”


  Their conversation was interrupted by a search party running in the opposite direction from them. Laxmi directed him to hide behind the huge bank of trees the colonel was standing next to. Laxmi bent down and camouflaged herself in the green wet grass and damp sand. She aimed in case the search party came towards them. She threw a pistol and a knife towards the colonel as they both hid, waiting for the Naxals to go away. Minutes later, after she ensured they went in the opposite direction, they changed their direction slightly to maintain a safer distance and decided to take a turn later on the way. The colonel was impressed with how Laxmi knew the dense forest paths so well. He didn’t know how he started trusting a local Naxal girl so blindly, but he had no better option at this moment.


  As they moved further, the colonel continued his question- “So, what’s your story?”


  Laxmi: “I will drop you to your base and I will go my way.” She breathed out heavily as she replied.


  Colonel: “Well, you saved my life. I, at least deserve to know the why and what!”


  Laxmi: “We will have to find a place to spend the night. We cannot travel at night, and we dare not burn any fire. You are the army man, what’s the plan?”


  Colonel: “I might have a plan but that’ll only come to me if I put some clothes on. Do you have some of that in there?” He asked Laxmi as he pointed towards her bag and smiled mischievously.


  Laxmi didn’t want to smile but gave in. She lost a bit of her tough demeanour as she opened the bag and gave him a pair of pants and a shirt to wear. The shirt looked like one of those the Naxals wore.


  The night was getting closer when they decided to camp between two big trees with their makeshift camps which were made of thick wooden sticks, palm leaves, and a bed made with a combination of grass and big leaves. As he finished making the camp, the colonel invited Laxmi to take some rest in it. She was visibly concerned though. Perhaps, about how they will have to share the same bed. The Colonel noticed how she carefully walked towards the camp and started getting rid of all the ammunition on her. As savage as she looked with all of that on, she looked gorgeous with her hair open. As she shook her hair to let it loose, a wave of fragrance spread across the camp. The colonel breathed heavily. He noticed how the slight drizzle made her hair wet.


  She felt an intense chill as she felt the colonel stealing a gaze. She felt as if the gaze physically touched her. Those raw nerves had never been touched by a man before. She felt the breeze getting chiller. Laxmi got inside the camp on the opposite side to the colonel as she hung onto her bag and rested on the bed of leaves.


  Laxmi: “This is comfortable.” She nodded at the Colonel as if to thank him.


  Colonel: “Do you always sleep with that?” The colonel said as he pointed towards the sharp knife she had stuffed in her trouser.


  Laxmi: “Since the war started.”


  Colonel: “I don’t want to push you, and I do not mean to offend you in any way, but it is surprising for me to see local village women take part in the fight so actively.”


  Laxmi: “Most of them don’t have a choice. Others like me, make a choice.”


  Colonel: “And what’s that choice?”


  Laxmi: “A choice between fear and death.”


  Colonel: “And you’ve chosen death?”


  Laxmi looked at him and breathed heavily. The slight moonshine which escaped through the thick clouds touched her rosy but rough cheeks as if to soothe her. She blinked her moist eyes to stop them from getting teary and nodded at the colonel in reply.


  Colonel: “I think you are a really brave woman, and I am thankful to God that I met you.”


  The Colonel continued: “So where do you go from here now? You escort me safely to the base camp perimeter and...?”


  Laxmi: “I don’t know”


  Colonel: “You don’t know? What’s the plan?”


  Laxmi: “You would’ve been the third army man to be mutilated in public by the Naxals here in the last five months. I had been on the run for a while but when the news got to me, I couldn’t stop myself from ruining their party. I wanted to send them a message and to also my fellow tribe members and villagers.”


  Colonel: “Why have you been on the run?”


  Laxmi: “I had been a part of an uprising. Finally, when a bunch of people from my village realized how the Naxals and us were ideologically and fundamentally different, we decided to create a local group to weaken the Naxals systematically and carefully so that they don’t destroy the villagers. A few of us remained in the village, while others operated from the village or another different village. We got funding from one of your leaders I can’t name. He provided us guns, the size we never saw!”


  Colonel: “Yes, that’s one of the guns we carry in the toughest battlefields. This might be too intense for here though!”


  Laxmi: “War never brings peace; it just ends the immediate suffering of death and miserable pain. We’ve been in hiding for quite a while now.”


  Colonel: “And where are your mates?”


  Laxmi: “I am the last one alive”


  When the colonel heard this a severe chill passed through his spine. Being in the army, he knew what it was like to lose your comrades. He remembered several battlefields and memories of his friends he lost to the war. Looking at Laxmi, he was reminded of all the atrocities war brings with it. Deaths, memories of a loved one, suffering, and pain. When the colonel came out of his thought spiral, - he saw Laxmi, brave and tough, and the fact that she knew that just like her comrades, she might have to face death soon too was appealing as well as attractive to him. The mere realization makes you a strong and fearless person, which few people are.


  Colonel: “Aren’t you scared?”


  Laxmi just smiled back at him and said: “I am.”


  The next morning, they started to prepare for the pending journey. The colonel found an Adansonia Digitata fruit nearby and fetched it. He offered it to Laxmi, which she accepted graciously as if acknowledging the Colonel’s effort. After eating the fruit, Lakshmi readied herself. She wore her armour belt, stuffed it with respective weapons, and slid the knife sideways in its holder.


  Colonel: “I don’t want you to keep living in this constant state of fear and living next to immediate death.”


  Laxmi: “What?”


  Colonel: “I want to see you have a life like any other normal woman. You deserve that.”


  Laxmi smiled and asked him cheerfully: “What do you think I should do then?”


  Colonel: “I don’t know. You are not taking me seriously, are you?”


  Laxmi: “I don’t have a lot many places to go to, I think. My parents passed away long back during the war. I’ve been on the run, and I can’t go back to the village. I lost my friends, a lot too many. I want to bring this Naxal dominance to an end.”


  Colonel: “I can get you enrolled in the army as a local support, if you are okay with that?” The colonel looked at Laxmi hopefully, as if he wanted to spend some more time with her. He was also visibly concerned about her well-being and felt a responsibility towards her, not only because of the fact she had saved him but also because he was a good man.


  Laxmi saw movements to their right side and quickly asked the colonel to duck. They saw a heavy Naxal presence towards the right side of the direction they were traveling in. A bullet whizzed past the Colonel’s right ear resulting in immediate blood which was followed by heavy firing. Laxmi jumped and quickly ran across to the side where the colonel was located, and they both hid behind a log. She pulled out her Vector as she started firing, taking cover behind the log.


  The colonel had never seen such precision shooting. He admired her shots as she finished most of them before the colonel could even take one of them with the pistol she had given him. As she was busy taking down enemies, the Colonel noticed a man taking a long shot at her from far away. He was quick to draw and aim to take the man out before he was able to take a shot.


  Laxmi: “C’mon, let’s move, we have made quite some noise!”


  Laxmi: “And thank you for that, that was phenomenal.” She said that with raised eyebrows and eyes full of gratitude.


  Colonel: “Just trying to thank you!”


  Laxmi smiled as they moved towards the base camp, though much more carefully this time.


  Colonel: “Where did you learn such fine shooting?”


  Colonel: “They’d love you in the army there!” He said that as he nodded towards the direction of his base camp.


  Laxmi: “My comrades made me learn. One of the group leaders was a sniper. He was the finest shooter even the Naxals had. He was acting as their agent while working in the uprising until he was one day caught and killed.”


  Laxmi: “I am sure even the Naxals would’ve felt the loss when they killed him. It was art for him. Shooting as if it was his passion. But he was a good man, he shot because he enjoyed shooting, not because he wanted to kill.”


  Colonel: “I don’t think most of the people who fight on battlefields want to kill.”


  Laxmi: “I don’t think that way. I think most people on the battlefield know very well what they are doing and why. I don’t see men sobbing and repenting their actions on the battlefield when they come back. I’ve seen them joyous and celebratory.”


  Colonel: “Well, of course, the basic premise of my argument lies in the fact that the soldiers have to fight for the right cause.”


  Laxmi: “And what is the right cause?” Laxmi said cutting the colonel’s statement midway.


  The colonel felt a bit taken aback by the sudden passive-aggressiveness. He felt cornered, as if the next statement was going to be attacking. He cleared his throat as he took time to carefully structure his next statement.


  Colonel: “I think if the cause is for the greater good, then you are with the right cause.”


  Laxmi: “So you mean to say that killing ten people to save a thousand is better than saving the lives of those thousand and the ten.”


  Colonel: “I stay away from such thought debates. In the battle, there will be people who’d die. On both the sides, good and bad, and while I wish we could save all of them, it doesn’t happen like that, and to even imagine we can achieve that is hilarious, let alone foolish!” Colonel’s voice had gotten intense as he finished his statement.


  Laxmi: “What if I told you I agree with the Naxals on some points of conflict that they are fighting you on?”


  The colonel stopped there. He stared blankly at Laxmi, took out the knife and overpowered her against the thick bark of the banyan tree. “You don’t say that in front of me,” he said as he placed the very knife Laxmi had given him to defend himself against her. Laxmi held a gun in her hand but was left powerless.


  “I can happily fight you right here and even give my life for my country if you want to fight. But do not say this again,” said the Colonel in an angry voice.


  “You f***ing sh**, leave me!” Laxmi said as she spit in the colonel’s eyes and knocked his head leaving his ear ringing for a while.


  Laxmi: “You think your army didn’t show any atrocities while you fought in our villages and ruined our homes? Do you think whatever your overlords and ministers tell you is always patriotic? Killing the villagers and destroying them without any accountability is barbaric. Is that the government cause you’re fighting for? Did you check what happens to the kids of the village once you fight your wars there? You don’t save us from Naxals, you’re only here to kill them and don’t give a shi* if we get killed along with them. You’d just probably name us on the terrorist list too. Do you know how many lives this war has taken just because your ministers don’t care a sh** about the tribes as long as they are on their agenda of identity politics? And you, you’re just one of them, you are as blind as the men that fight for the Naxal leader. You don’t have the patience and intellect to drive dialogue, rather you are blinded with the one-sided ideology of your leaders too. I don’t see any differ…”


  The colonel had been listening to this rant for quite a while and noticed how her hair moved swiftly wherever the breeze took it. Her lips moved carelessly as she spoke. Her brave blue eyes making a statement and looking directly into the colonel’s as if they never feared anyone. At this moment, she gazed into his eyes as if she looked properly at them for the first time. Her voice became softer as she felt her heart racing. The colonel held her tight. She did not react. Laxmi quickly took her eyes away but not before stealing a gaze at his lips, after noticing how he looked at hers. The colonel left her hand to hold her waist to bring her closer. Laxmi reacted slightly. Moving in the opposite direction to how the colonel wanted. The colonel moved his hands from her waist up onto her torso, feeling her stomach as it sucked all the air out of it. She breathed heavily and melted when the colonel touched her soft breasts. The colonel moved forward to kiss her lips as she wrapped her hands around his head and gave herself to him. They made love in the middle of the wet jungle like any wildings of the forests.
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  “And I am assuming that was your wife,” Abraham asked to fill in the silence as the colonel took a deep thoughtful pause.


  “Yes, she was,” the colonel said with a sweet smile.


  “What happened to her?” Abraham asked.


  “She died last year. Sudden heart collapse. She had not been keeping well for quite a while.” The colonel said looking out the window.


  “I am sorry to hear that.” Abraham said as he looked at the colonel with sad eyes.


  The colonel continued- “We decided that the war wasn’t for us. We didn’t choose it. I came back to take her after the war got over and luckily, I found her in her old village, though I had my serious doubts she’d be there. I was lucky. I have been very lucky to find her that day and be able to spend my life and cherish my days with her. I decided to quit the army after the war with the Naxals ended. When we were parting, she had told me it wasn’t necessary she’d be there, or if she will be alive, but I can come and look for her in the village if I ever wanted to. That’s exactly what I did.”


  “It’s quite a life of content you lived post that I am assuming sir!” Abraham replied.


  “Well, I might seem like one of those seeking adrenaline rush considering I was part of the forces, but to be honest, the bloodshed never did me any good. I used to delve deep into meaningful pursuits of life and the army was never a place for it to be honest. It can help you with a perspective, but I doubt if it is a sustainable one for people like me!” the colonel said as he sipped the last bit of wine in his glass.


  “What made you run away Abraham?” the colonel asked him in a soft voice.


  “Me? I don’t think I am running away. Probably more like trying to reach somewhere?” Abraham replied as his voice got hoarse and he felt a shiver go down his spine.


  “You want more?” the colonel asked him as he poured the wine in his glass. Abraham nodded for more.


  The colonel replied- “Reach somewhere? A writer like you in search of eternal happiness, eh?”


  Abraham laughed and said- “No. Maybe. I do realize this isn’t going to be a journey where I get to find a one-stop answer place. And I am not looking for any answers as well.”


  “Perhaps you are son!” the colonel replied.


  “I believe your actions say a lot about what you want at the core of your heart. The cornerstone of your thought process revolves around the choices and decisions you make and the actions you take.” the colonel said.


  “Perhaps!” replied Abraham.


  The colonel offered Abraham a place to stay for the night. As the night approached, the wind got colder. The breeze was stronger too. Abraham decided to take a stroll around the village. He felt as if there’s more to the place. As he stepped out of the colonel’s house, a gush of chilled wind swept the leaves and dust around him. The village was dimly lit. He offered biscuits out of his pocket to Koala as he ran towards him. Koala looked healthier now. They both started walking towards the populated part of the village.


  “Let’s have some tea?” Abraham asked Koala as they both strolled towards the village. Koala happily followed Abraham, sticking next to him.


  Abraham noticed how the people had started to settle down and prepare for the night. A few of the huts’ lights were dimmed. Others were having their last meal of the day after a hard day in the field. As he was passing through those huts, he noticed the blue-eyed woman was making rotis on the chulha. The street was dimly lit. Abraham’s silhouette approached her as she noticed movement. She was quick to notice Abraham’s presence. She tried taking a short side glimpse but failed and continued doing her work. The street had turned slightly foggy. It became cooler than what Abraham had expected this place to get. Abraham noticed how she slid her hair to the back of the ear with the only clean finger as the rest of the hand had flour on it. She still got some flour on her ear though. Her mole on the neck hid as she moved to and fro to make the rotis. She finally took a pause and turned her head around to look at Abraham and nodded as if to greet him. Abraham smiled and nodded back.


  Abraham: “Making dinner?”


  Woman: “Yes.” And she looked back at her stove.


  Woman: “Did you have your dinner?”


  Abraham: “No. I will. I was just going to get some tea. I don’t think anything is open though?”


  Woman: “It is unlike the city!”


  Abraham smiled and looked at her. Her smile reminded him of something he couldn’t recall. He felt a flush of emotions. He was unsure what he was feeling though. Her smile was the prettiest he had seen after that of his mother’s who wasn’t there anymore. Though he had tons of questions for her, he suddenly felt lost.


  Woman: “Should I make some tea for you?”


  Abraham: “Oh no. No. I mean, I would love to have it but are you sure?”


  The woman set aside the door to her house as she held the curtains waiting for him to enter.


  Abraham: “Is it okay though? Do you live alone?”


  Woman: “I am not married. I don’t live here always; it is just these days. Come, have a seat! I’ll make your tea.”


  Woman: “I am Aravalli by the way.”


  Abraham: “Abraham” Abraham looked at her as he nodded. He sounded nervous.


  Abraham: “That’s a beautiful name by the way!” He took a moment to appreciate how immensely attracted he was to the woman.


  Aravalli: “Thank you. My mother named me.”


  Aravalli took out a small utensil and put it on the chulha. She poured some water and put black tea in it. She got up to get some tulsi from the porch outside. The moon shined bright outside which had lit up the entire village. Moonshine reflected on her hair made them shine bright. It reminded Abraham of one of those advertisements they showed about ridiculously shiny hair. She turned around and saw Abraham looking at her. Abraham quickly set his eyes on the stove. For a moment, Abraham forgot he was staring at her. He was admiring her, if he were to be honest to himself. He was quick to ask a question and draw her attention towards a different topic-


  “You live here alone?”


  Aravalli: “My parents live in the town nearby. I have been the only teacher available to these poor kids and village men and women.”


  Abraham: “Wow, you are a teacher? But living here...?” He asked as he looked around and noticed the broken ceiling and moved a bit sideways to stop being right under the centre of it.


  Aravalli: “I’m teaching the people in this and nearby villages. They lack access to good education, and I am working on my Ph.D. research project where we identify the learning patterns and cognitive skills development in adults and kids. So yes, I am teaching but also working on my paper.”


  Abraham was taken aback for a while. He was surprised how the woman was able to spend entire nights in remote villages like these.


  “Don’t you think the villagers should know they are part of a study?” Abraham asked as he took the cup of tea from Aravalli’s hands. Her hands were as warm as the cup of tea.


  Aravalli: “Do you think they will understand that?”


  Abraham could feel the sternness in her voice. She was looking straight into his eyes as if he had blamed her. Abraham was quick to justify-


  “No! No! I mean; umm…you will know better! I just feel it’s better to inform the subjects about the study they have been enrolled in, but I am unsure how much of this the villagers will understand. Also, this only holds unless your study is affected by the fact if you reveal to them that it is a study.” Abraham said as he took a sip as if to comfort himself.


  “Consider it is one of those studies,” she replied.


  She continued: “It is a part of a broader study that has been on for the last seventy years with multiple researchers contributing to it and have been taking the research further!”


  Abraham: “Seventy years!”


  Aravalli: “Yes.”


  Abraham: “Wow!”


  Abraham was impressed. The whole room felt warm suddenly. Abraham wanted to know more about her. With every sentence, his inquisitiveness grew more. He didn’t expect this interaction to turn out this way at all. He noticed how her place was well-lit and had multiple papers lying around. Invertor and battery were kept at the right most corner which was why she had electricity when others didn’t. Her attire looked sophisticated. She was wearing a saree and the light from the bulb made her appear brighter.


  She continued: “So how are you here?”


  Abraham: “I am a, umm… a traveller!”


  She smiled and looked at him. Her presence was very warm. She welcomed Abraham’s presence too. Being alone in a remote village it was unlikely she would have invited any stranger if she hadn’t seen Abraham with the colonel.


  Aravalli: “The colonel is a reputed figure here. I am sure you know that by now!”


  Abraham: “Yes. He is quite a celebrated one!”


  Aravalli: “My parents live in the town. I work with the Space Agency there. We are lucky to have its regional offices here and luckily, I am part of it.”


  Aravalli: “So what do you do?”


  Abraham took a sip of the tea. It was still very hot. It smelled dusty though. It tasted like a local delicacy.


  Abraham: “I write!” Abraham replied with a wicked smile.


  Aravalli smiled and got excited as if she got to know something exciting. Abraham was happy to see her this excited. He could feel the cheerfulness and energy that she carried. It was a very positive moment for him. He had had limited intimate social interaction in the last few days, and this gave a respite.


  Aravalli: “Don’t tell me you are here because of one of your stories?”


  Abraham laughed and replied: “Yes, in a way. How did you…How do you…know that?” He stammered as he sounded confused.


  Aravalli replied as if boasting: “So you are one of those intense writers who get involved to the extent they get on the field?”


  Abraham was laughing seeing her excitement and said- “Yes, perhaps I am!”


  Aravalli asked him softly- “And what have you written till now?”


  Abraham replied humbly: “I don’t know if you are one of those people who would’ve read it, but I’ve published two till now. One was quite a thing amongst a large audience.”


  Aravalli: “And the other one?”


  Abraham: “The other was just bizarre!”


  Aravalli laughed and asked: “So what are they called?”


  Abraham: “‘Mountains and Eagles’ and ‘The Boy who Lived’”


  Aravalli: “The Boy who lived?”


  Abraham: “Yeah I know, don’t judge the title…”


  Aravalli interrupted Abraham in-between and said again: “The Boy who fuckin lived?? Are you kidding me?” Aravalli’s explicit stressing on the title got Abraham’s attention.


  Abraham was late to realize but eventually got a hunch as he saw her all emphatic.


  Aravalli replied: “You wrote that? You are H.A. Abraham?”


  Abraham was glad about the part of the journey where there were not many chances of anyone who’d remotely know him or recognize him. He was just a face to the people and the world. He could be anyone, a trader, a smith, a jeweller, a corporate exec, or a spy. But here he was now, in this remote village, in a dimly lit lane, in the house of a beautiful woman who was just simply exhilarated to identify him. Regardless, the identification didn’t make him feel uncomfortable.


  Abraham replied humbly: “Yes, I am!”


  Aravalli: “You know I am an avid reader, and it is one of those few books I rated above four and a half stars.”


  She continued: “Look here…look!” She exclaimed.


  She opened her Instagram page to quickly show him the post she had put up about his book about half a year back. Her Instagram page read- ‘The Word Wizard’. Her Instagram profile picture was that of a Snow Leopard walking in front of the rising Sun. Her post read- “One of the very few books I’ve rated above four and a half stars. H.A. Abraham was eloquent in his depiction of his main characters. His plot setup and build-up were at par with that of any established and experienced writer. I learned about love, emotions, and relationships and so much more in this! Video review coming up soon…”


  Abraham was slightly taken aback by the kind of setting this discussion was happening under. He never imagined the events in this town to go on these unprecedented lines. He was also slightly inquisitive to see the video review.


  Abraham: “I am guessing you loved that book!”


  Aravalli: “Yes. Of course. Are you kidding me? It is one of those reads for me which is going to stay with me for a lifetime, I am sure!”


  She continued: “Thank you for writing that.”


  Abraham: “Well thank you to whatever made you read that book.”


  Aravalli: “My friend Tanya did. She loved it. Though I rarely go by her recommendations, I am glad I did this time!”


  While the conversation took a pause. Abraham started looking around the small hut where he saw a pile of books, papers, old utensils, female apparel, and a lot of teacups. He saw how she had a lot of pages spread across the whole place. There were different coloured pens and multiple diaries, sticky notes, and folders.


  Abraham: “What the hell are you working upon if I may ask?” This was asked laughingly as he turned around to look back at her.


  Aravalli was enjoying another cup of tea and seemed exhilarated still. She was excited and very impressed with the man in front of her.


  Aravalli: “I am not sure what all parts of the study I can reveal to you. A lot of it is confidential and this has been going on for quite a while.”


  Abraham: “Well, you said if I remember correctly that you are working to identify the learning patterns and cognitive skills development in adults and kids.” Abraham smirked as he ended the statement.


  Aravalli: “Someone has a good memory!”


  Abraham made a face as if he deserved a better reply and expected an answer and more insight. He also slightly grew sceptical of the secrecy.


  Abraham: “I am not sure what part of this study should be that confidential unless you’re working for someone crooked.” He said that jokingly though he was aware of the slightest possibility of that being the case.


  Aravalli grew thoughtful as she wanted to be careful while structuring the next sentence.


  Aravalli: “Well, I know you are expecting a detailed and more insightful reply, but all I have to say is that we are trying to learn how various factors affect the upbringing and development of an adult.” She ended the sentence by breaking the eye contact she had with Abraham.


  Abraham: “Okay. That is wild. What are you going to do with the outcome of this study?” Abraham asked her, smirking as if he suspected something.


  Aravalli: “I told you I am not telling you anything more than this.”


  Abraham: “I am just inquisitive.”


  Aravalli started folding her clothes which were lying all over the place. She picked papers- research material, and other notes. She folded her rough notebook and closed it. Placed the pen in the penholder which was kept nearby her small bed. She was cleaning her whole place.


  Abraham: “It is okay if you don’t want to tell me. I just found it a bit shady, to be honest. All you researchers do all sorts of studies and I’ve come across some whose outcome is used for commercial purposes, which was just plain crooked, that’s it!” Though Abraham wasn’t very comfortable sharing his honest thought, he shared them anyways with her. His concern grew when Aravalli looked a bit nervous about the whole conversation.


  Aravalli: “So what brings you here Mr. H.A. Abraham?” She asked smiling, looking at Abraham whose silhouette grew dark as he stood against the light.


  Abraham: “A random unexplained feeling that the place has something in stock for a traveller like me!”


  Aravalli: “Does it?”


  Abraham: “I think I am yet to find out. It has a lot of pretty sightings!” He said that as he looked at her and smiled. She blushed as if she understood.


  Aravalli: “I think of the adventure you are on right now. I have been dreaming to go on one all by myself”


  Abraham: “What stops you?”


  Aravalli: “Not everyone is a successful writer like you man!” Aravalli said it casually as if they had known each other for a long time and were catching up lately.


  Abraham: “I am nowhere even close to success. It just happens to be that you read one of the copies of my ‘a few thousand copies’ which were sold till now on all the platforms and that’s just one book, the other one was a major failure.”


  Aravalli: “I think you need to do better marketing perhaps. I loved ‘The Boy Who Lived’.”


  Abraham laughed and replied: “Guess I will have to put your review on the updated cover!” Aravalli obliged laughing and nodded.


  Abraham continued: “Well, you can still join this journey. In fact, you’d be amused to hear I found Koala in this journey only.” He said that as he pointed towards Koala who was outside digging a hole.


  Aravalli smiled and said: “Thank you. I am sure it would be a nice journey ahead, but I have a few priorities to sort out.” Abraham made a sad face to which Aravalli just laughed.


  Aravalli: “Well, I can’t join your journey and make it awesome, but I guess I have an idea to make this village an awesome experience for you!”


  Abraham: “Yeah? And how would you do that?”


  Abraham grew inquisitive as his glabella folded. He looked outside to check if Koala was still there.


  Aravalli: “You want to finish dinner before going?”


  Abraham: “What? Are we going?”


  Aravalli laughed and said, “Don’t worry, I am not going to kill you in the jungle and run away with your kidney to sell it in a black market”


  Abraham: “Haha. Thank God!”


  Aravalli: “I’ll save that for tomorrow.” She said that and laughed out loud.


  Abraham and Koala waited as Aravalli locked the house. Aravalli locked and started petting Koala as she turned. Koala immediately developed a liking for her as he wagged his tail and licked her jacket. Aravalli warned Abraham about the night’s cold, but Abraham decided to continue anyway, even though he was already feeling cold. At this moment, he immediately regretted not listening to her but decided to not admit it. Abraham had already asked Aravalli multiple times about the place they were heading to, but Abraham was told to be patient.


  The village looked beautiful as well as spooky as it contrasted between streetlights and moonshine. They continued walking as the dogs barked and howls of all kinds were heard. They had left the village outskirts by now and it was more than three miles from the village.


  Koala was happy and excited to just go around for this long a walk after many days. He responded to neighbouring dogs’ barks as loudly as he could. Abraham tried shushing him, but Koala was determined. By this moment, they had passed the main road which connected the village road to the highway.


  The moonshine had gotten brighter as the area grew very dark. Aravalli was dressed to not reflect her gender due to obvious reasons. She kept on walking and had been leading them, until she stopped and held Abraham’s hand to direct his attention to what she pointed at. Abraham looked in the direction she was pointing.


  Abraham: “Okay, this was unexpected!”


  Abraham: “How did I not know something like this was here?”


  Aravalli looked at him and said: “Don’t worry, a lot of people don’t know”


  Abraham looked at the board, reading the words aloud: “Laser Interferometer Gravitational-Wave Observatory (LIGO) – India.”


  Abraham continued: “Are you kidding me? An observatory? It’s here?” Abraham was excited. His voice grew louder echoing through the farms and windbreaks.


  Aravalli: “Shhhhh. You’re going to wake everyone up.” She giggled, trying to calm down an excited Abraham.


  Abraham: “It’s closed though!” He turned around to face Aravalli. He looked disappointed.


  Aravalli: “Don’t worry child, I have a solution!” She said as she took out a bunch of keys and showed it off to Abraham.


  Abraham: “How the hell? Do you work here?” He was delighted at the sight of those keys.


  They carried on and came across a wired netted gate which looked heavily soldered with thick bolts. Aravalli took out the keys and pointed one of the larger ones amongst that bunch into the gate lock. Abraham and Koala followed her as she opened the door and got inside. The extended netted gate and the main building gate had almost a hundred-meter distance, which was covered with weeds, wild grass, and smaller trees as compared to the village forest. Scorpions, spiders, and birds got alerted as they entered the gate carelessly making a lot of noise. Abraham asked her if this place was guarded to which she replied- “Not anytime soon.”


  Aravalli: “Be careful, there could be snakes around!”


  Abraham looked around nervously and wondered how she could be so cool and unconcerned. Abraham was visibly nervous and a bit impressed by Aravalli’s confidence. They moved inside after Aravalli opened the door and gave way to Abraham. It was very dark.


  Abraham whispered: “Do you work for a secret government agency or something?” He navigated his way through the door.


  Aravalli: “Don’t worry” She dismissed it with a chuckle.


  Aravalli moved towards the left wall corner and pulled down a lever. The entire floor lit up.


  Abraham: “Wow!”


  Abraham seemed mesmerized as he looked around the hall. The ceiling, the big frames of large format displays merged to form a screen wall. The entire floor had multiple such walls which were made of similar systems. Aravalli turned on another switch, much smaller in size, which started the screensavers on these walls. The screensavers reflected what this place was capable of.


  Aravalli: “So, though this place has been set up recently and this isn’t officially inaugurated, I thought we could make use of some of the large telescopes this place has and make your trip a bit more exciting.” She said and winked at Abraham as he stood starstruck.


  Abraham: “You are amazing.” He said that as he looked around the place, as his eyes shined bright.


  Aravalli held his hand and led Abraham to the stairs which went up. Abraham was blindly following her as he looked around the whole place as if he had seen ‘a wonder’. She took him upstairs into another large room. This room was as big as the hall with the front wall having the whole wall as the display.


  Aravalli: “So let me admit something. I have been a part of the Centre’s Space Exploration Department and hence you’re getting this access. Though the whole study part is something that I am involved in with a tech start-up based out of Bangalore and that’s still confidential. But I can assure you it is nothing crooked. At least what I am aware of, if that makes it any better”. She moved around as she said that.


  Aravalli moved towards the centre stage which had multiple types of machinery installed on a platform raised slightly above the floor. Abraham stood at his place as he watched Aravalli move around the room. She looked as if she was pitching an elevator pitch to Abraham. Bold, confident, broad-shouldered, and slightly dominating- Abraham stood still listening to her as she spoke. He was just simply awestruck.


  Aravalli turned towards the machine and continued: “So what we have here is a system of extremely large telescopes placed in and around the building we are in. These optic telescopes, well, to put it simply, can see much beyond the traditional telescopes you would’ve seen in the past, that is, if you did?” She ended the statement as if asking Abraham if he had dealt with telescopes before in his lifetime.


  Abraham simply nodded and replied: “Yes I have seen those, but surely nothing like this facility.”


  Aravalli moved around the room and continued: “Good. So basically, what we are seeing is just not the Solar System and Milky Way. That is something you can easily see on a 70mm Celestron refractor too. What we are standing in is a facility which helps us see and research beyond that!”


  Abraham asked inquisitively: “And what is beyond...?”


  Aravalli: “Well, to be honest, a lot! But today, let me just give you a glimpse…”


  Abraham: “This is impressive man!” Abraham said it childishly.


  Aravalli: “What do you wanna see?”


  Abraham: “I thought you were gonna show something to me.”


  Aravalli: “Yeah, I am just being polite asking you. I am going to do what I want to in the end” Aravalli said that as she chuckled. Abraham made a sarcastic face looking at her but ended up smiling.


  Aravalli continued: “Well, what I am going to show isn’t your regular Andromeda, M33, M51, the Veil, Eagle, or the Bubble Nebula.”


  Abraham interrupted and said: “I haven’t seen those either.” He said that in a funny tone, but Aravalli wasn’t amused.


  She smiled and said: “Shut up!”


  Aravalli continued: “We are going to observe an ongoing event in our universe. Happening currently, well technically not, depends what context… but yeah!”


  She moved towards the machine and faced in the direction of the wall screen as she typed on the computer fixed on the platform. She started the wall screen which displayed a black screen that seemed pixelated. She typed a bit more and rotated a knob. Again, she typed a few more keystrokes on the computer. Abraham decided to move towards her. He saw the computing screen which looked cryptic to him. He could see a green graph on the screen which she was working on until she looked at the wall screen ahead as she typed the last few keystrokes.


  Aravalli: “So Sir, the next image that you are going to see is that of Centaurus A.”


  The wall displayed high-resolution imagery of a massive galaxy that had elements with rich colour. The image was the brightest at the centre as if there was a bright star. It was surrounded by red elements which were elliptical. There was a central dust band that seemed as if it surrounded the bright light at the centre. Both sides of the centre seemed as if jets of matter were coming out.


  Aravalli: “We are seeing this galaxy right now which is approximately 13 million light-years away from us. The galaxy has a black hole in the middle and that is the reason you are seeing these jets of matter spewed in both directions.” She said that as she pointed at the wall and looked at Abraham for his reaction.


  All Abraham could utter was, “Wow” after a long pause.


  Aravalli: “I am glad you are mesmerized!” She said that as she turned back towards the machine.


  Aravalli continued: “In 1847 John Herschel described the galaxy as, “two semi-ovals of elliptically formed nebula appearing to be cut asunder and separated by a broad obscure band parallel to the larger axis of the nebula, in the midst of which a faint streak of light parallel to the sides of the cut appears.” You might also be interested to know that the centre of the galaxy contains a supermassive black hole.”


  Aravalli: “Do you see this?” She said that she pointed at the screen.


  Abraham nodded and said “Yes.”


  Aravalli continued: “This right here is an active nucleus which tells us that the matter is falling into the supermassive black hole in its centre. It then shoots the electrons from its poles at half the speed of light. And what you see right here is a result of exactly that!” She said that as she moved the knob near the computer which made the jets on both sides grow brighter!


  Aravalli: “This phenomenon creates an event which is responsible for these massive jets that are spread a thousand light-years into the space. And what we are witnessing here to be crisp and precise are two black holes swallowing its falling matter.” She completed her monologue as her voice grew softer and slowed down as if taking a moment to be mesmerized by what she had just said and witnessed.


  Aravalli and Abraham both looked at the giant wall screen witnessing the Universe maestoso. Abraham’s eyeballs moved around the screen. He wanted to be a part of this. He wanted to be the matter that the black hole was consuming. Not because he wanted to end his life, but to find out more. To know creation and the creator. Aravalli seemed just taken aback at the beauty of what she was seeing as if for the first time. She moved towards him to point out the stars that surrounded the centre. They had a peculiar formation and she pointed it out by moving her fingers in the air. She brought her hand down to hold Abraham’s hand. Abraham wrapped his fingers around hers and held softly as he looked at the wall screen. He gave her hand a gentle squeeze and moved his thumb to give a slight rub on the back of her palm. Aravalli cleared her throat and asked nervously-


  “I can show you the more conventional things too from the small observatory above”


  Abraham turned around and said: “What?”


  Aravalli nervously replied as she looked in Abraham’s eyes: “You know, Andromeda and stuff.”


  Abraham chuckled and replied: “Sure.”


  He looked at her lips. At the same moment, she held his hands and headed towards the stairs in the corner of the room. They went up and stood in front of a bunch of different telescopes. It was colder now than Abraham had expected this place to be. The room was small and circular with a big outer area which had a bunch of telescopes placed too. The outer area was separated from the room by a transparent glass wall. Aravalli led Abraham to the outer area.


  Aravalli: “Come here, let me show you our Milky way first.” As she said that she brought Abraham’s head closer to the viewing area of the telescope. As he bent down towards the eyepiece, a breeze brought the scent of jasmine Aravalli wore in her hair. He took a moment to take a deep slow-paced breath. Held the telescope and heard Aravalli guide him through the various constellations of the Milky Way. He was feeling a bit overwhelmed. He followed Aravalli’s instructions patiently and navigated through the sky. Aravalli moved closer to Abraham and placed her hands on his back. Her hands were warm, and Abraham found a few seconds of respite in the cold. She adjusted the telescope and moved her other hand around Abraham’s shoulder as her fingers touched Abraham’s earlobes. Abraham could feel a stream of blood flowing through his ears and wanted to fold himself into the warmth. Aravalli started explaining the various constellations in the Milky Way. Abraham couldn’t hear much. His heartbeat was fast, and he felt immensely attracted to her warmth. Aravalli moved her other hand to wrap Abraham’s hand. He tried looking at the constellations, but his mind was somewhere else. He took his face out of the eyepiece and stood right in front of her as she explained softly what each of the constellations was and how they were so unique and different from one another.


  Aravalli tried looking into Abraham’s eyes but couldn’t do it. She got nothing but a glimpse of his broad jawline and pink lips. She took a moment to pause and recollect her thoughts as she looked back into his eyes. She noticed how he looked at her. She felt a strong urge to taste how his lips felt. She looked at him and didn’t know what to say anymore. Aravalli raised her hands quickly to hold Abraham’s face from both sides and kissed him for the longest time. The kiss lasted more than what she imagined it to be. Abraham held her tight around her waist. He held her as if he never intended to leave her. He wanted more, but both of them gasped for some air.


  He kissed her, this time more consciously, and chewed her lips. She rubbed his back realizing how cold Abraham must be feeling and wrapped her arms around him. A nearby wolf’s howl made them finally break the kiss, and they realized it had gotten too late and they should head back.


  The next morning Abraham was woken up by the colonel when he came back from his routine morning walk. He threw the paper on the table next to which Abraham’s bed was arranged and murmured as if he was criticizing the government as he sat down in front of Abraham.


  Colonel: “Did you get good sleep? The mosquitoes can be a bit of a problem here...”


  Abraham got up and sat up straight as if to give respect to the colonel. He thanked him for giving him space to stay and admitted he needed a good bed after days of traveling and sleeping in his RV.


  Abraham: “Didn’t like the news much, did you?” Abraham asked looking at the paper.


  Colonel: “Nah. Not a media fan!”


  Abraham: “Neither am I.”


  Abraham sat down and happily accepted the hot tea the colonel offered.


  Colonel: “So, did you like our small, beautiful, and dusty town?”


  Abraham: “Well, I can’t deny it has its charm.”


  Colonel: “It does!”


  Colonel: “It is even more beautiful in the night”


  Abraham looked up to see if the colonel looked differently at him and if he knew about the previous night! But he didn’t. He said that as he sipped his warm tea which had some drops settled around the cup rim.


  Abraham: “It is!”


  Abraham: “The night does get weirdly cold though?”


  Abraham wanted to make that a statement but ended up asking the colonel.


  Colonel: “It is the southern winds!”


  Colonel continued: “So where now sir? We only have a night walk worth of exploration to offer!”


  The colonel said that as he got up patting Abraham on the back. Abraham finally felt completely woken up after that army pat. He looked at the colonel as he went to the kitchen to get his ashtray.


  Abraham: “I wasn’t expecting a Space observatory around here!”


  Colonel: “Oh you saw that? Isn’t it abandoned?”


  The colonel came back smoking a cigarette. He sat down and folded his legs and still pondered over the question he just put forth.


  Abraham: “No it isn’t quite abandoned. Though it sure looks like that from far.”


  Abraham continued: “I don’t know, where to next?”


  Colonel: “Why don’t you just head back home then?”


  Abraham: “I don’t know if I’ve found what I was searching for yet.”


  Colonel: “What were you searching for?”


  Abraham: “I think I knew what I was searching for when I had started this journey. If you ask me now, I don’t know”


  Colonel: “There is no right or wrong answer!”


  The colonel continued before Abraham could interrupt: “And there is not any eternal answer too!”


  Abraham: “I don’t think I am a monk in search of answers. At least that is not how I see myself”


  Abraham continued: “And I don’t know what I am looking for, but I am sure I haven’t found it yet”


  Colonel: “It is okay if you don’t know what you’re looking for. Perhaps you can find that out while this journey takes you to valleys and barren villages”.


  He said that as he chuckled loudly. Abraham joined in though he didn’t feel like it. He was still unsure about his feelings for Aravalli and didn’t know what his next stop was. After days of travel and searching, fatigue had gotten to him. He felt confused too. As if there wasn’t an end to this journey. He had been to towns, valleys, jungles and villages, and big cities as he moved around. This was the first time in the journey he didn’t know where to next and wondered if he should just head back home. He also didn’t want to head back just yet. He wasn’t sure if he wanted to end his journey or that’s just some travel fatigue telling him to give up.


  Colonel: “There is a reason we find monks at one place. They also look for answers I guess!”


  Abraham: “Yeah, but I doubt if this is a spiritual pursuit!”


  Colonel: “I am sure a part of this is.”


  Abraham nodded his head and agreed. He got up to head towards the balcony. As he got up, he took the cup of tea with him. The colonel came beside him with his cigarette and rested his back on the corner bar of the balcony.


  Colonel: “You know Abraham, I always miss being young. The number of possibilities and permutations of the events that could exist as my potential future was immense. And in my imagination, when I was your age, the future looked always bright and cheerful. I wasn’t wrong I guess.”


  The colonel said that before taking a long pause.


  Colonel: “The whole thing around this life and living has a very fundamental problem if you look at it prudently. It tells you to be successful and established, you need to follow the existing social structures and ladders and be at the top. But what if the whole definition around power, money, and control is flawed? What if we stopped living on the terms set by the few mightier people of the society and especially stop measuring ourselves as per their set parameters”


  The colonel said that as he looked around. He looked outside the balcony into the vast fields and scores of greeneries. He looked old, yet fresh. He looked like someone who has seen a lot in life and still sits as clueless as Abraham. Abraham looked at the wrinkles that originated from the sides of his forehead and spread to the centre of the forehead. The colonel folded his hands and stood upright as if talking directly to the Sun overhead. He looked straight into the vast and endless fields.


  Colonel: “I look at you and I remember myself, Abraham. I think I was searching for a lot of answers too. Don’t ask me if I found them.” He looked at Abraham and smiled and put both his hands on the railing and looked down.


  Abraham: “Colonel, can I ask you something?”


  Colonel nodded and looked directly at Abraham as if awaiting his question eagerly. Abraham looked at the colonel, how sharp he looked still. His semi-white thick long hair flowing due to the Southern warm winds looked like one of those waves approaching the seashore. He looked as if he was arriving somewhere even though he was in the plainest village where even time had decided to take its own time.


  Abraham: “Do you think you could have led a very different life? You know, the one in the city. With the government or some corporate. You know, the conventional Army retirement.”


  Colonel: “Well. It could have gone in ‘n’ ways. I did what I had to. I chose what I wanted to, in that moment of course. And regretting only disrespects the memories and people.”


  The colonel paused as he stretched his arms and legs. He looked thoughtful. He smiled at Abraham and continued-


  “I might not have a lot of answers for you Abraham as I am searching for them for myself too. Even after my wife has gone, I live as if I am not going to die anytime soon, while the truth is, I might not wake up tomorrow. But that’s the best part when you’re alive, you live as if you are eternal. You live, do the chores, meet people, live and laugh as if you are never going to lose this- as if you are going to stay here, forever. But I can tell you one thing, no matter how it all goes, the way I see it is that when you look back at life, at your choices and decisions, you should be able to feel proud of them.” The colonel said that as he bent down to pick up his cup. He paused, took a sip and finished his statement-


  “Even if you are living in a rut.”


  Colonel: “Even if your choices led you here, to a rut, the thing is, that you should be able to look back and think and say, ‘Yes, I lived my life. I made my choices. I was free.”


  Colonel: “And by living life, I mean, that you took decisions and made choices that you wanted. It was a life driven by you and not anyone else. The thought behind the choices was yours and you weren’t manipulated by your family, friends, partner, or the media and society to do anything you weren’t convinced to do.”


  Colonel: “To me, I think that’s a life lived to the fullest”


  Abraham: “Why do think it makes a lot of difference? Wouldn’t one convince himself that eventually, that’s what was supposed to happen even if the choices aren’t exactly his?


  Colonel: “Tell me one thing, Abraham. Have you heard of the Trolley problem?”


  Abraham obliged and nodded to confirm: “Yes”


  Colonel: “Okay. Consider life as a track and you are the trolley driver. Now you can have people around you who are telling you how to drive the trolley. Some may say drive fast, or slow, or go on one track or another. Take a pause or not, but eventually, you are the only one who will have the final decision on what to do. Of course, you will have external factors impacting the journey. Bad weather? Herd on the track? Technical error? Clear signals? These are going to be all factors that eventually affect your journey regardless of how good or bad you drive. And it will always be like that. Your playing field is driven by the factor of randomness. But the point is, in the end, you are the only one driving the trolley and you are the one to make those decisions. Now they can either be of the ones who are around you in the trolley or yours- driven by your thought process and actions.”


  The colonel paused as he sipped the last sip of the cup and cleared his throat. His voice became hoarse as he spoke now even though he wasn’t even talking loudly.


  Colonel: “And though it is a controversial thing to say, it is okay to save that one person than all the others on the track because it is going to be your decision. After all, what’s right for you doesn’t always need be right for me.”


  In the morning when Abraham went to Aravalli’s small hut, he found the front door locked with the same lock Aravalli had used the previous night. Abraham roamed around the village for hours and came back to find the door still locked. An old woman was cleaning her front door area with a bucket of water and seemed to notice the visitor.


  Old woman: “The girl left in the early morning only.”


  Abraham turned around and looked at the old lady.


  Abraham: “Okay. Did she leave something for me? Like a letter or a message? Do you know?”


  Old woman: “No. But who are you?”


  Abraham didn’t feel like answering and just nodded. He did that as he passed the old woman. He was lost in his own thoughts. Looking back at the door he glanced over the lock to see if it was really closed. With a sullen face and a bit shaken, Abraham turned back.


  4


  The Journey Inward


  Mechanic: “It will take at least another six to eight hours Sahab!”


  Abraham: “Is there a chance you can do this in an hour or so?”


  Mechanic: “Sahab, I am not going to work on any other vehicle. I am going to only work on your vehicle and taking out the gearbox, repairing, and reinstalling will take that much time. The whole six to eight hours will be dedicated to your vehicle only”


  Abraham: “But I don’t have anywhere to spend the night, I sleep in my RV only.”


  Mechanic: “You can spend the night in a lodge nearby sir. This town is the third biggest town in the State. It is not that small.”


  Mechanic continued: “I will be working the whole night sir, but you will have to sleep outside as I will be repairing it. It can give you problems ahead if not repaired properly.”


  Abraham: “Is there a lodge or motel nearby?”


  Mechanic: “Just walk straight for a kilometre Sahab, you’ll find everything on the next square. But it is late, I will suggest you figure out quickly”

  Abraham: “Okay. My dog will be here inside. He’s untied”


  Mechanic: “Don’t worry Sir.”


  Abraham started walking towards the town. The crickets and night howls of owls and wolves at the town outskirts shadowed Abraham’s journey. He was vigilant as the town was notorious for its highway gangs and he felt he was already noticed by some men. He didn’t like their stare. The highway had no one. The few people that passed by stared at Abraham as if he looked like a foreigner. Abraham now wished he had changed into shabby clothes to avoid attention. As the trucks and cars swished past through the highway, he felt safer. Even though he felt as if he had completed half the journey, the city lights were nowhere to be seen.


  A black bike with two men passed him from the opposite side of the road. He watched them pass. The two parties exchanged a long stare until Abraham didn’t feel like turning his head further. But he felt unsettled, as if something bad was going to happen to him. He didn’t bother turning around to check if the men were coming back. Instead, he decided to walk a bit faster. As he walked faster, the crickets around started shouting louder and faster as if trying to match his pace. He could feel a bike zooming past him almost touching his right hand and stopping some meters away from Abraham. Abraham stopped walking as he looked at them.


  The men stopped their vehicle and started walking towards him. Abraham could feel a chill run down his spine. He was alone on the road and for all he knew, they might kill him and throw him by the roadside. He looked back and saw no one on the road. He grew nervous. He looked at the ground but all he could find were small pebbles and not even a big enough rock to be able to give a decent blow to both the men. The men were broad-shouldered and big. They both looked the same size and represented the typical build of the people of the town. As the two men approached him, Abraham still was trying to convince himself that they could be approaching for any other reason than to rob, kill or harm him, until one of them took out an iron rod, the length of an adult arm.


  Abraham was ready to attack and defend himself as his body’s fight response kicked in. The tension got diverted when one of the cars screeched and put a hard brake near Abraham. The car’s door opened with a brute force sending the door back. The man inside the car shouted and told Abraham to sit in the car. Abraham didn’t even take a second to think about the credibility of the man in the car and got in to get away from his immediate danger. The men started running towards him in an attacking demeanour until Abraham shut the door closed. The two men started chasing the car but could only manage to break the side mirror with a heavy stone they threw as they slowly gave up on their chase, when they realized they wouldn’t be able to catch the car.


  Abraham gasped for breath and looked shaken. He looked back to ensure they weren’t chasing the car on their bikes. They weren’t. He turned around to thank his saviour.


  Driver: “Do you need some water? It’s in the back. I hope you are fine.”


  Abraham: “I am, I am. What the F*** was that?”


  Driver: “Well, they were going to rob you!”


  Abraham: “That’s what it surely seemed like. Thank you for the save brother.”


  Driver: “I noticed you back at the repair shop. I was getting my puncture done. I’ve lived in this town for a few years now, this is a notorious road. Forget people walking, they bring their bikes to block your car’s path and might even spike it if they are desperate.”


  Abraham: “Good to hear they just rob and not kill,”


  Driver: “I didn’t explicitly say that now, did I?”


  Abraham looked nervously at him as he nodded.


  Driver: “I heard you are walking towards the town to find a place for the night?”


  Abraham: “Yes, yes, I am. Do you know any place?”


  Driver: “You can stay at my place for the night. It is okay.”


  Abraham: “No, no. I wouldn’t ask you for that. Just drop me in the town and I’ll figure out a lodge.”


  Driver: “We’ve entered the town brother. This is the best it gets.”


  Abraham: “Why is everything so dark and closed?”


  Driver: “Because these folks sleep post ten. Even if I drop you to a lodge, you’ll get shabby places around here and you’ve already seen this town can get a bit nasty.”


  Abraham: “A bit?”


  The driver chuckled as he took a turn and parked the vehicle in front of a small row house. Both got out of the car. Abraham noticed how the man’s dog came out excited even before the car was parked properly.


  Abraham looked at the dog and said: “She sure loves you a lot!”


  Driver: “Oh, Snuggles, she is my sweetheart. The name’s Sarth by the way.” He said that while he ruffled Snuggles on the ground.


  Abraham introduced himself and approached Snuggles and played with her a bit as Sarth opened his front gate. Sarth looked well to do if not amongst the rich but didn’t seem like one who belonged to the town. His attire and build too seemed like that of one of those prime urban men. Abraham noticed how well-maintained the flowerpots and plants were as they walked from the front entrance to the house door. Sarth lit up the whole house including the lights outside the house. Abraham noticed how his house was clean and the interiors looked like that of a downtown apartment of a premium urban flat.


  Sarth came back and offered him a glass of water as Abraham looked at the premium ceiling and shiny room walls.


  Abraham: “That’s quite a setup you’ve got here. Are you an interior designer or something man? I am loving these interiors, and this is quite unexpected from what I imagined.”


  Sarth: “What did you imagine?”


  Abraham: “Well let’s just say I am a bit quick to judge.”


  Sarth: “I am not an interior designer. I just like my house nice and clean. Plus, I do get a lot of visitors.”


  Abraham: “What do you do for a living?” Abraham asked as if he was suspicious.


  Sarth: “Well, I code!”


  Abraham nodded though he still had a lot of questions.


  Abraham: “I figured that out when I saw all those dual displays connected horizontally and those tilted ones as well. You could either be a gamer or a coder I thought!” Abraham said that as he pointed at his setup in the other room.


  Sarth: “I am both!”


  Sarth: “What would you like to drink?”


  Abraham: “What do we have?”


  Sarth repeated smilingly: “What would you like to drink”


  Abraham deliberately took the name of a not-so-common malt whisky and waited to get a response “I don’t have that, but I have this,” Sarth moved towards what seemed like a dedicated enclosure for alcohol and spirits. Sarth slid the glass door aside as he revealed various kinds of whiskies, champagne, wines, and other alcohols.


  Abraham: “Woahhh.”


  Abraham was taken aback. He laughed in surprise and asked with his eyes still fixated on the enclosure: “What are you?”


  Sarth laughed as he poured a drink for both of them. He handed Abraham his drink and offered to show him around the house.


  Sarth: “Let me show you around”


  Abraham: “Yes please.”


  Sarth: “So this is my work setup.”


  He looked at Abraham and pointed at the desk with one hand. The room was dimly lit from the ceiling, however there was a lot of light from the screens. Abraham noticed how one of the rack servers was lit with green and crimson lights with portions of yellow in between them. He also noticed one of those CPUs with fancy bright lights.


  Abraham: “Woah. One of these.” Abraham said looking at the high-end CPU.


  Sarth: “That’s what I play games on, the rest is for work.”


  Abraham: “Those must be some precious lines of code you are writing.” Abraham said as Sarth brought his glass forward for a ‘cheers’.


  Abraham went a bit further inside the room. He could see posters of vintage cars, models, and 90s pictures of famous places. The pictures and posters were put up across the room. The setup, even though there were a lot of machines in and around, seemed clean and wireless. The papers on the desk seemed like printouts of research papers and documentation. Sarth got out of the room to go upstairs. Abraham curbed his curiosity and left the room taking a last glimpse.


  As the night progressed, Abraham and Sarth got along well. Sarth got to know about Abraham’s background and felt more confident of the stranger in his home and Abraham was as stunned as he was initially to find such a beautiful home in the middle of a small town. They got drunk and shared a lot of stories. Women they dated, schooling and academics, and what they each liked and disliked. It felt like a beginning of a great friendship that’s going to last decades. Abraham and Sarth were playing a game of snooker as they talked about everything and anything. Sarth was just happy to have someone like-minded in his place as it had been some time since he had hung out. Both of them were slightly cautious too as the malt whisky had done its work by now.


  Abraham: “But I am still trying to get that answer!”


  Sarth: “Which one?”


  Abraham: “The thing I said about writing a precious piece of code. I don’t know what’s this important piece of code you get paid so well for and pardon my candidness, that you have to work out of a small town?”


  Sarth: “You are a smart man yeah!”


  Abraham: “I’d like to believe so.”


  Abraham smiled as he moved towards the snooker table and took out a stick. Sarth followed suit.


  Sarth: “Come, let me show you something.” Sarth took Abraham down to the room where his work desk was set up.


  Sarth: “I had a small photocopier and a print shop Abraham”. Sarth continued as he sat in front of the main computer and passed another chair to Abraham.


  Sarth continued: “I had grown fond of programming in my free time. The people in the small town I used to live in used to call me their technical support. For anything and everything technical, I was there. But all that was generic stuff. People wanting to send money, get photoshop, certain types of printouts, etc. The small town gives a lot of time on hand Abraham. Once the customer goes, there’s not much to do apart from whiling away time. My interest in programming started with writing simple games until I got involved in serious programming. The serious programming led me to write software and eventually sell them to software distributors. With my additional income, I started purchasing books on advanced programming and newer and more sophisticated languages.” As he narrated his story, he opened a bunch of files on the computer screen.


  Abraham: “What are you saying… No way!” Abraham looked at the screen and looked puzzled as well as baffled.


  Sarth: “You see these? These are the bugs I’ve released in the last year. The Transcend one is something I am the proudest about. It fired them!”


  Abraham: “But why are you telling me all this?”


  Sarth: “I know you’re harmless. I saved your life after all. Let me tell you something Abraham, I’ve very few friends, but all of them have never backstabbed me because I can judge a person by their demeanour. So don’t worry, I trust you!” Sarth said as he opened multiple other files.


  Abraham: “So you’re in constant hiding?”


  Sarth: “Well you couldn’t call this hiding exactly, could you? I am just trying to maintain a low profile.” Sarth replied as he finished the last of his drink.


  Sarth continued: “I have to maintain a low profile. I have to operate remotely. I must use multiple proxies, gateways and ensure my identity is hidden whether it’s in the physical or the digital world. These are pros and cons of my work, no doubt.”


  Abraham: “Isn’t this sinister? No offense but you look like a nice guy!”


  Sarth: “Let me show you this last planned attack that brought Maxwell Financials’ servers down.”


  Sarth opened a one-pager that contained all the figures representing the importance of the released bug and impact caused. Parameters like financial impact, resolution time, the severity of the impact as well as the level of the breach were highlighted. From what it seemed like; this wasn’t just one of the mischievous attacks that Sarth would be responsible for. Whether it was the whisky or the fact that Sarth saved Abraham’s life, Sarth felt comfortable in sharing details of the major bugs released. Abraham was feeling uncomfortable, but deep down, even he knew, he wouldn’t be out blabbering about this outside. But he wished Sarth wouldn’t tell him any further details. Abraham knew his conscience wouldn’t let him live without guilt if Sarth was into something notorious like shady dark web activities or responsible for evil activities through his piece of codes.


  Abraham felt nervous. To him, friendships and trust were always a priority and something he placed on top. Though he didn’t want to be in a spot and asked Sarth upfront-


  “I hope you aren’t into all the dark sh** that goes on here on the internet man!” Abraham asked nervously.


  Sarth: “No. NO” Sarth stressed on the last no.


  Sarth: “See Abraham, I am a socialist. Well, not one of those ideal ones. The misdeeds of capitalism are deep-rooted in our society, across the globe, and it burns my blood to see the drastic inequality. The mere suffering of people at the bottom most tranche is despicable if not pitiful.


  Are you kidding me?” Sarth’s voice got a bit dramatic, and he started stammering as he got furious, when he tried to make a point.


  Abraham: “But do you think what you’re doing is morally correct?”


  Sarth: “As long as I can compensate for my sinister actions, yes, they are.”


  Abraham: “And I guess you make up for it by giving?”


  Sarth: “For every dollar I make, I provide a small percentage to families and individuals who need it the most.”


  Sarth continued: “To some, possibly including you, my actions will still look bad and unjustifiable. You all will resist change because it doesn’t go very well with the social rearing and conditioning that has been done over the years. For you people, it is better to die than to ask for what’s right”


  Abraham: “If we’re counting people who aren’t asking for their rights, that makes it two in this room.”


  Sarth: “I am asking what I want.”


  Abraham: “Don’t you think there is a better way to do it?”


  Abraham continued: “Tell me one thing- when you’re so good at what you do, why don’t you do what you’re doing for the right cause and continue contributing to the funds you’re donating to? Capitalism has both pros and cons Sarth. If it is punishing you, it can reward you very well too.”


  Sarth replied: “Come let me show you something.”


  Sarth moved the cursor on his screen and said: “This bug generated an overall revenue of $1.2Mn for us. What did we do with it? We attacked one of the biggest banks in our country. The same one which acts as a haven for mafias’ and crony capitalist’s money.”


  Abraham interrupted: “The bank also has the money of the common man. And in the end, it is the people at the bottom that suffer the most”


  Sarth continued: “I am doing my bit. I don’t want to be a part of a system that’s fundamentally broken and to repair it by being a part of it! Impossible. You must be outside and leverage the loopholes of these broken systems. I didn’t make this system man Abraham. I was a part of it too.”


  Abraham: “I’m not here to give you a lesson on morality. What’s right shall find its way!”


  Sarth looked at the screen and moved the cursor to open a file. He opened multiple documents in the background too as he switched back to the first file he had opened.


  Sarth: “Look. We zero down on our target very systematically. See this guy? There are several cases of corruption and bribery attached to him. Nothing on paper though mind you, he is supported by one of the fiercest leaders of the region. So, he gets away with almost everything. We got multiple tips on him recently through our network and we decided to bankrupt one of his accounts. We also exposed his bribery video on the internet.”


  Abraham: “Are you one of those Anonymous group members?” Abraham said stressing the group name. His face looked as if he had found gold.


  Sarth: “I wish! Yes, we do similar work but not at the scale of those guys. But yes, you can say we are like-minded people.”


  Sarth continued: “Some people think we’re anarchists Abraham. That we want to bring chaos in the world. Whenever chaos has descended in the world, it has never brought peace with it without any casualties. And I don’t support any kind of violence or harm.”


  Abraham: “I think freedom comes with responsibility if that’s what you are trying to seek for everyone.”


  Sarth’s expression changed as he got up and walked towards the window. He moved the curtains and opened the window as a cool breeze filled the room.


  Sarth: “You think we’re parasites, don’t you?”


  Abraham: “I don’t mean to offend you or anyone else.”


  Sarth: “Oh come on man. Your face is a giveaway man Abraham. You think we want the world to descend into chaos and madness with our extreme left views, don’t you?”


  Abraham: “I didn’t say that”


  Sarth: “Yes you did”


  Abraham: “No. I did not. You know what? Maybe, yes. I don’t approve of people who don’t want to improve the system and probably just want to enjoy seeing it collapse. And you seem like one of them, no offense. You seem like one of those people who want the system to collapse and don’t even have an idea for an improved system in place for us apart from your far-fetched left-wing utopian thought cloud.”


  Sarth: “You think this system can be improved? Can something that’s meant to be broken be improved? What you call democracy is nothing less than putting blind faith in a system that’s already in crumbles in the first place. Have you ever seen the plight of 90% of the people in this country? Broken, in-tatters, begging, and homeless? That’s the system we should improve? The system that rewards greed, corruption, and aids wealth inequality to the extent people don’t have resources to buy bread? Have you been on the streets man?” Sarth was seemingly annoyed and agitated.


  Abraham: “I am not saying this is anywhere near a perfect system. But this is what we have. Can we improve it? Maybe? Will it do us any good by destroying it? Surely not.”


  Sarth: “No one’s destroying it.”


  Sarth: “In fact, I don’t think destroying it will do us any good. Democracy empowers people. It empowers the masses. It has the right mix of socialism in it as it works for the collective benefit of everyone.”


  Sarth paused and sighed. He lowered his head down and sat on the bed next to the window. He broke the silence finally as he gazed at the night sky.


  Sarth: “I just wish happiness and welfare for everyone was not that big an ask to have, you know?”


  Abraham looked at Sarth who seemed broken down. He saw how Sarth’s face looked droopy. His face looked like he wanted to say more. To say and talk about everything he had been through and had seen.”


  Abraham offered his drink to Sarth, which he accepted gracefully. He still looked down. Abraham now contemplated if he had judged too quickly. If the man had more to him. If everything he had seen had more to it than just his sheer fixated opinions. Though Abraham accepted his anger issues and knew he could judge too quickly, he was always a bit too rough towards utopian ideas and people who promoted them. And that reflected in his books too.


  Sarth: “I don’t know if you have seen what I’ve seen man. There aren’t a lot of people like me who’d figure out stuff. But you know what? They are nice people. They are good people.” Sarth stressed the last words.


  Sarth continued: “Back there in our village. Those are simple people. A lot of people don’t have journeys like me but surely, they don’t deserve to be butchered like that!” As he said this, Sarth suddenly started sobbing uncontrollably.


  Abraham: “Butchered?” Abraham looked at Sarth nervously.


  Sarth looked back at him with teary eyes. His cheeks were swollen, and his lips trembled. He wiped off his eyes and stared at the wall until he broke his silence.


  Sarth: “I think, we lack empathy. We have a lack of feelings for others. We can’t feel others’ pain. Perhaps, we don’t want to feel. Our greed and ego always overpower our empathetic side.”


  Sarth said that as an eerie silence gripped the room.


  Abraham: “What happened in your village?” Abraham asked awkwardly.


  Sarth: “About eighty percent of our village members were of the lower caste. It was a small village for our time. We cheered, laughed, toiled, and worked together. We celebrated together too. To us, we took each day as it came.”


  Sarth stared blankly out of the window as he spoke. Abraham noticed how Sarth was looking stressed now as he narrated his story.


  Sarth: “I grew up there you know,” and he looked at Abraham as if trying to convey something.


  Abraham: “Okay.”


  Sarth: “Neighbouring to us, was a village of upper-caste members. I never really knew what an evil thing we had created for us with this casteism until the riots.”


  Sarth continued: “My village was burned and shredded. Hundreds just slaughtered. What was our fault? We stood against injustice by the men who considered themselves to be superior to us just because they were from the upper caste. That’s why? We stood against injustice. And that’s what we deserved? Getting butchered?”


  Abraham didn’t know how to react. He had no answers. Sarth looked at him as if Abraham was supposed to reply. Abraham stood silent. He knew at that moment, that Sarth was a product of a very different environment and circumstances as compared to him; his life had scars. Abraham’s life had always given him the privilege of forming balanced opinions. But what could one say about Sarth, whose opinions were formed amidst chaos and harsh reality?
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  Villagers gathered at the common area when they heard about the incident. It was a matter of grave concern for the supposedly upper-caste men. The women, regardless of their caste, weren’t allowed to meddle much. The village, Sartajpur, had a small population as compared to the nearest town but was much greater than that of the nearby village consisting of mainly lower-caste villagers. Both the villages were largely peaceful, until today. Apart from a bit of bickering, mainly by the dominating upper caste villagers, both the villages were peaceful. A lower caste man had attempted to send a marriage proposal to an upper-caste family after the couple fell in love. Only love can disregard artificial man-made differences. Only love dares to challenge these social structures. Perhaps, it is our sixth sense, our enhanced ability to transcend beyond the material observations and understanding. The girl’s family, one of the most prominent in the village found it insulting to even get a proposal. They were worried that the entire village would laugh at them.


  This rift between the two communities wasn’t very old though. Things had changed about a decade back when one of the villagers from the boy’s community had brutally assaulted a young girl from the girl’s community. The girl survived but was left severally traumatized to the extent she had multiple doctors recommend her to be sent to an asylum, as the incident had left her mentally unstable. The act of one criminal defined the fate of the perception of the whole community. Maybe, the act was so gruesome, that humanity should indeed suffer!


  Villager 1: “How dare him? That computer place boy? He? How dare he?”


  Girl’s father: “Yes, he dared. But the bigger question is, what led to these lower-caste men being this audacious?”


  Girl’s brother: “If this happened in our grandfather’s time, we would have burnt their entire village and taught them a lesson”


  Villager 2: “What’s stopping us now?”


  Girl’s father: “Don’t be a fool son. Those were different times. Don’t even propose such evil ideas!”


  Villager 3: “I think Bhaiyya is right. If this happened in our father’s time, their existence would’ve vanished from their low caste filthy village!”


  Villager 1: “I agree. What’s stopping us now? Anyway, these Shahpuris have become too proud lately! Have you looked at the growing shops and the new concrete building there? Too much money flowing in.”


  Villager 2: “I say we burn their village. It is time for spiritual cleansing.”


  Girl’s father: “Sarpanch Ji, just put some sense into these testosterone-laden men. They seem hungrier for blood than anything else I’ve ever seen them for any good purpose.”


  Sarpanch: “I think they are right.”


  The sarpanch said in a stern voice. The girl’s father seemed concerned.


  Sarpanch: “And I also think that we shouldn’t act weak at a crucial moment like this. Our reaction to this situation now can set an example for decades to come.”


  Girl’s father: “Have you all gone mad? Do you want to kill people? Is this what it has come to?”


  Villager 3: “What’s with you sympathizing for those that would take our lives without evening blinking once? We surely expected better from you.”


  Girl’s brother: “No one’s acting weak. It isn’t time to act weak. Let’s gather as many men as possible. We will strike tomorrow.”


  Villager 1: “But we need weapons. I don’t think only lathis will be enough for these swine.”


  Villager 2: “Let’s cleanse them with Machetes. I’ll get one for each. Sarpanch Ji, with your blessings we will proceed.”


  Sarpanch: “Get the sharpest ones.”


  The Sarpanch commanded after a moment of silence and a stare down from the girl’s father.


  The next day, in Shahpur, people gathered after one of the heads got the news of a possible strike from the nearby upper-caste villagers. A lot of them were very worried. Even though the village had been largely peaceful with the surrounding upper-caste village, the tensions were always there. No one was ever able to rule out the possibility of a major conflict. Maybe it was time now, for the inevitable. Even though the villagers had gotten better economically and could put up a decent fight or defend themselves, the upper caste men were the ones with all the privilege and a lot of these villagers had their earnings attached to the prosperity of their upper-caste villagers’ prosperity. No one wanted an encounter, but it was too late. Just as the Shahpur villagers had gotten together to discuss possible de-escalation methods, hundreds of men were seen entering the village. Hundreds of men and even more machetes, shining, reflecting, and gleaming rays off their shiny surfaces as if to warn the villagers of the upcoming brutality. The villagers started to escape. Sarth decided to confront the uninvited guests, especially the girl’s brother. But Sarth’s family and close friends convinced him against it.


  Sarth: “This is my fault. And no one else can fix it other than me. Even if they have to kill anyone, no other villager other than me should suffer.”


  Sarth’s father: “Are you crazy? Do you want to die? What will we do without you?”


  Friend 1: “Sarth, this isn’t the time to act like a hero. They will kill you and all the villagers too. And I agree, you can make things better but now isn’t the time. I’ve seen the way the angry mob is entering the village. I’ve seen the rush. This isn’t the time. Do it later. Come back later.” Sarth’s friend said breathlessly, worried for his friend.


  Sarth: “But they butcher us like this, we are better than this!”


  Friend 2: “Do you want to fight? We won’t be even thirty people to fight against the crowd which is in hundreds? Half the villagers are running away or have already run away!”


  Loud thuds and screams were coming from outside. Sarth and his friends rushed outside of their kutcha house to find an angry mob brutally beating and hitting people with their machetes. This looked too unreal to be true.


  For a moment, everything around Sarth came to a halt. The screaming people inside his own house, people panicking around him, and the screams coming from outside. All he could see was the sheer hate in the eyes of the mob. Everyone carried the same rage which he had never seen before. Those eyes of men just want to kill someone because he was born into a different family bloodline. Sarth couldn’t believe what he was seeing.


  His blood boiled as he clenched his fists. He quickly started running towards the two men who were pulling a woman out of her house. Both the men had perfectly sharp machetes with them. Sarth ran towards them with a stone threatening them to make them move away. The men looked startled and decided to leave the woman for the new and much more valuable target. One of the men approached Sarth regardless of the stone that Sarth was threatening them with. For him, the target was beyond any temporary physical danger. His body never triggered a flight response. As he came a bit closer to Sarth and swayed his machete, Sarth threw the stone at him. The man’s head opened. The other man was unmoved. He continued approaching Sarth with much more confidence as Sarth had no weapon now. The woman, looking at this ran away quickly taking her child with her. While Sarth stared blankly at the man, as if to submit to the next set of events, his friends came to his rescue.


  Sarth ran from the village with his friends and family. The State witnessed the worst ever caste riots in the village spiralling out of a love affair. This was unprecedented. Even in his wildest dreams Sarth never imagined this happening to his dear ones and his villagers. As they crossed huts and houses, every other unknown man seemed like a threat. The family never took the highway in the fear that the police would have closed the entire highways and entry and exits to the village. The fellow villagers who were running with Sarth and his family described the horrors of the village.


  Villager 1: “They killed my daughter. They cut her throat open. I was there and yet I couldn’t do anything. If it weren’t for my other daughter, I would’ve preferred to die with her bhaiyya!” the villager said that sobbing carrying his two-year-old daughter.


  Villager 1: “They have gone nuts. They are killing every human they are seeing in the village. It is a massacre. Nothing less than that. They are killing every child, woman, man they are seeing in the village”


  Hearing what the villager had to say, Sarth stopped immediately.


  Sarth: “We can’t do this. I can’t do this. We can’t run away like this.”


  Friend 2: “Like what Sarth, we want to live and see you alive!”


  Sarth: “Like a coward!”


  Sarth replied to his friend staring right at him. The gaze lasted longer than usual until one of them had to look down. It was as if to submit.


  Sarth: “Look. I don’t expect any of you to come and do this with me. I want you all alive, but if I started it, only I can end it. Can you take care of my parents and safely escort them to the village nearby? Mamaji will take care after that. Just make them reach there safely. And take care of yourselves.”


  Friend 1: “But where will you go? Back there? To die?”


  Sarth: “If the whole village is in our village to kill us, their village would have fewer threats.”


  Friend 2: “Are you crazy? We have been running all this while to safeguard ourselves and you talk about walking right into the lion’s den?


  Sarth: “It’s the best shot I have right now.”


  Sarth looked into the eyes of his parents and his two friends and bid them farewell as he said- “Goodbye”. At this moment, all Sarth wished was to be able to come back alive and relive the moment where he gets to look into the eyes of his cherished ones. Sarth started walking back to the village as his friends and family went in the other direction. His heart was pounding, and his throat craved for water. His tonsil felt like a sharp blade. He decided to skip walking right from his village but rather to move around from the outskirts of his village to finally taking the connecting road to the lion’s den.


  “If I die, God, just make sure my parents don’t have to suffer!” he murmured to himself as he picked up his pace.


  As he walked in the farm, he saw wounded men and women running away for their lives. He saw men chasing them, not letting those humans escape the darkness, which is death. Inevitable yet so fierce. It looked inevitable for them from where Sarth was witnessing this. He felt an urge to save them, but he knew if he didn’t reach the village, a hundred more would be slaughtered. He swiftly moved within fields as he heard shouts and screams echoing through the village and neighbouring fields. The screams were desperate. The kind Sarth had never even heard before except in movies.


  He tried to navigate through the fields. He had limited visibility. He gauged his way through the dense sugarcane fields with rows of canes surrounding him aiding in faster and safer movement.


  Sartajpur was not more than five miles from where he was in the fields, but the journey took him almost double the usual time. As he reached the outskirts of the village, he planned to move through the fields to reach the point which was nearest from the dense field to Shakuntala’s home. He knew who he had to talk to. He knew who could stop this. At least he hoped he would. He moved further in the fields till he saw the big bungalow and noticed some movement around it. He couldn’t see Dhansingh, the girl’s father. If someone spotted him entering the house, or even nearby, his death would be imminent. He had to find a way to bypass the traffic of people around the bungalow. There were rows of bungalows with lanes between them. The little bit of crowd was only outside the bungalow, with few people in the garden area and the main entrance. He had to get beyond the front gate somehow.


  Sarth moved further through the fields and ran for his life. He sprinted to get in between the lane adjoining the bungalows. As soon as he reached behind the safety of the wall, he sat down to figure out if anyone witnessed his movement. For the next sixty seconds, life stood still. Even the slightest of noise seemed like a siren to run. The birds flew over as if they heard a gunshot, it was nothing. But Abraham knew it was a warning to get things in place quickly. He got up, dusted himself as he peeped over the wall boundary for any potential threat. The person he saw next was the one he had travelled to this village to see. Shakuntala always used to tell him how she feels her father was different from all the other men in the family and village. At this point, where he was about to make the jump, he just wished all that she said about her father was true. The exhibition of the epitome of his benevolence was imperative here. Dhansingh seemed worried. He was looking outside the gate standing in the garden. The man looked helpless and visibly worried. His forehead had sweat, and his face was droopy.


  Sarth: “Pardon me for the way I entered your house, I didn’t have a choice. I must tell you that I don’t mean any harm.”


  Dhansingh turned around to the source of the hoarse voice. He saw a tall, broad-shouldered man, standing and looking right into his eyes. He wasn’t slouching, he wasn’t bending, he was standing like any warrior would before a face-off. But, despite the posture, there was a submission in his voice. The one that came from fatigue and a very small will to live. Even though Dhansingh knew what was being done by his family members and friends to the boy’s village, he didn’t fear this guy who could retaliate. He felt a certain comfort standing in front of him, unguarded, even though he knew that there might be chances Sarth’s own family would’ve been killed by now by his men.


  “I’ve to tell you, I’m impressed right now!” Dhansingh said with a comforting smile.


  It felt as if it had been decades since he saw any man or woman smile. How his last few hours clouded his entire past! How it could the entire future was another thought that he parked but did not address. He had lives to save.


  “You’ve to help me, sir. This cannot continue. There’s more bloodshed on the streets of my village than it would have in the entire last two hundred years.” Sarth said to him. “I am here now. Please spare them. Do whatever you want to do with me.”


  Dhansingh interrupted as Sarth’s plea came to a halt. “It was never about you Sarth. Though surely, you were the trigger that ignited the fire. There’s no denying that. But I don’t know if killing you will give them what they want.”


  “Will killing hundreds and thousands of innocent villagers?” asked a nervous Sarth.


  “I don’t think that will either.” replied the old man.


  “What is the solution to hate that has spanned over days and months and years? No amount of killing will ever curb them of their hatred. It is irrational and cancerous.” Dhansingh replied as he saw the sun setting slowly behind the clouds as if it got disappointed with mankind. His voice got hoarse as he spoke softly and slowly.


  “You can’t let this happen,” said Sarth


  “I tried son!” said the old man as he held the iron rod of which the front gate was made.


  “My father, he used to….” Sarth was interrupted.


  “I know. He was not just our employee but a dear friend,” replied Dhansingh.


  Dhansingh paused as he wiped his moist eyes. He replied- “Is he…alive?”


  “I hope so!” Sarth replied as he nodded. Dhansingh nodded back as he turned around to face Sarth. But he didn’t dare to look back into Sarth’s eyes. He stared blankly at the ground.


  “You should go now, it is not safe for you here,” replied Dhansingh.


  “With all due respect sir, I am going nowhere until I bring an end to this,” replied Sarth with a confident voice.


  “What do you expect me to do?” Dhansingh replied helplessly.


  “You have to help me stop this,” said Sarth.


  “They are not going to listen to me. Their minds are clouded now,” Dhansingh replied.


  “So, we wait while they slaughter everyone?” Sarth said in a stern voice as if to arouse Dhansingh’s conscience.


  “I don’t know,” Dhansingh said worriedly.


  “Well, if you can’t help me then I am wasting my time here. You can choose to stop them or do nothing about this if you can live with that decision for the rest of your life. But I came here on a hope. Your daughter used to tell me that you are the only man she respects in the entire family and the village. The only man she’s proud of. The only man who’s prudent, rational, and the most benevolent person after her grandfather. The rest of them, she said, were respected out of fear, but you, you are respected because of who you are. Now it is on you if you want to live with this decision of allowing this slaughter, I am going back to Shahpur, and I will die trying to stop them.” Sarth said to Dhansingh as he walked towards him as if exiting.


  “They will kill you!” said Dhansingh.


  “Then I am fine with that. It is better to die today than to die every day for the rest of my life”, Sarth looked into Dhansingh’s eyes as he replied.


  He opened the channel gate and stormed out. He had picked a sickle from the garden as he was leaving. He approached the fields as two men shouted and hurled towards Sarth as he moved towards the field. The two men ran with machetes in their hands hungry for blood while Sarth moved as if he didn’t notice two men running towards him. But, he clenched the sickle tightly in his fist. He was preparing and bracing himself for the conflict. Though he was also wishing it wasn’t him they’re coming after. He could see the fields in front of him. Thick, green, and tall, full of life. As one of the men was about to approach him, a broad-shouldered man, with a rifle across the street shouted at the top of his voice, scaring the three men. It was Dhansingh.


  The two men stood still at their position as they waited for further instruction. Dhansingh sat in this jeep, turned it around, and shouted at Sarth- “Come”.


  Sarth walked past the two men who were startled to witness this. The two men are going to tell this tale to men and women and everyone in the village. Sarth crossed them, jumped onto the front seat with Dhansingh as they drove away. On their way, as soon as they left Sartajpur, Sarth turned around and asked Dhansingh- “What the hell was that?”


  Dhansingh switched the gear as a deep bump hit them. Sarth being lighter in weight almost felt like he was going to get thrown out of the jeep from that impact. Dhansingh turned to him and asked him to open the drawer in front of him. Sarth did as instructed. He found a pistol, some papers, a lot of dust, and many packets of cigarettes.


  Dhansingh: “Take that out and load it with bullets!”


  Sarth took it out and told him it already was. Dhansingh replied- “Good. Keep it!”


  “What am I going to do with this?” Sarth asked him.


  “I don’t know if you heard me correctly. I want to end this massacre, not be a part of it” Sarth stated frantically.


  “Don’t stress kid.” Dhansingh replied as he drove to the outskirts of Shahpur from the fields.


  “Come, take the steering wheel.” Dhansingh stopped the car and got out and they switched positions.


  Sarth took the steering wheel and asked him- “What’s the plan?”


  Dhansingh said, “Point the gun at me and drive.”


  Sarth exclaimed “What?”


  “You’re getting stressed again.”, said Dhansingh as he closed his eyes.


  Dhansingh: “So here’s the deal. We are not going to be able to save lives and stop them. Even the police knew about what was going to happen!”


  Sarth: “What are you saying?”


  Dhansingh: “Point the gun at me and drive. This is the only way we can bring a quick stop to this and save lives. But in return, you are never going to come back to your village. You are going to take me to Shahpur and hold me as a hostage. Ask them to let go of the villagers. Once all the villagers are set free and we bring the chaos to an end, put me back in the jeep, drop me on the highway, take the vehicle with you, sell it off or drive it as a taxi with a different number. Start a new life and never come back to this village.”


  Sarth was silenced. When this started, he never knew this is how it will all be ending. To end and start a new life? What life would it be if he was not able to come to a place he identified as home? If he was not able to come back to a wife whom he loved? If he couldn’t have a life without fear? Was it worth it? Would it be better to die today than to live every day in fear? But it wasn’t about him. It was about the other villagers he was raised with. The village he could save now. This middle way seemed liveable for the next few years of his life. But what about Shakuntala? Would it be that easy to let her go? He had a lot of questions for which answers were none.


  Sarth murmured: “Never come back?”


  Dhansingh looked at him, but he couldn’t say anything. He knew what a man with fewer privileges must face in the world. He knew because he had plenty of them working with and for him. He wanted to be empathetic but didn’t know how to. He gazed straight into the fields not knowing how the next few hours could turn out. For all the workers that used to work for him, Sarth’s father was the dearest to him. Dhansingh was six feet tall, broad-shouldered, and a puffed-up man. His chest and arms were of the perfect size. Enough to be both dominating and compassionate. But for all his physical toughness, Dhansingh was a kind-hearted and pragmatic man.


  Even though he was more than impressed with Sarth and would’ve happily given his daughter’s hand; he knew it would leave a deep dent in the villagers’ hearts which could result in the compromise of his family’s safety. He didn’t want any bloodshed too. He was more at unrest than Sarth and probably wanted to end the brutality more eagerly than Sarth. A kind man has fewer friends. When Sarth arrived at his home, it was nothing less than a message for him to do what’s needed. He didn’t have his ego out of control like the other testosterone-laden men of Sartajpur. Dhansingh was willing to make himself look weak than to let more people die. So here they were, about to enter Shahpur, unknowing of their fate. If there was anything both men had in common, it was courage.


  Sarth drove the black jeep as it gleamed back the sunrays out into the atmosphere. He drove the bumpy patch through the interiors of the village surrounded by small muddy buildings and old huts. There was blood. A lot of it. As soon as they entered the village, they could see people lying injured and a few of them even dead. Sarth drove away to head to the centre of the village, the common square where the villagers met.


  “Not the kids, no!”, Dhansingh murmured as he saw a dead child at the entrance of a hut. Sarth drove faster. The village seemed as if it was haunted. This was nothing less than a purge. A cleansing as the villagers would say.


  Hundreds of people had fled the village with minimum luggage. Their houses were being looted now by the goons of Sartajpur. Two men hardly noticed a jeep was passing by as they came out with valuables from an empty house. The men had nothing to fear though. The way they purged the entire street, and after seeing men and women run away for their life, they felt like Gods. The car zipped past them. Both hardly noticed as one of them divided the valuables between them.


  Dhansingh looked at Sarth. He saw a man who seemed numb. He drove past the bodies and people who were injured- as if they didn’t exist. As if nothing was wrong in the village. Or perhaps, he was questioning if he’ll be able to live with himself for the rest of his life. These were men, women, and kids who he used to see and meet every day. Now they were on the streets, some shouting in pain, some in fear, many just lifeless.


  Dhansingh moved his hand to cover Sarth’s face with a cloth.


  “You don’t want to get killed before you reach there, do you?” Dhansingh asked him as they drove further.


  The two men finally halted the car as they reached the common village square. Sarth took out the gun and aimed at Dhansingh as he raised his hands to his shoulders.


  “Save us God!” Dhansingh mumbled as he gave a quick nod to Sarth. Sarth noticed how Dhansingh’s forehead was sweaty and creased. Dhansingh was stressed. He didn’t know if this was a master plan, or they were both going to get killed here in this village.


  Sarth shouted and told Dhansingh to get the attention of everyone around. He shouted at Dhansingh and told him to get out of the car. Dhansingh did as instructed. As soon as Dhansingh stepped out, Sarth got behind him and pointed the gun right at his head.


  “You better be careful with that,” Dhansingh whispered to Sarth.


  “Do you think they will shoot me?” Sarth asked Dhansingh.


  The men started coming out of the lanes and houses. Dhansingh’s son came running to the square as well as soon as he heard Sarth shouting. Sarth was surrounded by men. He had seen this dream where he is beating villains single-handedly just like the one in the cinema, which he used to see in the nearby town every weekend.


  He never considered the slightest possibility of it happening in real life. Here he was, surrounded by men, holding a man captive. The father of the girl he loved. He had lost his friends, fellow villagers, and even the girl he loved. If he had to count or list down the positives from this love affair, it heavily weighed on the premise that this was a bad idea, to begin with.


  “Baba!!!” Dhansingh’s son shouted as he tried to come towards Sarth.


  Sarth shouted to warn him, “Do not dare come even a step closer towards me!”


  “I will kill this man if you do not leave all the villagers and go back!” Sarth shouted as his eyes burned with rage.


  “How dare you touch my father with those filthy hands? I will rip apart those arms off your shoulders!” shouted Dhansingh’s son.


  “What caste and what creed do you know of? Your father has had friends who would have laid down their lives for him, and guess what? Half of them would be from a different caste, the ones you consider to be lower!” Sarth said as he held Dhansingh firmly.


  “What a waste of a man!” Sarth spit on the ground after staring right into the son’s eyes.


  Slowly, the men started dropping their machetes on the ground. Dhansingh’s son followed suit. Sarth waited until each man dropped his weapon. The villagers of Sarth’s village seeing the sight started folding their hands to Sarth as they took their belongings to run away.


  “Let every villager take his belonging and go away to safety. If anyone of you makes a single move, this will be his last day,” he said as he pointed towards Dhansingh.


  The villagers quickly took whatever they could-their kids, money, jewellery, and water!


  Dhansingh whispered and asked Sarth-


  “How much longer, can you ask them to hurry?”


  “No, I can’t,” Sarth replied as he finally felt calm, seeing the villagers safely fleeing the spot.


  “Now till the villagers are taking their possessions, one of you grab all the machetes and other weapons and put it over here in the car,” Sarth shouted as he stared directly into all those eyes.


  The son directed one of his men to do as he asked, and the man started picking up the machetes. The sound of the clanging metal machetes pierced Sarth’s heart. He could see a much recent flashback of the brutal killings he witnessed. He was unsure if he was settling for a trade-off that would have been chosen by cowards.


  Sarth asked Dhansingh- “Once this is all over, how would you be able to live in the same house with a killer?”


  Dhansingh replied- “He’s my son”


  “We’ll deal with that problem later!” Sarth replied and chuckled softly.


  “Don’t kill him if that’s what you are thinking!” Dhansingh said in a cracking voice.


  “I won’t!” Sarth replied.


  The man after picking up all the machetes, guns, knives, and sticks put them in the back of the car as Sarth watched him and everyone else extremely carefully!


  The man then looked at Sarth as if waiting for further instructions.


  “Go back to your position!” Sarth commanded.


  As the man walked back, Sarth slowly retreated and pushed Dhansingh into the car. He then joined him from the other side as he kept a close watch on all the men, especially the son.


  They drove away.


  “So, what now?” Dhansingh asked as he stared blindly through the car windshield.


  “Revenge!” Sarth replied staring through the same windshield, lost.


  “You know right, this bloodshed wouldn’t lead anywhere. And if you take any wrong step, you will only get more of your people killed!” Dhansingh said in a cracking voice.


  Sarth had two options- sanity and chaos. The kind of chaos he had seen in the last few hours, only suggested sanity as the right option to bring life to normalcy. But Sarth chose the latter. In a usual frame of mind, if you’d know Sarth, you would be able to predict his reaction to any situation because he looked and behaved like any other average human being. But great turmoil brings great chaos. Right now, Sarth was an outlier because of the events he had gone through. He was unpredictable.


  Even Dhansingh, sitting next to this man, couldn’t trust him anymore. Sarth was driving expressionless as he crossed the village and left the burning houses and dead bodies behind him. Sarth was driving towards Dhansingh’s village now.


  “What do you think you are doing?” Dhansingh asked Sarth anxiously.


  “Making a choice!” Sarth replied.


  “You can drop me at the highway and leave this town and village. They will kill you if they see you in my village!” Dhansingh said concerned.


  “Are you seeking redemption?” Sarth asked.


  “I am saving another life from getting ended!” Dhansingh replied.


  “I am not going to die today!” said Sarth as the bottom of the car hit the pothole giving both a strong jerk.


  As they regained their initial comfortable positions, both saw the village approach. The eerie village seemed deserted. People weren’t to be seen. Not even the strays.


  “It seems like the news has spread,” Sarth said.


  “They must be looking for you everywhere,” Dhansingh replied.


  “Except their village”, Sarth added.


  At that moment, both exchanged a glance and Dhansingh felt a nervous jitter. It was as if he was finally understanding what Sarth had meant when he said ‘Revenge’.


  The tires screeched as he stopped the jeep right in front of Dhansingh’s gate. He took out his gun and pulled Dhansingh out of the jeep and released him off the ropes. He did not give away his gun, neither did he get back into the jeep. He stood there and looked at Dhansingh for a moment. He turned back towards the house and got inside. As he entered, he got blinded by the amount of darkness the room had, considering he was getting inside from a bright day. The women watched him in sheer shock. While he ran for the stairs which led to her room. He saw her mother as he was passing by.


  “Aye, you can’t get into my house like this!!!” she said as she ran after him regardless of the weapon he carried. That’s the power of a mother. Protecting and saving the household at any cost. Built by her struggles and hard work carried out almost daily. But Sarth was too strong to be held by her. Sarth finally climbed up the stairs, reached her room, and barged into it. The old woman was left behind, downstairs, catching her breath.


  “I have seen a lot today. I don’t want to force you, but I would be happy to live our lives together. But I don’t know, after the things I’ve seen and done today if I will ever be the same man I was!”


  Sarth finished his monologue in a stern voice as he gazed at her. She was looking out the window opposite her door when Sarth entered the room. It felt as if sunshine took a dip in her long, bright black hair.


  She smiled and said “Take me wherever. But take me far!”


  As they approached the jeep, Dhansingh never moved. Sarth was a bit surprised by his hesitancy to stop him from entering his own house. As they came close, Dhansingh gave her all the money he had in his wallet and his gold watch.


  “I don’t approve of this,” Dhansingh stared into Sarth’s eyes and told him.


  “If anything bad happens to my daughter, I will find you and kill you!” he said to Sarth sternly. “You are a fine man! Take care of my daughter!” Dhansingh said as he stepped away from them.
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  “So where is she now”, asked an ever-inquisitive Abraham.


  “She isn’t here anymore,” said Sarth as he opened the drawer and gave a frame of her to Abraham. I fought the world for her, but life had other plans. She passed away sometime back after slipping off the stairs. Just like that, life takes away precious things you hold dear to your heart, as if it lacks a soul.”


  “She has the best smile I have ever seen,” Abraham told Sarth looking at her photograph.


  Sarth nodded and smiled as he looked at the frame.


  “That’s what I fell for,” Sarth replied.


  “How did you live after all this?” asked Abraham.


  Abraham felt a personal interest in everyone’s journey to something significant. Whether it was the Colonel or Laxmi or Aravalli, Abraham tried to find that one missing bit which he could apply in his life. He was always seeking something. As if, he was just waiting for an answer. An answer, which seemed more of a key to life.


  “You have the face of a man with a thousand questions, always looking for answers, you know?” Sarth said to Abraham as he poured another shot of vodka in his glass and offered Abraham which was met with a polite refusal.


  “C’mon. You aren’t getting any answers without a drink!” said Sarth.


  Abraham gently pushed his glass forward. Sarth poured until Abraham nodded. Sarth took a sip of his drink. The sip was rather long, and his expression seemed thoughtful! He was staring into the darkness, the room was so dimly lit, Abraham felt nervous!


  “I found myself the day I looked inward than anywhere else.” Sarth smiled and looked at him.


  “What?” Abraham quizzed.


  “I found myself the day I stopped looking outside. I looked inward and that’s where I found myself and found what I want. I am still looking! This interest in cybersecurity and bugs is a result of my interest in computing devices and what they can do. The day I decided to channelize the attraction I have for this field, things clicked!” said Sarth.


  “What about your wife?” Abraham asked.


  “What about her?”, said Sarth.


  “I mean…. Don’t you feel a bit empty, without her?” Abraham clarified his question.


  “I do…I do,” Sarth stuttered. “But I don’t regret anything. I got her in my life, I had a great time with her, no matter howsoever short it was!” Sarth said as he walked to the window and witnessed a bunch of dogs howling on their lowest pitch.


  He added- “Not everyone gets this opportunity. To be with their loved ones. The one person you know you’d do anything to live with, spend the rest of your life with! But a lot of people can’t due to the clutches of society. Maybe I wouldn’t have been able to too. If not for that day! You understand right?”


  “Yes, I do. Exceptional times need exceptional responses,” Abraham replied.


  “So, what are you searching for?” asked Sarth.


  “I told you; I am just looking for…” Abraham replied as he was interrupted by Sarth.


  “It seems like you are searching for yourself too, Abraham,” replied Sarth. “I think you are on a constant search,” he added.


  “Maybe,” said Abraham softly.


  “But it’s not the character you’re searching, but yourself,” said Sarth. “So, make sure you look inward,” emphasized Sarth as he finished the last of the vodka in his glass.


  5


  On a Constant Search


  Abraham drove through towns, valleys, and cities. He passed various cultures, societies, and ecological systems with varying flora and fauna- each having its flaws as well as differentiation. While traveling the coastal highway, the plants, trees, grass, and flowers as well as the variety of insects and animals had subtle differences than when he travelled through the plains. The ecosystem varied as he travelled further towards the sea. It was surprising for Abraham that he had never really paid attention to that detail even though he wrote in-depth about it in his writings. Abraham stayed for days at one place and went to another. Travelled to far deserted temples, mosques, abandoned structures, and villages.


  Something was bothering him though. The fact that he was not able to focus anymore on the inspiration for his fiction’s character even after having interesting interactions in this journey was bothering him. The fact that somewhere, Sarth was right, bugged him! As he travelled through cities, the only thing that kept bothering him was how he too felt; he was not searching for his next character, rather, it was a pursuit of self he had initiated unknowingly.


  This is true as well. Every character Abraham introduced in his writeup had an attribute Abraham had. It was as if, if someone could put all the characters Abraham created on a canvas and picked that one specific attribute out of each character, the result would be Abraham’s clone. He liked to leave his mark in all those characters, his own unique attribute which remains in the memories of readers forever. He said he did it consciously though. Because he wanted to leave a mark of himself on each of those characters to make them his. “That’s how you patent a character forever,” Abraham once told a friend.


  “How do I find myself?” Abraham asked as he looked at Koala, who was very excited just to be addressed by him. Koala had grown bigger and healthier. He looked like a rich dog now! And a very happy one too. Abraham couldn’t get any valuable answers from Koala, but he did realize that the trip was more than just finding his next character. He didn’t have a direction but a realization. While he was going through the experience of this whole journey, he needed introspection after all.


  “How about we make this solo trip, a lot more ‘solo’?” Abraham said to Koala.


  “You must be thinking what a loner!” Abraham looked at Koala as if waiting for validation. He of course got no response except a highly functional and excited tail-wagging.


  “Let’s look for a place, beyond people,” he added. At this moment he was passing a town with small shops around both sides of the road. Street vendors and a mildly vibrant market. There were shops for fruits, flowers, and vegetables. He parked the car and went towards the ice cream vendor who was carrying ice-creams in a traditional handcart that had a cooling system. Abraham remembered how this was predominantly the usual way to carry ice-creams by vendors twenty years back in his childhood too. It was nostalgic to find it here now. While he took a Cola flavoured ice cream from the vendor, he noticed how the fruit vendor had primarily Pear, Coconut, and Sea Buckthorns- all the fruits found near the sea.


  “How far from the nearest beach?” Abraham asked the vendor as he took the first bite of his ice cream.


  “Twenty kilometres straight this highway, then take a right for a drive of another 100 km” the vendor replied.


  Abraham seemed like he was struck with an idea. He smiled back at the vendor and quickly finished the ice cream to get back to his RV. Before entering, he stood for a moment to capture this market. This market and its people. People on their bicycles, carts, and bikes. The kids, adults, and the street animals. He noticed how the ‘langoors’ kept bugging the fruit vendor. It was as if Abraham wanted to capture this place in his memory forever. Out of all the memories, one only remembers a few. He wanted to reward this place by capturing it in his memories for giving him a sense of direction. Abraham got in the car and drove to the nearest beach. Since Abraham had not planned to head towards a coastal area, he wasn’t sure what to do next. As he approached the beach, he parked his RV at the entrance inside an abandoned shed. This was a rather deserted beach. It was not commercial. Just another section of the coastline along a long stretch of the coast. There was no one to be seen except for just one fisherman sorting his fishing threads. Abraham looked at the map. Took a deep breath and glanced at the sea body. Slowly gazed through till he stopped seeing land and further into the ocean. He took a deep breath again. He felt this was unnecessary. He could just turn back and continue the journey as is.


  Abraham was a great driver, but not a good sailor. Out of all the times he had been in the ocean, it was with his father who was born near a river body and was used to waters and navigating in it. He decided to rent one of the boats for his trip to an island his eyes were fixated on right now. He looked at Koala who already looked seasick.


  Abraham approached the fisherman who was still sorting the wet fishing net.


  “Sir…Dear sir?” Abraham called the fisherman.


  The fisherman turned around and saw Abraham approaching.


  “Yes, sir?” the fisherman replied softly.


  Abraham went close and offered him a handshake. The fisherman obliged. Abraham noticed how he had a lot of freckles on his face, probably because of continuous exposure to the Sun. The fisherman wore a white shirt and a white ‘dhoti’. He was fairly tall and built more like a person who heavy lifts than spends all day at sea. The sweat from his face, hair, and shoulders dripped down to the ground where it disappeared with the receding waves. It was as if his hard work was appreciated by the sea by taking in his sweat and assimilating it in its infinite ocean-bound drops.


  “How can I help you brother?” asked the fisherman.


  “I am looking to rent a sailor boat?” Abraham told him.


  “How big?” queried the fisherman.


  “Well, I am planning to go here?” Abraham pointed at the location on the map.


  The fisherman squinched his eyes to read and understand the location on the map and replied- “The Philoe islands?”


  “Yes,” Abraham replied.


  “What for, if I may ask?” The fisherman inquired.


  “For exploration,” said Abraham.


  “It is deep into the ocean, and you would need a bigger boat than a sailor boat.” the fisherman replied as he got busy untying his net.


  Fisherman attention got back to his work which offended Abraham a bit as grew restless. It seemed to him as if the fisherman wasn’t taking him seriously. Abraham decided to query further since he had made up his mind that he wanted to embark on this journey.


  “How do I get there?” queried Abraham again.


  The fisherman patiently replied- “You can take the 5311 Boat on rent from Salah and Co. which is in the next town if you follow the highway against this coastline.”


  “How far is that?” asked Abraham.


  “Well, about half an hour or twenty minutes,” replied the fisherman.


  “Do you have any prior experience of navigating such big boats deep into the ocean?” The fisherman asked Abraham.


  “I do not have a lot of experience,” Abraham admitted.


  “I don’t think it is wise to go this deep in the ocean without a proper sailor and support,” said the fisherman.


  “Well does he count as a support?” Abraham pointed at Koala and chuckled.


  “You wish!” the fisherman smiled.


  “Why do you want to go here? I don’t think even the locals here have gone this far!” The fisherman added.


  “I am not even sure if it is in our territory!” The fisherman added, musingly.


  “I just want to!” said Abraham in a soft voice. “I have to,” he added after a moment’s pause.
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  “I can only advise. They will ask you to show proof before renting the boat as well,” the fisherman replied.


  Abraham seemed thoughtful at this moment. He knew going this deep in the ocean was not in his skill set and he was a wise man. Abraham wouldn’t take unsolicited advice, but he’d take it if it was crucial or lifesaving. That’s what it was now. Abraham had decided to go on this journey alone but if the journey was hampered because of his inability to travel alone, he would compromise his ‘solo’ journey.


  “Would you accompany me?” asked Abraham.


  “I have work to do here!” The fisherman replied politely.


  “Yeah, but I can compensate you,” offered an ecstatic Abraham.


  “I’d take nothing less than twenty thousand rupees for a two-day trip,” the fisherman replied softly.


  After negotiation and all the discussions, the fisherman agreed to assist Abraham during this trip. They decided on returning in two days plus the journey time and sleeping in the boat and not camp on the island since it was an unknown place for them both. They agreed on keeping surplus food stock and a first aid kit. The fisherman educated Abraham on the risks involved in going to a remote island like the ‘Philoe’.


  The next day after procuring the boat as well as the supplies, both met at the decided spot. The journey started after thorough testing of the boat since the fisherman was sceptical if the boats in the town could survive the wrath of deep ocean waters. Abraham was checking the safety and first aid kit as suggested by the fisherman. Koala was onboarded and tied to a corner which was safe for him. The day seemed like any other bright sunny day with an extra bit of yellow which reflected sharply off the water. As they progressed further into the sea, the land started to disappear. The far-away islands became slightly visible as they went deep. The fisherman wasn’t sure of the time it would take them to go there but estimated it to be around twenty hours considering the boat was relatively new and powerful. As they went further into the waters, the islands stopped passing by too. This was now in true sense deep waters. The ocean was mighty and the water, powerful! The sun was scorching bright, and heat started to set in as the sun went directly above their heads. Abraham went inside to get some drinks for himself and the fisherman. The fisherman nodded while taking the can from Abraham.


  Fisherman- “Thank you!”


  Abraham- “So you from around here?”


  Fisherman- “Yes.”


  Fisherman- “From further down South originally, but yes, have been here for a quite a while.”


  Abraham- “To be honest, you don’t look from around here. Neither does your accent.”


  Fisherman- “What’s a man without a little history and mystery?”


  Abraham laughed and nodded while taking a sip off his beer can.


  Fisherman- “Be careful there though”. The fisherman pointed at Abraham’s drink while finishing his sentence.


  Fisherman added- “A lot many who are not used to long hours of sea travel, don’t take alcohol very well. Especially on a bright sunny day.”


  Abraham chuckled- “I think I will be good.”


  Fisherman- “So what’s this exploration you mentioned?”


  Abraham- “It is a part of my journey. I have been on a journey since the last few months on my RV.”


  Fisherman- “So you decided to bring him along?”


  The fisherman asked looking at Koala. By this time, Koala had already been feeling a bit down. He was less active but just about the same excited whenever Abraham addressed him.


  Abraham- “No I found him, just like the many other things on this journey!”


  Fisherman- “Some you keep, some you let go huh?”


  Abraham- “I guess...”


  Fisherman- “A journey to an island while driving around in your RV and asking a random fisherman for directions, doesn’t seem much planned.”


  Abraham- “That’s right! What’s a man without a little history and mystery?”


  The fisherman smiled and took a sip from his can. He reached for his bag to open a coconut. He started breaking it and cutting it off to take out the inner white part. He offered Abraham some which he politely declined.


  The next day Abraham woke up after a rough journey during the night. The waters came high, and the boat was unprepared for those waters. But it survived well. The fisherman was skilled and had been in the water for more than a decade now. He was used to the ocean showing its might in different ways. The waters came inside the boat frequently which made Abraham uncomfortable. He was worried about Koala getting seasick as he seemed sullen. He never puked as against what Abraham was worried about. The fisherman was mostly up during the night navigating the rough waters.


  Abraham- “How far do you think we are?”


  Fisherman- “I think we are very close. It is early morning hence there’s a lot of fog here. But I think Philoe should be around…”


  Abraham- “It is eerily quiet.”


  Fisherman- “We are deep in the ocean. If there’s a lot of noise, it is either war or the apocalypse.”


  Abraham- “You have an interesting way of conversing. No offense but I didn’t expect that from a fisherman!”


  Fisherman- “My father was a poet. I think I got a few of his ways!”


  Abraham- “In a good way!”


  Fisherman- “Well I don’t know about writers!”


  Abraham- “What do you mean?”


  Fisherman- “Well they are serious people, philosophizing everything!”


  Abraham- “What did your father write about?”


  Fisherman- “He wrote folk songs and stories. Coupled them to make it look like a package. People used to flock in from other villages to listen to him!”


  Abraham- “Well I am sure not all writers are melancholic!”


  Fisherman- “No…no. My father was a jolly man if you are thinking I am generalizing because of his writings.”


  Fisherman- “I just feel all the philosophers and serious writers ask too many questions which gives room to further hundreds of questions…”


  Abraham- “Well, isn’t our incessant eagerness what makes us human! To answer the questions which we don’t have answers for so that we keep growing as a collective!”


  Fisherman- “I think you better be ready for some answers.”


  The fisherman looked at Abraham and then looked at the sea. The lush green island was visible. It was raining and as the boat moved in that direction the rains got heavier. The island was very green, but they saw no one. For some reason, Abraham was hoping to find some population living there too. Abraham being an extrovert didn’t do very well without company. He saw migratory birds flying around the island from one end to another. It was a small island. It especially looked small as compared to the ocean around it. The island looked nothing more than a blip in the vast unending ocean.


  Abraham- “What a beautiful place. Come Koala.”


  Fisherman- “Come back before sunset. I’ll be here.”


  Abraham- “You aren’t coming?”


  Fisherman- “I think I’m good here!”


  Abraham- “It’s okay. You can join us. I think I might really just enjoy your company here!”


  Fisherman- “Thank you…but…”


  Abraham quickly interrupted the fisherman and asked him to join them. The fisherman got his bag from the boat, tied the boat near the shore safely. He came strolling and joined the two of them.


  “So how do we do this?” the fisherman asked, smiling at Abraham.


  “What?” replied Abraham smiling back at him.


  “I mean, this exploration. Is there a method to it? I have not looked at it this way,” the fisherman exclaimed.


  “Well, you’ll figure out. Just be in the moment you know! Be here!” Abraham chuckled and replied.


  The island looked small in contrast to the mighty ocean but when traversed by foot it was a massive piece of land in itself.


  “The farthest point would easily be a fifty-mile stretch. Wouldn’t it?” Abraham queried.


  “Easily,” the fisherman replied as he looked at the tall, massive trees.


  The island wasn’t as quiet as they had expected. It had a lot of movement. As the fisherman looked up, the birds flocked from one tree to another in the excitement of seeing human movement, probably for the first time on that island in a while. There were a lot of islands in the ocean which were uninhabited and never explored. Lots of smaller islands like these in the ocean waiting to be touched by human life. The island seemed raw. Unexposed. Quaint and rather comforting than scary. The kind of silence the island carried, represented serenity rather than eeriness.


  The woodland was dense. Immensely dense. At one point it became so dark, it seemed as if the sun was setting, since not even the sunlight was unable to penetrate through the trees. The trees above them, as they entered further had much larger leaves and thick branches, which seemed unique to this island. The branches ran deep it seemed. The ground felt uneven too. There were rocks, large rocks, and uneven ones. It felt like a trek just not that uphill but with frequent climbing and manoeuvres. The rain had started to get intense. Both of them put their raincoats on. The fisherman used a thick stick he found on the way which looked like a naturally polished branch.


  “Be careful. These rocks are slippery. And be wary of the reptiles and animals too. We are slightly deep into the island now and I don’t think these dense trees are going anywhere,” the fisherman cautioned Abraham.


  Abraham was determined to get to the other side of the island though. It was as if he had answers awaiting there.


  “The rocks are formed here in a way as if these were made of lava flowing through a slope. But I see no peaks, no sources of eruption,” the fisherman said in a curious tone.


  “Yes, these rocks are way too slippery,” exclaimed Abraham as he saw Koala struggling too.


  The jungle on the island seemed untouched. It had its share of the uniqueness of flora and fauna which was to be not easily found anywhere else. The fisherman and Abraham both very well appreciated that and were mesmerized by the whole trek. The little bit of sunlight that was coming through was only enough to be able to figure out the rocks and walking path.


  “You know, this moment right here is reminding me of my father’s writings,” said the fisherman.


  “Really?” Abraham smiled as if he wanted to know more.


  “My father used to write on a lot of political and social issues. But when he used to write fiction, it never fared too well. But this one, I fondly remember because he recited it in the weekend Sabha, I was in awe,” the fisherman continued. He did many things for a living but now that I look back, all he wanted to do was write and recite for others. That’s what made him happy, everything other than that was to earn a living. I fondly remember whenever he used to recite in our town sabha he won many hearts.


  “I’d like to hear it if you remember. Anyways this walk seems like it is going to go on for a while,” chuckled Abraham.


  “I do remember it. I don’t think I can forget this one,” said the fisherman smiling.


  “So, this one is called ‘The Rustle,’” the fisherman said excitedly.


  “It was a dark layer of moonshine spread across the midnight jungle. It covered the Pines, Oaks, Elms, and Orchids across the eight thousand-kilometer spread jungle. Several series of rustle and crackling sounds had now clenched the massive jungle with its synced movements. It was like a moving train for Sarah, she could hear it coming, wanted to board it while on the go, and get the details of the journey.


  With the next rustle octave- she was on board and ready.


  This one incoming was more of a crescendo, almost as if it came to challenge her. She was intimidated, though, it wasn’t on her face. The stern shoulders and straight torso moved with the crescendo. This was unprecedented, the dark, cold woods couldn’t deter her movement as she was motivated by harmony more than visuals. She could feel the blood in her veins, and a movement around her. She felt extended. She felt moved. She could hear the rhythm of the forest. It was the most natural melody ever created.


  The rustle was moving around her in spheres. She could map each rustle to its position. Though the source was unknown, it was almost as if the forest came together to create a symphony. There were flats, majors, minors, brilliant switching of the pitch as well the whole symphony was stitched together in an octave.


  The woods never scared her. She moved along with the sound. She was almost in the middle of the jungle now. Her movement carried a unique sound to it. “How is this possible..?” She thought as she realized she herself was- the middle note! She merged with the forest.


  It wasn’t possible, for her to identify and become one along with the forest’s symphony and not play a part in the melody. She could hear the next incoming octave though; it was her chance to prove that the forest chose the right one. That she can’t just identify, she indeed can become one.


  The movement of notes was more rapid now-and she had to become the core. The core combines and moves the whole symphony taking it to its purpose. As the step came, she moved, made room between the trees, placed her foot firmly on the dry leaves, opened her arms and chest as if to brace the coming symphony, her eyes fixed a few feet apart from her on the ground as she took a step back, charged towards the ground with her right leg and swirled. It was complete. She became the core.


  Her part was felt by everything and everyone in the woods. It was, as if, the forest and all forests around space-time fabric were waiting for this day. For the day when she opens her arms and becomes one with the forest symphony. It was as if the forest symphony lacked a core. It found a base to its existence.


  The rustle carried a bright green ray as it swirled and mapped the whole of the woods, lighting up pathways, trails, edges, nests, emptied huts, bars, idols, fallen trees, broken sticks, until it merged with the fallen dried leaves as the fresh deeply rooted vegetation grew.


  It grew with the same intensity the dead dried leaves rustled marking the centuries-old tradition of embarking on the journey ahead with the noise left by the ones that we have lost along the way,” the fisherman finished reciting the whole piece followed by a long silence.


  “Wow… I am speechless. This is fabulous.” Abraham responded.


  Abraham continued, “I am not sure if I understood well, but your father wrote well.”


  “Don’t worry, a lot of people don’t get it. I asked my father what the story meant and what was he thinking when he wrote it,” the fisherman replied.


  “He was representing the sound of leaves as a note on the symphony. He wanted to convey that the forest has a symphony of its own which no human could understand ever until one day Sarah finally did. And that was the day, the forest merged for the first time with a human being to become one with her!” the fisherman added.


  “So many writers gone without ever being able to show their work to the world!” Abraham added.


  “That’s true my friend. But he died a happy man,” the fisherman replied.


  “He wrote because it made him happy. Not for any fame, appreciation, or claps,” said the fisherman. He added- “He wrote because it made him feel complete… And I am sure, even if it brought him a lot of fame, he’d still be only bothered about his literary work!”


  “Guess they don’t make people like them anymore now!” Abraham smiled as they reached a waterfall which made the loudest noise possible.


  They had been following the sound of the waterfall for a long time now. They finally approached it. While the fisherman decided to sit for a while, Abraham and Koala decided to jump into the lake below the waterfall. The water was cold but fresh. Free from human toxins. It was the purest water Abraham had ever swum into.


  “Be wary of what is in the water, seems okay for now!” the fisherman cautiously warned Abraham.


  “We are in a jungle, what do you expect!” replied Abraham.


  “I expect both of us to go back alive!” the fisherman replied.


  “So, what do you do?” the fisherman asked.


  “I am a writer!” As Abraham said this, he dived into the plunge pool and wasn’t to be seen for almost a minute.


  “A writer?” the fisherman exclaimed as soon as he saw Abraham coming out of the water.


  “Yes sir!” Replied Abraham.


  “Searching for inspiration?” Asked the fisherman.


  “Well, not exactly!” Abraham replied.


  “I started my journey to look for a character for my next book, but it looks like a stupid idea when I look back now.” Abraham murmured loud enough to be heard.


  “Why do you think so?” The fisherman asked.


  “Because as a writer, we don’t write fictional characters based on real-life characters, we write fictional characters based on what could have been, t


  he would haves and the could haves. Our imagination takes dominance there. If I search and write about a character, isn’t that more of a biography than fiction and if I lie to my readers, isn’t it unjust to the character who has lived that life?” Abraham ranted aggressively as if he was unhappy with himself.


  “You know, my father used to tell me something!” The fisherman said as he took a long pause… “If you chase what is already in you, you will neither find that nor yourself,” the fisherman said as Abraham took another dip.


  “To find what you are searching, find yourself!” Abraham heard this as he was about to take a dip.


  While he was inside the water, he felt restless, as if he was curious to know more about what he had just heard. He quickly got out; it seemed as if he was fretting. He looked at the fisherman while trying to remove the water from his eyes.


  “What did you just say at the end?” Asked Abraham.


  “If you chase what is already in you, you will neither find that nor yourself” The fisherman replied.


  “No…no!” Exclaimed Abraham.


  “After that!” Abraham added.


  “I did not say anything!” The fisherman clarified.


  Abraham looked confused. He stared at the water just below him and noticed his reflection. It was as if he overheard himself speaking subconsciously for a moment.


  “To find what you are searching, find yourself!” He murmured as he took another dive and went deep into the plunge pool.


  The water wasn’t as dark as he had expected. He went deep while repeating constantly what he heard. It was as if he was supposed to find something deep in the pool. A symbol? A belonging? A pearl or maybe just a bunch of unique stones. Abraham was always on a constant search, which he carried to even the depths of the plunge pool too. As he went deeper into the pool, he was hardly able to see anything. By the time he was able to figure out his surroundings, it was time for him to go up and breathe.


  6


  Gasping for Breath!


  Master Syon: “So how do you feel about it?”


  Abraham: “I feel surprisingly good!”


  Master Saladin: “To free oneself from the clutches of life, you have to hold on to life in the first place!”


  Abraham: “I never thought this would feel so light in the head!”


  Master Syon: “Saladin, tell Abraham we are not philosophers. He’d be confused because of our continuous worldly preaching.”


  Abraham: “I don’t think I will be confused about that anymore. This was a life-changing fifteen days for me.”


  Abraham: “Do you guys miss home?”


  Master Syon: “This is home!”


  Master Saladin: “I remember a story about this old trader who used to travel from place-to-place selling clothes, back in the 12th Century. He met a buyer one day in present-day Vietnam who asked him, ‘you travel around the world selling clothes, don’t you ever feel like staying home?’ to which the trader replied, ‘the dust from the East flows to the West and the dust from the South flows to the North, home exists wherever we travel!”


  Master Syon smiled and got up to get some water from the small pool beside him. Abraham got out of the dark cave from under the ground and joined Syon in drinking water. Master Saladin was still in the cave which was lit up blue from the water’s reflection. The three other monks apart from Saladin and Syon had gone onwards to travel up the volcanic mountain. The five monks, each of different faiths but all of them spiritual, decided to pursue Godship on a remote island away from normal life.


  Each of them had their unique ways to connect with God or higher being as some may call it, but all of them operated from the same cornerstone. Their philosophies on life, death, God, and spirituality weren’t the same but came from the same place. They might have differences in opinion, but the usual debate that followed the interaction was to come to a place of better understanding than to challenge someone else’s belief. Those five people in themselves were a model utopian society.


  Abraham sat on a flat, shiny rock, that seemed chiselled. He was watching Master Syon drink from the small pool of water, which was the cleanest drinking water Abraham had ever seen. The cave behind Abraham was inside a mountain that was sloping down for another five hundred meters in the same direction. The area outside of the mountain cave where Abraham and Master Syon were present was less dense. The dense trees started from another five hundred meters where the mountain slope ended. The dense trees led up straight to the volcanic mountain where the three monks were traveling. Master Syon had taken out a small amount of water in a container he made from banana tree leaves.


  Abraham looked at him and said- “Usually in towns, we take that much water to mix!”


  Master Syon- “Master Saladin would’ve not taken this light-hearted joke very light heartedly and you would’ve been in for a half an hour monologue on everything about alcohol and spirits.”


  Abraham- “Because of what he believes in?”


  Master Syon- “Master Saladin is a mystic Sufi. He has much more depth and perspective than the four of us combined. I am sure he would’ve drunk his way through mysticism.”


  Abraham- “Really? He drunk his way to mysticism?”


  Master Syon- “A Sufi has to go through every kind of test, and they are open to everything. He might abstain from it now, but I am guessing if it would be needed to reach that higher space in becoming a true mystic, he would’ve done everything!”


  Abraham- “What about the others?”


  Master Syon- “I don’t talk about people behind their backs.”


  Abraham- “No. I meant…like… what are they like?”


  Master Syon- “Well, Master Zayleigh was an agnostic trying to make sense out of everything in this world. He was moved by spirituality as a concept and found his Guru in the remote villages of Bulgaria.”


  Master Syon- “Master Yaron was born in a Jewish family in Israel. His views were shaped by his father who was a liberal and a mystic. He decided to go on a world tour before meeting Master Steve in Tibet in the realms of core Buddhist teachings.”


  Abraham- “What about you Master Syon?”


  Master Syon- “I was a Bombay Exchange Broker, born and brought up in a Brahmin family. I soon knew I would die in the cycle of mornings and evenings if I didn’t make any severe change!”


  Abraham- “So you decided to practice Spirituality?”


  Master Syon- “No. I decided to trek up a mountain with my friend! I met Master Saladin there sitting in a cave, he made me hear sounds in the water bodies when we were in the depths of it.”


  Abraham- “What?”


  Master Syon- “Yes”


  Abraham- “But there is no sound when you are in the water!”


  Master Syon- “What if I told you otherwise?”


  Master Syon- “That was the first thing Master Saladin had discovered while he was on his journey of spirituality. It opened my eyes. Not the conscious ones, the subconscious ones. Then we both learned from each other.”


  Abraham- “Can I hear in the water?”


  Master Syon- “Only if you are ready for it!”


  Abraham- “I don’t know!”


  Master Syon- “Why don’t you ask Master Saladin to guide you?”


  Abraham- “Is it okay to disturb him while he’s meditating?”


  Master Syon- “You can’t disturb him while he’s meditating”


  Abraham- “Thank God I asked!”


  Master Syon- “No. I meant; you cannot disturb him! You won’t be able to. No one would be able to. Master Saladin gets in and out of his meditative space only when he wants to, it isn’t influenced by external events!”


  Abraham decided to approach Master Saladin in the cave. He took Master’s name which echoed loudly across the entire cave after which Abraham decided to soften his tone.


  Abraham- “Master?”


  Saladin- “Sit on that rock!”


  Saladin pointed at the rock which was right above the blue water pool. The shadows of both and the water kept reflecting and moving on the walls of the cave. The cave was cold. So much so that Abraham rubbed his hands to keep himself warm. Saladin asked him to breathe and remove his shirt. Abraham took deep breaths and followed his command.


  Saladin- “Let’s jump!”


  Both jumped into the water and Saladin asked him to keep his eyes closed and hold his breath as they buoyed on the water. Saladin asked him to think about all the thoughts that made him uncomfortable. Abraham didn’t have any shortage of such troubling thoughts. Saladin had asked him to dump all the thoughts that bother him in the water and once his mind is free, he should focus on his hearing.


  Hearing is one sense which gets most suppressed in the water and Saladin wanted all of Abraham’s attention on his most suppressed sense. But the few times Abraham tried, he couldn’t even stay in the water for ten seconds and came back to the surface, gasping for breath. Even though he was a swimmer and used to the water, he couldn’t stay down more than a few seconds, without reaching up for the surface desperately.


  Saladin noticed this for a few minutes and then asked Abraham to stay afloat. He looked at Abraham for a few minutes before slowly sliding into the water and not coming out for at least five minutes. Abraham got a bit tense and decided to go in the water himself. As he took a dip inside, he found Saladin afloat halfway in the water, in an upright position with both hands folded.


  Saladin opened his eyes and came back slowly upwards. Saladin looked at Abraham for a long time and asked him- “Are you a troubled man?”


  Abraham- “Master?”


  Saladin- “You look like a man who doesn’t have control over his thoughts, who doesn’t have control over his urges, and who doesn’t have control over his ‘nafs’(self).


  Abraham- “Maybe it is true, master. My thoughts and urges are my enemies, just like most people.”


  Saladin- “A man who doesn’t have control over his nafs is a man who is bound to struggle.”


  Abraham and the Master decided to get out of the pool. The master went back to his place, where he had been sitting and started moving the water with his hands.


  Saladin- “Your consciousness is like this stirred water Abraham- unless you create ripples, it won’t move or generate waves. But once you decide to take control, you can displace every water molecule from its position in the pool. Same way, you need to have control over the thoughts your mind creates, the urges and cravings it has, and the actions that you take”


  Abraham looked at the water and then stared at the reflections it created on the cave walls. It was not just the ripples in the water that were moving, but its reflection too was making a visible attempt to make its presence felt. The Master said that it represented our two thoughts for every situation. For every event, we have a direct thought, but also a subconscious thought beyond the surface. The movement of the reflections were those direct thoughts, but the other deeper thought was actual movements on the surface of the water. If one can get a command over both, he gets command over his nafs.


  Saladin smiled and said- “You’ll come around. Let’s go eat.”


  Outside of the cave, Syon had prepared a meal of forest fruits and coconut water. Saladin came forward and picked up his plate made of banana leaves. Abraham had been used to eating with them since it had been a few days already now. Since the day he had requested the fisherman to take care of Koala for him while he decided to stay on the island, he had been eating the meals prepared by the Master, which in itself was a test for an urban guy like Abraham, who was used to eating at least two junk meals in a week. If the urban Abraham was fit, this one was fitter. The kind of diet the monks followed was organic and bound to be healthy.


  Abraham- “I had gone out searching for my next character, but after all I’ve seen in the last few months, it is surprising how I still have this feeling that I am yet to find my character.”


  Syon- “I hope it is one of us!” Saying this he chuckled at his own joke.


  Abraham- “I wish so too!”


  Saladin- “Are you searching for your next character?”


  Abraham- “Yes!”


  Saladin- “You sure you aren’t searching for yourself?”


  Abraham had deliberated this more in the recent days of his trip than ever. Earlier, he had found himself to be logical and stoic enough to make it big in life. He found himself to believe he had the magic dust which he still does, though, he wouldn’t deny if he was sure that he was looking at life from the right perspective.


  Abraham- “That question would ideally make me uncomfortable, but I don’t know what to say now that you’ve asked.”


  Saladin- “You are searching for yourself! Or a part of yourself.”


  Abraham- “And it is within me and that I don’t have to search for it outside!”


  Saladin- “Have you tried to understand this beyond bland words?”


  Abraham- “Well, I have tried.”


  Saladin- “You are chasing the next novel, not the character. What made you successful is what will make you successful in the future too, you just have to be ready to lose it all.”


  Abraham- “I am.”


  Saladin- “Tell me, where is your draft that you keep writing?”


  Abraham- “It is in my bag.”


  Saladin- “Mind if I take a look?”


  Abraham took it out of his bag and gave it to Saladin. Syon was carefully watching while he was relishing the Ice Apple on his banana leaf plate. Saladin looked at the draft and scanned it as if he were trying to evaluate how thick the bundle was. It was very thick. Abraham had been writing a lot of rough notes, character drafts, and whatnot. Saladin moved his hand near the small pool where they were sitting and stared right back at Abraham and asked- “Now tell me, are you ready to let this go?”


  Abraham- “It has all my drafts, words, characters, and everything for my next project, it would be insanity to let it go!”


  Saladin- “There is nothing in this. It is within you. If it were here, you wouldn’t be still feeling hollow. The day you sit back at your computer to type it out, it will be right within you as it was, it won’t be outside of you. You are not transferring, you are- expanding! And that’s it!”


  Saladin started dropping a page or two into the water. Abraham grew nervous.


  Abraham- “It is all within me!”


  Saladin smiled and asked him to repeat- “Can you repeat it loudly this time?”


  Abraham- “It is all within me!”


  Saladin put aside the draft and resumed his lunch. Abraham was puzzled. Abraham was finally ready to let it all go. He moved near Saladin and picked up the draft. He looked at the thick draft and started tearing apart all the pages one by one, except one blank page.


  Abraham- “And this is to remind me, it is all within me!”


  Abraham said that as he looked at the blank sheet of paper. Both Syon and Saladin smiled and nodded as if to appreciate Abraham’s realization.


  Syon- “Saladin, I think Abraham is ready!”


  Saladin- “What next?”


  Syon- “You know, Master!”
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  For the next two weeks, Abraham went through immense training over water, mountains, forests, and everything else made to test him. It wasn’t a navy SEAL type of training; it was a training of mind, body and consciousness. It was an inner journey into consciousness. A journey to spirituality.


  Abraham always had an affinity for people who were more spiritual than religious, and he always met people who were religious but not spiritual. His curiosity was peaking at this moment when he had come so close to seeing the so called ‘beyond’.


  “The journey to your inner core is through the body,” said Saladin when Abraham asked ‘why’ for a certain activity. Abraham was being tested in water, on mountains, amidst the night, and even went closer to animals he had never been familiar with. After Abraham was able to hold his breath for as long as eleven minutes under water, he came out exhilarated.


  With continuous training and thought management, Saladin guided Abraham to hold his breath for longer durations. Abraham used to always ask Saladin about how long he could survive in water to which one day Saladin went deep down to only come out on the surface after forty-seven minutes.


  “That was amazing!” Said an excited Abraham as soon as he saw Saladin on the surface.


  Saladin took Abraham to the sea one morning once he became confident of his underwater skills. Both took a deep dive with Saladin guiding Abraham to the deep oceans. Abraham was amazed to hear Saladin when he told him they would be going into the deep sea in the evening after sunset.


  “Is it safe?” asked Abraham.


  “We’ll find out,” Saladin smiled and replied.


  The ocean had always been a mysterious world to Abraham as much as for other people. As they began to dive deeper, the ocean started showing its most wondrous creatures, ones that Abraham had never even seen on television. Saladin had guided Abraham to rush back to the surface to breathe if he felt short of breath at any point and to identify the signs earlier, but seeing the deep ocean, Abraham just grew curious. At one point, when a shoal of fish approached Abraham, they started swimming in synchrony- turning and twisting with Abraham, who was surrounded by the fish. It was an intimidating as well as an exhilarating moment for him. Saladin gave a signal to him to keep following and not to lose track. After a few minutes, Saladin slowed down and gave a signal to Abraham to stop and not to make any noise or movement. What was in front was a squad of ‘firefly squid’.


  The night had set in, and it was dark. Very dark. Abraham felt jitters as he waited for the next set of instructions. Every second his nervousness grew. He felt threatened as he kept feeling that a predator was near him. But Abraham had started to trust Saladin.


  After a few seconds, a blue bioluminescent light started showing up from across them. It started as a vertical trail but within a few seconds surrounded them from all sides. A beautiful cool blue bioluminescent low light not only lighting itself up but the whole ocean around it. The light made the ocean vegetation visible too. The complex webs of plants and ecosystems underground were too beautiful to ignore. A series of blue lights now surrounded Saladin as he moved deeper into the ocean and around. Abraham hesitantly followed. The firefly squids had lit up Saladin and were moving with him. Abraham didn’t know what this communication and relationship was but was too curious to miss this major phenomenon. The squids moved the way Saladin moved, which after a certain point started seeming like one. The union was achieved. The coherent movement was such that one couldn’t figure out if the squid were moving Saladin or Saladin the squids. It seemed as if the firefly squids were trying to communicate, but what this communication was, was beyond Abraham to understand at this point. Probably Saladin knew.


  At this point, Saladin joined both his hands upwards and was floating in a vertical position. The squids completely covered him making him look like a bright blue bioluminescent sea animal. Abraham was frightened as well as excited to just witness this. He couldn’t however hold his breath any longer and had to rush back to the surface to breathe. The blue light on the surface wasn’t visible at all. It was late in the night but at this moment, Abraham felt complete.


  He quickly breathed, rested, and as guided by Saladin, rushed back to the bottom he traversed to. The Sufi mystic was performing a mystical dance with the squids on his body. As his body parts moved, the blue lights followed his movements. It seemed as if a flickering blue light was dancing. This dance seemed more ritualistic than a momentary performance. It felt as if the squids were trying to communicate but were consciously unaware. It took Abraham six sessions of ten minutes each to witness this communication ritual between Saladin and the firefly squids. After an hour, Saladin came up and breathed.


  “Are you even human, that was for one whole hour!!!” said Abraham the moment Saladin came out.


  “I told you, I can hold my breath for a long time,” laughed Saladin as he started swimming back.


  “What was that? This was the craziest thing I have ever seen!” Abraham replied startled.


  “I have a lot of friends in the sea, Abraham!” Saladin responded.


  “But you were dancing!” Abraham said.


  “It is one of the many ways to find a mystical union with the divine!” Saladin explained to Abraham.


  “You just performed a whirling dervish dance in the middle of the ocean with an obscure species, this is one of the many ways? I am wondering what the others are!” Abraham said after a brief pause as they approached land, while swimming back.


  “Finding divinity can be through what we call simple ways, too!”, said the Master.


  “It could be as simple as sitting under a tree and focusing,” added Saladin.


  “Like the Buddha!” Said Abraham.


  “Yes!” Saladin agreed with Abraham.


  They started clothing up, which they had left behind, before getting into the water. Abraham was still unable to digest what he had just seen. This was rare. He was at one point wondering just how much he could make by showing this to the world. But he had grown out of materialism, titles, and recognition in this trip! This was beyond wealth and fame for him now. He started to truly identify and recognize his mystical and spiritual side. This was no magic he saw. It was just an attempt of a mystic to communicate with the beings of the divine, to be able to communicate with divinity itself!


  Abraham no longer saw this trip as a pursuit. It had been months of traveling and he knew, that if he wanted to pen down a character, for that matter any character- now he could do it. This trip had become something else now. He wanted others to experience what he did through his writings, in one of the many ways one could experience such an event.


  What he had been lacking was not a character, or a story, or words! He had been failing to identify his sense of purpose and a direction to move forward. The higher energies that Abraham just felt, he wanted people to feel them through his words and writings. It was as if his words got a purpose.


  “A society of self-aware and conscious people,” Saladin said as they were heading back to the resting area.


  “What?” Asked Abraham.


  “That’s what I am hoping for. That is what all these people with me are hoping for,” the Master said.


  “That is a benevolent vision!” Abraham whispered as he followed.


  “You know Abraham, we, as a society, have enough resources and wealth to take care of every one of us. It is just that we are striving for the wrong things. More wealth, more fame- at the cost of what? At the cost of people who lose their homes, survive on roads, die of hunger, suffer all kinds of miseries?” The Master stated.


  “We have enough wealth to provide the best-in-class healthcare for every one of us. We have enough money to take care of all the necessities of a human being- food, shelter, and a sense of security!”, the Master added.


  “And once this is done, then we, as a society can move towards self-awareness, consciousness, and understanding things beyond our consciousness. Maybe, that’s the tipping point to transcend as humanity!” Saladin said as he ended his monologue.


  “I doubt that’s ever going to happen, that’s utopian optimism sir,” Abraham replied as they entered the resting place.


  “I will see you tomorrow, good night!” The master said as he walked away after giving a gentle nod.


  7


  Repurpose


  Master Saladin never returned to the resting area after that day. Abraham woke up the next day in the hope that he could learn more and share his perspective and sense of purpose, but the only company he got was of Master Syon and the birds on the trees, chirpy as they always were on that island.


  Master Syon noticed how Abraham had been diligently following Master Saladin’s lessons even after the master had left. He was either practicing or sitting and focusing. Master Syon approached Abraham one day and asked him to walk with him to the depths of the forest. Abraham agreed.


  “The day Master Saladin opened my eyes to the things we can hear in a resting lake, was the day I decided to know more!” Syon said as they walked further into the forest.


  “Do you want to hear the seven layers of sound?” Master Syon asked Abraham in a soft voice.


  “Yes, yes!” Abraham said exhilarated.


  “You’ll need training. The same way you were trained for what you witnessed in the ocean.” Master Syon explained to him.


  “I will get trained,” Abraham replied ecstatically.


  “This isn’t about your body or mind. It is about all your senses. All the sensory signals that your body sends to you, you will have to become aware of every bit of it!” said Master Syon.


  “I am ready,” said Abraham.


  “Is it the sound of the forest?” Asked Abraham.


  “You are close,” replied Master Syon. “How did you guess?”


  “I’ve been reading a writer and his writings. Well, technically listening!” Abraham replied thoughtfully.


  “That must be one skilled storyteller,” Master Syon said.


  “That is one skilled writer!” Abraham replied as he smiled.


  Master Syon took him to the edge of the forest where a stream flew into the ocean. The stream cut right through the island and had a lot of water gushing through with force across rocks and pebbles.


  “The forest has all kinds of sounds comprising of multiple layers. We don’t hear more than two or three layers beyond the usual constant white noise. The rest of the sound layers are dominated by the more dominant ones. I want you to identify the seven layers of sound through practice and be able to differentiate each of those layers clearly, even the ones that constitute the white noise. You need to heighten your senses for the same, only then you will be able to identify any sound around here,” said the master.


  “But there is a lot of noise of this river, I can barely hear you Master Syon!” Abraham said loudly.


  “I know. That’s why I have brought you here,” replied Master Syon.


  “The river will provide a constant noise to you, the first dominant layer and right now, even though it is hard to hear, but there are exactly seven layers of sounds along with this which you should be able to hear,” said Master Syon as he pointed towards the river.


  “Impossible!!!” Abraham said loudly.


  “All you need to do is to be able to identify the noise, let it constantly go in your head, and adjust it as a permanent background noise. Then identify the layers above and over,” said Master Syon. “Work on your hearing senses and do not move from this rock until you figure out!”


  “Well, why don’t you just guide me?” Abraham asked Master Syon.


  “I just did,” replied Master Syon.


  “If I guide you through the layers, you won’t be able to ever figure out yourself. A mind is a tricky place,” explained Master Syon.


  Master Syon handed Abraham a bunch of fruits, nuts, and dry coconut, copra and started to head back. Abraham saw him going off until he disappeared into the depths of the forest.


  Days passed by until Abraham could even manage to identify layers two and three. But nothing ever beyond that. Even if he felt he did, he felt he was being delirious. He stayed there, even after his food stock got over and he had to survive on the fruits he found nearby. He never went far and survived on the ones he found initially, coconut copra, papaya, and pineapple- that was his diet most of the days.


  Before going back, Master Syon had given him three rules to identify the layers, the first one was to listen and reflect inward than outward, the second one was to never chase the sounds, the third, was to become one with the forest.


  After days of tireless attempts, Abraham felt dejected. He barely could hear a howl or the movement of wind beyond the constant sound of the river. He had grown thinner, weak, and weary. Abraham decided to get down from the edge of the mountain and head to sit further close to the stream. The sound got louder. There was a lot of noise. Abraham sat down in a straight upright position and felt a gush of wind moving from everywhere around him. The breeze went right into his ears. The constant sound of the crickets was the third layer. He saw the river flowing and smiled. It was as if he had found control. He closed his eyes and pictured the forest in his head. Imagining it as it was as real as if he had opened his eyes. It was as if he had finally ‘opened’ his eyes. The forest in his mind was greener. The one where he could travel wherever he wanted to, without actually moving around. There was a rattlesnake nearby somewhere, but Abraham couldn’t figure out where. He could figure out its movement nearby, but not sure where. He couldn’t see it anywhere. It bothered him to not be able to understand where he heard the fourth layer. He decided to search for it but after a brief moment, he remembered the guidance of Master Syon, which was not to chase sounds. He moved through the forest and where the wind took him. As if he was riding it. There was a group of migratory birds that just flew and sat on a bunch of tall trees. The trees were very tall, and it was hard to differentiate any incoming sound. As he became one with the wind, he went on to embrace the whole forest as one unit, opening all his sensations to receive whatever was happening in the forest in that time frame. He could hear the chirpy birds as clearly as he could when he woke up in the resting area, all of this while sitting near the river with its loud rushing sound. Abraham figured out the seven layers one by one and decided to head back to the master.
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  When he reached the resting area after hours of travel, he sat down near the pool to drink water. Master Syon came out of the cave hearing him outside.


  “Is this what is called, attainment of higher self?” asked Abraham as soon as he saw the master.


  “I am a fellow traveller like you Abraham, all I can tell you is that the closer you get to your higher self, the closer you get to divinity,” replied Master Syon.


  “Master Saladin used to always say how the likes of The Buddha are sitting on top of a mountain and we are deep down on the ground far away on the path of consciousness and nirvana,” Master Syon added. “Everyone’s path is different, their journey is different.”


  “Isn’t both the same…?” asked Abraham.


  “Your path can be different, and the journey is the whole experience going through that path,” replied Master Syon. “What you experience on your path can be very different from what I do, which makes it my journey,” he added.


  “The ultimate goal is to reach as close as possible to the mountain top,” concluded Master Syon.


  “Is that what the other three masters are doing?” Asked Abraham as he looked at the mountain top.


  “Well, they took it quite literally,” said Master Syon as he chuckled.


  “No, seriously, what is it that is on the mountain top?” Abraham asked as he stared at the mountain.


  “This island has one of the most active volcanic mountains if you haven’t already noticed the rocks here,” replied master Master Syon.


  “I did!” Abraham exclaimed.


  “They are going to the mountain top to travel inward despite the heat and temperatures at the top,” said Master Syon.


  “Why not just use an artificial source of heat?” said Abraham.


  “Do you realize the massive amount of energy that a volcano carries? To travel inward, that energy would be of immense help to the masters,” said Master Syon.


  “Why didn’t you and Master Saladin go?” asked Abraham inquisitively.


  “Different paths, and different journeys!” Said Master Syon as he smiled and walked away to the cave.


  “Can I join them?” Abraham asked him.


  “Only if you want to,” said Master Syon.


  Abraham decided to pack his belongings and leave for the mountain top. Master Syon made him understand that it was a day’s journey by foot unless he finds a horse on the way. There were no horses here. But Abraham wished it wasn’t a joke and he could really find a horse. He was tired from the previous sessions with Master Saladin and Master Syon and wasn’t yet used to the island diet. He persisted and continued his journey to the island. The only thing that could keep him going was a classic song by his favourite Nordic band, which was not that famous, but Abraham preferred it that way since it felt like his own safe space to him.
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  “I saw through the glass rim


  Those hazel eyes and urchin,


  Searching within


  Almost as if shouting.


  Swept away like a sea breeze


  Have been searching since


  Could it lie?


  The story I was told


  Why’d you shy?


  If truth doesn’t hurt you anymore


  Are you gonna run?


  Away with fears or instil them some more?


  Is this a classic song?


  Seems like I have heard this one before


  The breeze passed by


  Weary and sullen


  Speaking of hard truth and travel


  And another promise


  Faded, blue with sunset’s orangish hue


  Words packed like an ice cube


  As I waited for the next sip


  Sunshine beamed of the glass rim


  Keyboard stroke,


  And familiar score


  Is this a classic song?


  Seems like I have heard this one before”
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  After a long journey, Abraham approached the mountain which was getting sparser. The island had seen frequent eruptions sweeping off the trees and vegetations nearby. At one point, he reached the area where there was just a plain field in front of him and a huge mountain. Abraham couldn’t make out if it was a cloud of smoke over the mountain top or just clouds in general. There was a big green field, empty as it was in front of him with the centre view of a black mountain, which was not that tall from where Abraham was standing but, as he went closer to it, he felt as if it would require half a day to just climb up the mountain, which made sense as he had just passed half a day reaching the point he did. It made sense to take a halt here in the sparse jungle rather than in the open field and continue the journey the next day.


  Abraham had started to feel the heat the next day as soon as he approached the mountain after traversing through the field. It was warm. Not pleasant warm but uncomfortable warm. He could feel heat waves hit the open areas of his body which was predominantly his face. As he climbed up, the field became barren and rocks, harder. The rocks were pure black. Abraham grew weary. He had limited food left and no water sources to refill his water carrier.


  As he reached closer to the top, the sun was over his head, and it was noon. The sun and the mountain top both made it immensely difficult to climb further up but he was almost near the summit now. As he reached the top, he saw three men, sitting at three equally distanced spots with their eyes closed, legs crossed, and hands over the lap. They were all wearing normal clothes as to what imagined themselves to be wearing. No white cotton plain cloth, no mystic head caps, no one had shaved their hair off the head. They were all just normal-looking men. Mystical, for sure, but nothing like he had imagined.


  “Masters…” said Abraham in a soft voice.


  “I am glad you’ve joined us here Abraham. It seems you’ve learned a lot in the last few weeks,” replied Master Zayleigh.


  “I have…” replied Abraham.


  “What brings you all here?” asked Abraham as he moved towards the centre beyond the perimeter of where the men were sitting.


  “Do not proceed any further…” cautioned Master Steve. “Hundred steps beyond where you are standing, and you will get burnt.”


  Abraham obliged and decided to move back a bit to the perimeter where the three masters were sitting. He sat between Master Zayleigh and Master Steve, directly facing Master Yaron.


  “We are sitting just where our bodies are physically safe from the heat of the volcano. This is a high-energy space and the space between where you start getting burnt and us is the red zone. I would strongly suggest you be very mindful of this distance and respect the energy. Align yourself with it but do not take it for granted,” said Master Zayleigh in a soft voice.


  “But why here?” Abraham asked them.


  “This is a high-energy zone, Abraham. The amount of energy present here is abundant. We must be one with it. In the path to the inner journey, you got a visual representation of Master Saladin’s dervish dance in the deep blue sea. You listened to the seven layers of sound and became one with the forest by aligning your sensory signals. For many, the third aspect involves traveling within a high energy space, where you can feel the energy and communicate without any tools,” replied Master Steve.


  “Is there a trick to this?” asked Abraham.


  “Different paths and different journeys son,” said Master Zayleigh.


  “Abraham, we await you with us. Remember, the control over your nephesh(self) will matter the most here!” said Master Yaron whose eyes were still closed.


  “You mean Nafs?” Abraham sought clarity.


  “Exactly!” said Yaron in a soft voice.


  “Prove to yourself, that you have full control over your nafs, and you’re closer to yourself!” said Master Zayleigh as he closed his eyes along with the other three.


  Abraham saw them all suddenly switch to a different zone as he saw their faces turning slightly bright.


  “Is that what’s called noor?” Abraham said softly but he got no answers. He realized he had said it softer than intended and decided to follow Master’s footsteps.


  Abraham knew this was the hardest part for him. Nafs. To let himself go and still have control over his nafs. To be able to deal with every thought. It was really hot, and Abraham couldn’t understand how the Masters were sitting so calmly. After a few minutes, sweating had begun, and Abraham grew uncomfortable. But the Masters were sitting as is. At one point, it became so hot, Abraham thought to move back a bit to lessen the heat exposure.


  He looked at the other masters and they were sitting comfortably without a single expression of distress on anyone’s face. Abraham decided against moving back and decided to let himself go. He thought to himself that if others can do it, he can too. If he has done it in the past few weeks, he can do this time too. No matter the time. Abraham after a jittery start decided to not move at all until it doesn’t matter to him anymore.


  After a few hours, Abraham was still sitting with his eyes closed, slightly struggling with the sweat but better off. Master Yaron opened his eyes and said to Abraham- “Search within- control your nafs” and he closed his eyes again. But Abraham’s eyes were still closed. Abraham had a lot of questions, but he parked them all. He took a deep breath and decided to completely ignore the heat and rather, use it to transcend as the Master suggested. Abraham aligned himself with the heat and embraced. It was no longer an external event; rather it was a part of who Abraham was. The heat, the warmth, the light, smoke, were all part of Abraham. It was as if, it was getting emitted from him. He felt as if he was the source of it.


  “Come, Abraham, let this energy extend you, while you move around to the coldest place you’ve ever been to, even if it has been just in your dreams,” said Master Steve calmly. All their eyes were still closed. It was not strange to him after all. He was a part of the same energy the Masters were.


  Without even moving an inch, Abraham was right in the middle of nowhere. Everything and everywhere was ice. His physical torso was right in the middle of a mountain, but he was feeling his presence right in the middle of a glacier. His body and mind were at two very different places. He had grown beyond physical discomfort. He had the grip over his nafs to feel what he wanted to. To be, what he wanted to, at that moment, at that place. Sheets of white ice, hard cold winds crushed Abraham while he sat near a burning volcano. He used the energy space along with the other masters, admitted its power, and aligned himself with it. The other masters weren’t at the same place though. Different paths and different journeys. For every one of them, utilization and alignment with that energy space were very different. Abraham didn’t know where they were, but all of them had noor on their faces before Abraham went right in the middle of a glacier. He was still feeling hot and cold waves together in between his breaths. But that was okay, as Master Syon had told him to give himself time and be gentle. A hot and cold wave, mixed, kept taking Abraham’s attention elsewhere, which he had to draw back to where he wanted. He wanted complete control over his nafs. No bargain, no settling for anything less. He was here for an inner journey, which he was completely ready to get annihilated for, considering he was sitting on a volcanic mountain. The cold waves were becoming constant as Abraham took control over his breaths, thus controlling his heart rate and mind. He raced his heart at the pace he wanted to. He remembered a book he had read a decade back, one of his favourites-where in the end, the little girl after a series of bombings found her parents and ran towards them. The kind of joy that little girl found, in that very moment, when she found both after believing for a week that she had lost them- it was the same joy Abraham experienced. He decided to run as fast as he could with the same joy, emphatic as the little girl, finally liberated with joy until he opened his eyes, breathing heavily, gasping for breath, but this time- out of joy!


  8


  Space and Time


  The sun had started to set. The quaint coffee shop by the seaside was not only popular with tourists but with the locals too. This was one of those old cafés that attracted a lot of visitors but never changed its old architecture, menu, and other things that could be changed to a more contemporary design. This was the café’s specialty though. That’s exactly what made people flock to it. The sheer history that it carried. The innumerable sunset it had seen, every day with a different person. Some did stay though. This was situated right next to a sunset view but was unexplainably economical as compared to the premium concrete hotel right next to it.


  Abraham walked out of the hotel, after finishing his seminar and clicking pictures with a few of the readers who admired him. The management did ask Abraham if he didn’t like the menu there as he had decided to cut short his post-seminar tea session and had decided to exit. It was nothing like that. The place next to it was just too admirable and Abraham’s favourite. He however decided to take out his car and pretend to leave until he parked it at another place, got into a local cab, and came back to the same place, this time to enter the quaint blue sunset café. He did this intentionally because he wanted no one from the seminar to catch him for small talk. It was hard to find some time alone these days especially with multiple meetings and sessions consuming most of his time throughout the day. Abraham wore a grey suit with a white shirt and a black tie which shined bright especially with the sunrays. The café had wooden architecture that extended into a big balcony in which Abraham found a spot to sit in. He sat down and took a deep breath as he looked at the beautiful view. The sun had started to set, the water looked orange and the tea was served hot in a kulhad just as he preferred. This was perfect. Nothing could beat this. After a few minutes of ignoring, he decided to finally check the message and a missed call from the same number.


  The message read- “Mira Ceti, as seen by the Hubble Space Telescope”. The message was followed by an image. Abraham zoomed in and looked at it and wondered who it was.


  Message: “Chai and sunset, cliché beginnings have cliché endings!”


  Abraham started looking around as if to find a familiar face. But he found none. He looked inside the café. He went outside and looked towards the hotel nearby. He saw no familiar face, just traffic, and people. He decided to head back inside and sat at the same table.


  Message: “I loved the book by the way!”


  Abraham replied finally: “Who’s this?”


  Message: “So are the other characters depicted in the novel real?”


  Message: “In that case, can I join you on the next trip?”


  Abraham left the message on ‘read’, thinking it was just someone random from the internet. Abraham was staring blankly at the sun going down as he sipped his tea when he realized... He quickly opened the last message and read softly - “So are the other characters depicted in the novel real?”


  He was reading the message again and again as something struck him. He emphatically searched the place around him while he got another message which said- “I should’ve joined you on the trip that day when you asked!”


  Abraham replied: “How did you find me?”


  Message: “Your Instagram profile is public, sir!” with a smiling emoticon.


  Abraham: “Makes it easy for stalkers, doesn’t it?”


  Message: “Anyone can trace every location you’re at, you share so much Abraham!”


  Abraham: “How’d you get my number?”


  Message: “Well, I reached out to your friend and told her who I was. I had to show her my ID card to prove my name was Aravalli!”


  Abraham: “Where are you?”


  Aravalli got up from a seat at the back of the room where she had been holding a menu to her face all this while. She had worn a black sweatshirt and jeans, which didn’t give away her identity that easily even though Abraham had done a tiring search. Aravalli came in front of him and asked- “Can I have a seat?”


  Abraham stood up and hugged her. The jasmine fragrance she carried was still with her. It reminded him of the cold night they had first hugged each other. Aravalli took a seat and removed her sweatshirt. Abraham took a deep breath as if to capture every odour around him. She looked beautiful as always. Those blue eyes were glittering with the same excitement he had seen when she found out Abraham was the author who wrote the book, ‘The boy who lived’.


  “Where the hell did you go the other day?” Abraham asked as if he were angry.


  “We should have exchanged digits I guess!” Aravalli replied as she looked down.


  She continued- “I got a call about my appa, I had to leave!”


  “What about your father?” Abraham asked.


  “Well, he passed away that same day!” Aravalli replied.


  “After a few days, my mom did too. I was in no space to call or reach out to you.” said Aravalli.


  “I am so so sorry…” said Abraham as he looked down.


  “It’s alright, part of life, I guess…” she said that as she held Abraham’s hands which were clenched on the table.


  “So, I see you had a great journey,” she changed the topic, smiling.


  “Well, it could’ve been better if someone had joined me that day!” Abraham said, looking at her.


  “I wish! I was so stupid, if I knew this was going to turn into a book, I would’ve got a larger role than a crackhead in a village,” she said as she burst into laughter. Abraham laughed along though he was looking into her eyes again. Something always brought him back to them. He was still figuring out what.


  “How are you?” Abraham asked as he took a deep breath.


  “Better, right now!” She said as she looked right into Abraham’s eyes.


  “I tried finding you, everywhere. Considering how you don’t exist on a lot of Social Media platforms; it was very tough finding you. The day I finally found you was the day I felt as if I had found an old friend. I have been completing my Ph.D. thesis, papers and finding galaxies as usual. Unlike you. I was so jealous reading the whole novel imagining what it would have been like for you! I even went back to the village multiple times hoping I’d find you. The colonel didn’t know where you were, you didn’t leave any contact details or address. You should stop doing that for God’s sake. I moved to different cities. Went to Belgium and Japan for six months each. I so wanted to share a recent development with you, you would’ve been awestruck. I had been moving places, going on trips, journeys, and meeting people, but something always reminded me about my brief encounter with you. Appa would’ve loved talking to you. You and your poetic ways would’ve got to him. You writers aren’t credible people though, you are so good with words that you do not know when you are fooling yourself with the trick of your words. So yeah, I went to the colonel, he didn’t have a clue where you were. I tried asking the villagers, but they think of me as a towny bit*h. Days, weeks, and months passed until one day, I finally see one of the posters of a book with the writer’s name as H.A. Abraham. The same guy who looks at the nebula with the curiosity of a little kid. I dropped a few emails to the Email ID you had shared at the back of the book, guess no one looks at them! After a lot of failed attempts on social media, I finally found your handle and started dropping messages to you but alas, you don’t see messages there too. What gives you the audacity to do that with just 23k followers? There are people changing clothes on the platform who have more followers than you, an author! But whatever, I figured out the handle of your friend, Soumya! And can you stop using the exact names of people in your books? You will get sued one day! Soumya embarrassed me by asking me for my ID proof which I did give her. What’s her deal though? She’s very protective about you! After that, once she verified, she was very sweet and finally gave me your number. I was planning to contact you, but then I saw a post about your seminar here which you announced some few weeks back, so I decided I’d surprise you! You wrote a whole book of events- did you find the character you were searching for though?”


  Abraham smiled and passed on the glass of water to her. She seemed breathless after the long monologue. She obliged and took the glass. She took a sip as her phone vibrated. She picked up to see it was Abraham’s. Abraham was looking at her- he smiled and looked at the sunset. She unlocked her phone, and opened the message which read-


  “I found my character. For the rest of my life. Did you?”


  Aravalli looked at him. The chiselled jawline and droopy eyelids seemed as if he had seen too much, too early. His hair had a few whites. The sun rays fell on the man’s forehead as it dimmed down- after a whole day of giving light and warmth, it was time to take rest. His knuckles and fists on the table seemed rock solid. The single hair which kept falling on his forehead waved along with the wind. The calmness in the man and his mighty presence felt so overwhelming to her. She looked at him and smiled, took a deep breath and texted back-


  “I did.”


  She placed her hands on Abraham’s and looked at the sun which finally disappeared, leaving only the last few rays which made the evening visible. Abraham didn’t check the last text. The warmth of Aravalli’s hands said everything.


  [image: ORN]


  [One Year later]


  While Abraham’s search for a novel character ended with finding a life partner, his novels and writings found a new fanbase. His writing was applauded by the masses, and he developed a cult of readers. Yes, a cult of readers. He wrote another book on investment philosophies. His fiction, as well as non-fiction work, got appreciated across the world. One of his novels even topped the bestselling charts across the US for consecutive six weeks. Most of this was unfinished work he was finally able to streamline and close.


  One day, when a reporter asked him what was that he was trying to achieve with his writings, Abraham said- “I am awake, you are asleep. I am trying to wake people up through my writings.”


  Reporter: “But you do a lot of non-spiritual writing as well!”


  Abraham: “So what…?”


  Reporter: “Well, I am not exactly sure how things concerned with materialism and those with spirituality align themselves?”


  Abraham: “The essential purpose of my writings is to wake people up. Literature of an awakened man as I’d like to call it. Of course, not all my work will be directed towards that sole purpose…some of that is just pure story consumption which is supposed to be a pleasure for people. But the essence is as I told you, to wake people up and to expose them to awakened literature in whatever little way I can!”


  Reporter: “There has been a lot of news about your so-called inner journey concept, can you tell us a bit more about it?”


  Abraham chuckled and asked the reporter curiously with a smiling face.


  Abraham: “What is in the news?”


  The reporter got slightly nervous and started to respond. Before he could start, Abraham said: “I know, I know… I am just kidding.”


  Abraham: “The concept of the inner journey will be explained in a separate upcoming non-fiction book, which will highlight the various practices of gurus around the world and also get into the details of certain specific smaller groups and their ways.”


  Reporter: “Is this also the first announcement of your work because we’ve not heard about it before?”


  Abraham: “Yes.”


  Abraham sipped a glass of water as he looked around the café where he was being interviewed, post his book reading session.


  Reporter: “People have always been very curious about how you work and your literary work. While it rings a bell with many, a lot of people also find you difficult to comprehend. What do you have to say about that?”


  Abraham: “It is not their fault. The society and structures we’ve built, we have been raised and raising our kids in the same ecosystem. While that ecosystem works, I don’t think we’ve created a fully self-sufficient society, which could work with love and compassion focussing on the inner journey as much as on materialism and worldly pleasures. They aren’t separate, they are both sides of the same coin.”


  Reporter: “And…what’s the coin?”


  Abraham: “The human consciousness…”


  Reporter: “So should we consider you an upcoming Guru?”


  Abraham: “My philosophies will reflect in the stories and characters that I build. I do not plan to become a Guru of any sort.”


  Reporter: “Many people also talk a lot about your visit to the mountains and you disappearing for almost six months. Was it like one of those trips the Beatles made to India? Is your recent work an inspiration from that trip?”


  Abraham took a long pause as he absorbed the reporter’s words. The reporter had particles of dust settled on the left side of his blazer’s surface as sunshine penetrated through the glass onto their table in the café.


  Abraham: “Well that trip surely helped me write better. I had started that trip thinking of coming out of a writer’s block. The trip…the journey, it is hard to put it into words and describe it.”


  Reporter: “You are a writer; how hard could it be?”


  Abraham: “Let’s just say I am awakened now!”


  Reporter: “What do you mean when you say that?”


  Abraham: “Would you like to hear a story?”


  Reporter: “Sure!”


  Abraham: “You’d have to remove that mic and camera!”


  Reporter: “But we’re interviewing!”


  Abraham: “Those are my terms!”


  Reporter: “Okay.”


  [After three hours and 5 cups of coffee]


  Reporter: “Wow… that is something…”


  The reporter took a deep breath as he looked around the café as if he was searching for something. He then moved on to ask a question while his eyes were still zoned out as if figuring out something.


  Reporter: “What happened after that?”


  Abraham: “After what?”


  Reporter: “I mean after you came down from that volcanic mountain and left the island. What happened?”


  Abraham: “I think a part of me is still there. Always. But I get your question!”


  Reporter: “Yes.”


  Abraham: “We decided to achieve bigger things spiritually together. The other masters were of course much more experienced, but I have my ways and as they say - ‘everyone’s journey is different’. I decided to learn more from them for another few days, camping around the mountain near the small pond. We discussed various breathing techniques, energy fields, substances, and what they have learned about each. I had my thesis on mushrooms and berries. We also discussed the idea of communicating without needing to do so directly in any way, that is talk, write, signs etc. On the mountain, near that energy field, it felt as if I could travel time and communicate with the other monks. Our ability to do that with each other, that is, communicate without the need of an external tool like a pen or a phone or physical signs and only through possibly a high energy field or a meditative space is something we took a challenge with.”


  Reporter: “What are you supposed to do?”


  Abraham: “Well we humans can only travel space and not through time when it comes to the two dimensions. But what if we could communicate through energy fields without any additional technological equipment?”


  Reporter: “Why not just use a phone and existing communication mechanisms?”


  Abraham: “Well, the idea is if we can communicate in our current timelines, this space-time fabric, we will be able to do it in other time instances as well.”


  Reporter: “So like time telepathy…?”


  Abraham: “We decided back there we will meet again at a location on Dec 16th, 2025. We can’t communicate with each other as well since there is no way we can contact each other. No addresses, no phones-nothing.”


  Reporter: “At a location…?”


  Abraham: “That…we will figure out by trying to communicate with each other through spiritual & meditative means!”


  Reporter: “Where are you meeting?”


  Abraham: “I don’t know!”


  Reporter: “Why did you ask me to switch off the mic and camera?”


  Abraham: “So that you don’t publish me as a ‘crackhead’ tomorrow…”


  Reporter: “But…why did you share all of this with me?”


  Abraham: “You seem like a good listener…”


  Reporter: “What if you never figure out?”


  Abraham smiled and gently got up, picking his coat from the back of the chair. He looked outside the glass windows and saw Aravalli approaching.


  Abraham: “I am sorry, I will have to leave, my wife is here to pick me up!”


  The reporter smiled and got up as if overwhelmed. He shook hands, clasping Abraham’s hand with both his hands and helped Abraham with his tan leather laptop bag. As Abraham moved towards the door of the café, which was just near the table they were sitting at, the reporter asked again- “What if you never figure out?”


  Abraham smiled back at him and nodded as if to bid goodbye. He opened the door as the cool wind blew his soft hair. The outside noise now entered the café. The street chaos entered the hearts of those sitting inside the café as if an evil soul broke loose.


  The End....
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