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    Chapter 1: Jugnu (Fireflies)

    
    
  
  Bhushan Kulkarni watched his two children chase fireflies across the back garden of their farmhouse, knowing that his daughter's heart could stop at any moment and that the stopping would be the silence that replaced everything.

Chitra was seven. Seven years old with a congenital heart defect that the cardiologist at Sassoon Hospital had diagnosed when she was four — the diagnosis arriving on a Tuesday morning in the particular way that diagnoses arrived: casually, as if the words "ventricular septal defect" were ordinary words and the ordinary-words containing the extraordinary information that Bhushan's daughter's heart had a hole in it and the hole was the thing that could kill her and the killing was the possibility that accompanied every moment of every day.

The farmhouse sat on three acres at the edge of Mulshi, forty minutes from Pune, where the Sahyadri foothills began their climb toward the Western Ghats and where the monsoon-fed greenery produced the particular landscape that Bhushan had chosen for his family — the choosing being: an ecology professor who studied biodiversity needed to live where biodiversity lived, and Mulshi was where biodiversity lived. The farmhouse's back garden sloped toward a tree line of teak and jamun that marked the boundary between the maintained land and the wild land and the wild-land being the Western Ghats' jurisdiction.

"Dheere, beta!" Charu called from the verandah. Charu — his wife, a nurse at the KEM Hospital satellite clinic in Hinjewadi, the nurse-wife combination being the particular Indian household where medical knowledge was both comfort and curse: comfort because Charu knew what to do if Chitra collapsed; curse because Charu knew what Chitra's collapse would mean.

Slowly, sweetheart!

"Theek hai, Aai!" Chitra called back, her dupatta flying behind her as she ran with the small butterfly net that Bhushan had made from mosquito netting and a bent wire hanger — the improvisation of a father whose engineering skills were ecological, not mechanical, but whose ecological-engineering produced: a functional net.

Tanmay — five, sturdy, built like his maternal grandfather who had been a kabaddi player in Kolhapur — followed his sister with an empty Kissan jam jar. The jar that Bhushan had punched holes into with a nail, the nail-punching being the father's particular task in the firefly-catching ritual: provide the container, punch the breathing holes, supervise from a distance.

"Didi, woh dekh! Woh wala pakad!" Tanmay pointed at a particularly bright firefly hovering above the jasmine bushes. Didi, look! Catch that one!

July in Mulshi was: monsoon. The monsoon that had arrived on schedule this year — June 7th, the 7th being early enough to satisfy the farmers and late enough to worry the meteorologists, the worry being the permanent state of Indian meteorology: worry about the monsoon when it's late, worry about the monsoon when it's early, worry about the monsoon when it arrives on time because on-time might mean abnormal-normal.

The fireflies were magnificent tonight. Hundreds — perhaps a thousand — filling the tree line and the garden and the air between the garden and the trees with the particular yellow-green bioluminescence that the Sahyadri's firefly population produced during monsoon season. The bioluminescence being: the mating call, the call that said "I am here, I am alive, find me," the finding being reproduction and the reproduction being: the continuation of the species through light.

Bhushan stood on the first-floor balcony overlooking the garden, a glass of chai in his hand — the chai that Charu made with ginger and cardamom, the ginger-cardamom combination being Charu's particular recipe inherited from her mother in Sangli, the Sangli-recipe producing the specific taste that was home and that the home-taste accompanied the evening ritual of watching the children and watching the fireflies and the watching being: the ecological professor's particular joy — observing the natural world from his balcony with chai and the particular contentment of a man whose profession and passion were the same thing.

"Bhushan, utaro. Chitra thak jayegi." Charu — the instruction that was the concern, the concern being: the cardiologist had said Chitra could play but should not overexert and the overexertion being the line that they monitored constantly, the constantly being: every breath, every flush of colour, every moment of stillness that might be rest or might be the heart.

Bhushan, go down. Chitra will get tired.

"Main jaata hoon — ek minute." He set the chai on the balcony railing — the railing that was the old stone railing of the farmhouse that they had bought three years ago, the buying being the ecological professor's particular real estate decision: buy the farmhouse with the most biodiversity, the most-biodiversity being Mulshi's particular selling point.

Chitra swung the net at a firefly just above her head — the swing too late, the firefly blinking dark before the net arrived.

"Jab chamak raha hai tab pakadna, beta!" Bhushan called down. "Agar band hone ka wait karogi toh woh move ho jayega!" Catch it while it's flashing, sweetheart! If you wait for it to stop, it'll have moved!

Chitra giggled. The giggling that was the sound — the sound that Bhushan and Charu had decided, silently and without discussion, was the most important sound in their house. The sound that said: the heart was working, the lungs were filling, the child was alive and happy and the alive-and-happy being the state that the parents worked to maintain every day.

Chitra tried to jump for a firefly that hovered just beyond her reach — the jumping being the overexertion, the overexertion happening before anyone could prevent it. Her foot caught on the uneven ground — the monsoon-softened earth that was Mulshi's particular terrain hazard — and she fell.

She lay still.

The stillness — the stillness that was the trigger, the trigger being: Chitra lying still was the worst thing in the Kulkarni household's catalogue of worst things. The still-child being the possibility that the heart had stopped, the heart-stopping being the fear that lived in every room of the farmhouse and that the fear was: now.

"CHITRA!" Charu screamed from the verandah, already running, already moving with the particular speed that nurse-mothers produced when their patient was their child.

Bhushan was down the stairs before Charu reached the garden — the stairs taken three at a time, the three-at-a-time being the speed of paternal terror.

When they reached her, Chitra was sitting up. The sitting-up being: the relief. The relief that arrived like monsoon after drought — sudden, overwhelming, the relief washing through the body and the body processing the relief as: weakness, the knees softening, the adrenaline draining.

"Aai, main theek hoon. Bas gir gayi." Chitra — the seven-year-old's dismissal of the fall that had nearly stopped her parents' hearts.

Aai, I'm fine. I just fell.

"Saans aa raha hai? Chakkar nahi aa raha?" Charu — the nurse's assessment, the clinical questions that the mother asked because the mother was also the nurse and the nurse-mother needed the data.

Are you breathing okay? Not feeling dizzy?

"Nahi, Aai. Main theek hoon."

Tanmay held out the Kissan jar. "Didi, chal na. Abhi toh half bhi nahi bhara." Didi, come on. We haven't even filled half.

"Bas, Tanmay. Didi thak gayi hai." Bhushan — the father's intervention.

"Nahi thaki!" Chitra protested.

Bhushan picked up the net. "Achha, toh Baba ko try karne do?" He ran toward a firefly flashing three metres away — ran with the deliberate clumsiness of a father performing for his children, the performing being: miss the firefly, produce laughter, restore normalcy after the fall.

He swung. Missed. The firefly blinked dark before the net arrived.

Chitra giggled. "Baba, jab chamak raha hai tab pakadna!" The echoing of his own instruction — the echoing that was the child's particular victory: using the parent's words against the parent.

Baba, catch it while it's flashing!

Bhushan froze.

Not from the instruction. From the change.

The change being: the fireflies had stopped. All of them. Simultaneously. The simultaneously being — not a gradual dimming, not a one-by-one cessation, but the absolute and instantaneous termination of every firefly's bioluminescence within his field of vision. A thousand lights extinguished at the same moment, the same-moment being the synchrony that Bhushan's ecological training flagged as: impossible.

Fireflies did not synchronise in India. Indian firefly species — particularly Pteroptyx species in the Western Ghats — displayed synchronous flashing in specific locations (Bhandardara, Purushwadi), but the synchrony was coordinated flashing, not coordinated cessation. Coordinated cessation — every firefly stopping simultaneously — was not a documented behaviour. The not-documented being: unprecedented.

The garden was dark. The tree line was dark. The air between the garden and the trees was dark. The only light was the farmhouse behind him and the distant lights of Mulshi village across the valley.

Bhushan locked eyes with Charu. Charu whose mouth was open — the open-mouth being the expression of a woman who had seen something that the seeing could not process.

"Tune dekha?" Charu whispered. Did you see that?

He nodded.

"Baba, jugnu kahan gaye?" Chitra — her small hand reaching for his, the reaching being the child's instinct when the world became strange: reach for the parent.

Baba, where did the fireflies go?

"Pata nahi, beta. Tanmay, jar dikhao." He took the jar from his son, examining it against the farmhouse's backlight. Fifteen or so fireflies crawled along the bottom — alive, moving, but not flashing. Their bioluminescent organs dark. The dark-organs being the anomaly within the anomaly: the captured fireflies had also stopped, the stopping being: not a response to environmental stimulus (the captured ones were in a jar, separated from the external environment) but something else. Something internal. Something that had told every firefly simultaneously: stop.

"Bhushan?" Charu's voice — small, the small-voice being the voice that Charu used when the nurse's clinical training could not explain what the nurse was seeing.

"Mujhe nahi pata." I don't know.

The ecologist who did not know. The ecologist whose profession was knowing the natural world and whose knowing had been the compass and whose compass was now: confused. Because the natural world did not do this. The natural world did not switch off simultaneously. The natural world was gradual — dawn, dusk, seasons, migrations, the gradual being nature's tempo. Simultaneous cessation was not nature's tempo. Simultaneous cessation was: something else.

He stood in the dark garden. His daughter's hand in his. The fireflies gone.

The monsoon clouds above — dark, heavy, the clouds that would rain tomorrow or tonight or in an hour, the clouds being the only thing that remained normal in the moment that the normal had stopped.

He looked at the jar again. The fireflies still not flashing.

Something had changed. Something in the world had shifted — the shifting being the thing that Bhushan could not name and the not-naming being the terror: the terror of the ecologist who studied the natural world and who had just witnessed the natural world do something that the natural world was not supposed to do.


  
    Chapter 2: Reporter Ka Shak (The Reporter's Suspicion)

    
    
  
  Three days after the fireflies went dark in Mulshi, Tarun Gokhale slammed the door of his rented flat on Linking Road in Bandra and took the stairs two at a time — the two-at-a-time being the particular speed of a reporter who had been woken at 5:47 AM by his editor's phone call and whose editor's phone call contained the two words that made reporters move fast: "breaking story."

Tarun was twenty-eight. Twenty-eight and employed at the Mumbai Herald — the Herald being one of the city's remaining broadsheets, the remaining being the particular distinction in an era when broadsheets were dying and the dying produced the environment that Tarun worked in: understaffed, underpaid, overworked, the trifecta of Indian journalism in the digital age.

His flat was a 1BHK in the particular Bandra configuration that real estate agents called "compact" and that residents called "small" — the small being: a bedroom that doubled as a living room, a kitchen that tripled as a dining room and a storage area, and a bathroom where the shower's spray reached the toilet. The Mumbai flat. The 1BHK that every twentysomething journalist in Mumbai knew as home because the knowing-as-home was the financial reality: journalists' salaries and Mumbai rents existed in the particular relationship that economists called "inverse" and that residents called "painful."

The rickshaw to the Herald's office in Lower Parel took twenty-two minutes — the twenty-two being fast for Mumbai, the fast being: 5:47 AM traffic, the pre-rush-hour window that was the city's gift to early risers. The rickshaw's meter showing forty-three rupees, the forty-three being the fare that Tarun paid without receipt because the without-receipt was the rickshaw transaction's particular informality.

The Herald's newsroom was chaos. The chaos being the organised variety — reporters at desks, editors on phones, the particular hum of a newsroom processing a story that was large enough to require the entire staff and that the entire-staff requirement was the story's size indicator: the bigger the story, the more people in the room before 7 AM.

Raghav Lancaster — editor-in-chief, fifty-three, the particular breed of Indian editor who had survived the print-to-digital transition by being indispensable and whose indispensability was: knowing everyone, remembering everything, maintaining the particular editorial instinct that no algorithm could replicate.

"Tarun. Mere office mein. Abhi." Raghav — the command delivered while walking, the walking-command being the editor's particular efficiency: movement and instruction simultaneously.

Tarun. My office. Now.

Raghav's office was glass-walled — the glass-walls being the newsroom's panopticon, the panopticon allowing Raghav to see the newsroom and the newsroom to see Raghav and the seeing being the mutual accountability.

"Raat ko kya hua pata hai?" Raghav began. Do you know what happened last night?

"Editor sahab, 5:47 pe phone aaya. Abhi tak chai bhi nahi pee." Sir, I got the call at 5:47. Haven't even had chai yet.

"Chai baad mein. Sun." Raghav turned his monitor. The monitor showing — a wire service report. The report from PTI (Press Trust of India), timestamped 4:23 AM:

MASS BIRD DISAPPEARANCE REPORTED ACROSS WESTERN GHATS. MULTIPLE DISTRICTS REPORT SIMULTANEOUS CESSATION OF BIRD ACTIVITY. FOREST DEPARTMENT INVESTIGATING.

"Birds gayab ho gaye?" Tarun — the question that was the processing, the processing being: birds disappearing was a story but the "simultaneous" was the word that made it a big story. Simultaneous meant coordinated. Coordinated meant: not random.

Birds disappeared?

"Sirf birds nahi. Pune district se report aayi hai ki fireflies bhi gayab — teen din pehle. Kolhapur se report — frogs silent. Ratnagiri se — fishing boats report no dolphins in the usual areas. Sab ek saath."

Not just birds. Report from Pune district — fireflies disappeared three days ago. Kolhapur report — frogs silent. Ratnagiri — fishing boats report no dolphins. All at once.

Tarun sat down. The sitting being — the sitting was the reporter's particular response to a story that was larger than the standing-position could process. Large stories required sitting because sitting was the posture of: attention, concentration, the body's resources redirected from standing to thinking.

"Ek saath matlab?" What do you mean 'all at once'?

"Matlab within the same 72-hour window. Fireflies first — three days ago. Then frogs. Then birds. Now dolphins. Pattern descending — insects, amphibians, birds, mammals. Taxonomic order. Kisi ne notice kiya."

Within the same 72-hour window. Fireflies first. Then frogs. Then birds. Now dolphins. Pattern descending — insects, amphibians, birds, mammals. Taxonomic order. Someone noticed.

Tarun's reporter-instinct activated. The instinct being the particular neural pathway that journalism developed: the pathway that connected "pattern" to "story" to "investigation" in the rapid sequence that produced: the urge to pursue.

"Kaun notice kiya?" Who noticed?

"Ek ecology professor. Savitribai Phule Pune University. Naam — Bhushan Kulkarni. Usne kal Forest Department ko email kiya pointing out the taxonomic sequence. Forest Department ne PTI ko forward kiya because they didn't know what to do with it. PTI ne wire kiya. Main tujhe de raha hoon."

An ecology professor. Savitribai Phule Pune University. Name — Bhushan Kulkarni. He emailed the Forest Department yesterday pointing out the taxonomic sequence. Forest Department forwarded to PTI because they didn't know what to do with it. PTI wired it. I'm giving it to you.

"Mujhe? Ecology beat mera nahi hai." Me? Ecology isn't my beat.

"Ecology beat kisi ka nahi hai. Isliye tujhe de raha hoon. Tu general assignment pe hai — yeh general enough hai. Aur tu achha likhta hai. Yeh story ko achhe writer ki zaroorat hai, beat reporter ki nahi."

Ecology isn't anyone's beat. That's why I'm giving it to you. You're on general assignment — this is general enough. And you write well. This story needs a good writer, not a beat reporter.

The compliment embedded in the assignment — the compliment that editors gave when the assignment was difficult and the difficult required motivation and the motivation required: acknowledgment.

Tarun took the assignment. The taking being: the acceptance that changed his trajectory, the trajectory that had been "general assignment reporter at mid-tier Mumbai broadsheet" and that was now: "reporter investigating the simultaneous disappearance of wildlife across the Western Ghats."

He spent the morning on the phone. The phone being — the phone was the reporter's primary tool, the tool that connected the reporter to sources and the sources being: the people who knew things.

Call 1: Forest Department, Pune Division. "Haan, reports aa rahe hain. Multiple range officers reporting reduced wildlife activity. We're monitoring. No official statement yet." The bureaucratic response — the response that said "we know but we don't know what to say."

Call 2: Bombay Natural History Society (BNHS). "We've received reports from our field observers. Unusual patterns. We're compiling data. Can you call back next week?" The scientific response — the response that said "we need time to process."

Call 3: Dr. Bhushan Kulkarni, Savitribai Phule Pune University. The call that connected after three rings — the three-rings being fast for a professor, the fast suggesting: the professor was waiting for calls, the waiting being the state of a man who had sent an email to the Forest Department and who expected the email to produce responses.

"Haan, Tarun Gokhale, Mumbai Herald. Dr. Kulkarni, aapne Forest Department ko email kiya tha — taxonomic sequence ke baare mein?" Yes, this is Tarun Gokhale, Mumbai Herald. Dr. Kulkarni, you emailed the Forest Department — about the taxonomic sequence?

"Haan. Aapko kaise pata chala?" The surprise in the voice — the surprise of a professor who expected bureaucratic silence and received journalistic contact. Yes. How did you find out?

"PTI wire. Sir, kya main aapse mil sakta hoon? Yeh phone pe discuss karna mushkil hai." PTI wire. Sir, can I meet you? This is difficult to discuss on the phone.

The pause. The pause being: the professor's calculation — the calculation that professors performed when journalists called: is this reporter serious or sensational? Will the story be accurate or clickbait? The calculation requiring: judgment, the judgment based on: voice, questions, the particular tone that seriousness produced.

"Kal aa sakte ho? Campus pe. Mera office Botany Department mein hai. Room 320." Can you come tomorrow? On campus. My office is in the Botany Department. Room 320.

"Kal aata hoon. Subah?" I'll come tomorrow. Morning?

"Gyaarah baje. Main tab free hota hoon." Eleven o'clock. I'm free then.

"Done."

Tarun hung up. The hanging-up being: the first step of the investigation, the investigation that the hanging-up initiated because the investigation began not with the meeting but with the appointment, the appointment being the commitment and the commitment being: the reporter's particular contract with the story — I will pursue this, I will follow the leads, I will find what is happening.

He wrote the first story that afternoon. The story being: 800 words, front page of the next morning's Herald, headline:

WILDLIFE VANISHES ACROSS WESTERN GHATS: EXPERTS BAFFLED BY SIMULTANEOUS DISAPPEARANCES

The story that named Bhushan Kulkarni as the professor who had identified the taxonomic pattern. The naming being: the connection, the connection between the reporter and the source that the naming established publicly and that the publicly-established connection was the beginning of what would become: a partnership.

That evening, Tarun sat in his Bandra flat eating Maggi — the Maggi being the Mumbai journalist's dinner: two-minute noodles that took four minutes to make and that the four-minutes were the only cooking Tarun's schedule permitted. The Maggi eaten from the pot because the eating-from-the-pot was the efficiency that living alone in a 1BHK produced: fewer dishes, less washing, more time for the story.

He read his own article on his phone. The reading being: the reporter's particular habit — read your own work after publication, the after-publication reading being the assessment: did I get it right? Did I capture the strangeness? Did the reader feel what I felt?

The strangeness being: the fireflies stopping simultaneously. The frogs going silent. The birds disappearing. The dolphins absent. The taxonomic sequence — insects, amphibians, birds, mammals — descending through the animal kingdom as if something was moving through the natural world and the moving was: systematic.

Tarun set down the Maggi pot. The setting-down being: the reporter's particular moment of clarity, the clarity being: this was not a one-day story. This was not a 800-word front-page piece. This was: the story. The capital-T, capital-S story that every reporter waited for — the story that was large enough to define a career and whose defining was the reporter's ambition and the ambition being: real, urgent, the particular hunger that journalism ran on.

He picked up his phone. Called Raghav.

"Raghav sahab, yeh story ek din ki nahi hai. Mujhe time chahiye. Aur Pune jaana padega — Kulkarni se milna hai." This isn't a one-day story. I need time. And I need to go to Pune — to meet Kulkarni.

"Kitna time?" How much time?

"Pata nahi. Jab tak story khatam na ho." I don't know. Until the story is done.

The pause. The editor's pause — the pause that editors produced when reporters asked for open-ended time because open-ended time was the resource that newsrooms could not afford and the not-affording being: the financial reality. But the pause also being: the editor's instinct, the instinct that said: this story is worth the time.

"Ja. Lekin mujhe regular updates chahiye. Aur expenses ka bill rakhna." Go. But I need regular updates. And keep your expense receipts.

"Done."

Tarun hung up. Opened his laptop. Booked a Pune bus ticket — Neeta Travels, 7:00 AM, Dadar to Swargate, the booking being: the commitment made physical, the physical-commitment being: the bus ticket that said "I am going" and the going being: tomorrow.

He finished the Maggi. Washed the pot. Lay on his bed — the bed that was the flat's only bed, the only-bed being the 1BHK's particular limitation — and stared at the ceiling fan rotating above him, the rotating being the Mumbai flat's perpetual motion, the fan that never stopped because stopping the fan in Mumbai's humidity was surrender and surrender was not permitted.

Something was happening in the Western Ghats. Something that made fireflies stop and frogs go silent and birds disappear and dolphins vanish. Something that moved through the natural world in taxonomic order — the order being: too precise to be random, too simultaneous to be coincidental.

Tarun was going to find out what.


  
    Chapter 3: Professor Ka Lab (The Professor's Lab)

    
    
  
  The Neeta Travels bus deposited Tarun at Swargate at 11:14 AM — fourteen minutes late, the fourteen-minutes being the particular punctuality of Indian interstate buses: late enough to be noticed, not late enough to be complained about, the not-complained-about being the tolerance that Indian commuters had developed through decades of public transportation that operated on its own temporal logic.

Savitribai Phule Pune University's campus was twenty minutes by auto from Swargate — the auto's driver taking the route through JM Road that was scenic and longer but that the scenic-and-longer was the driver's preference because the preference generated a higher fare and the higher-fare being the auto driver's particular entrepreneurship.

The Botany Department was a three-storey building — the building being the particular architecture of Indian university departments: concrete, functional, the functional-architecture that prioritised laboratory space over aesthetic and that the prioritising was visible in the building's exterior: plain, weathered, the kind of building that students passed without noticing and that the not-noticing was the building's anonymity and the anonymity being the camouflage of serious work.

Room 320 was on the third floor. The third floor reached by stairs — the stairs being the only option because the lift had been "under repair" since, according to the handwritten sign taped to its doors, "March 2019," the March-2019 being six years ago and the six-years being the particular duration of Indian institutional maintenance: once broken, forever broken, the forever-broken being the condition that the stairs accommodated.

Bhushan Kulkarni's office was — the office was the ecology professor's particular habitat: books covering every horizontal surface, papers stacked in columns that defied gravity, a desktop computer whose monitor displayed a spreadsheet of what appeared to be species population data, and the smell — the smell of old paper and fresh tea, the combination that Indian academic offices produced as their signature scent.

The professor himself was: fifties, greying at the temples, the temple-greying being the particular pattern of Indian men who aged well because the ageing was gradual and the gradual was genetic. Wire-rimmed glasses. A cotton kurta — the off-white cotton that Pune professors wore in monsoon season because the cotton breathed and the breathing was necessary and the necessary was the climate's demand.

"Tarun Gokhale?" Bhushan extended his hand. The handshake being firm — the firm-handshake of a man who worked with soil samples and field equipment and whose working-with produced the grip that desk-workers did not have.

"Ji. Aapka article padha — Herald mein. Achha likha hai." Bhushan — the acknowledgment that was the professor's greeting: I read your work, the reading being the respect.

Yes. I read your article — in the Herald. Well written.

"Thank you, sir. Lekin mujhe lagta hai maine surface hi touch kiya hai. Aap batayein — kya ho raha hai actually?" But I think I've only touched the surface. Tell me — what's actually happening?

Bhushan gestured to a chair — the chair being a plastic visitor's chair that had seen better decades, the better-decades being the chair's particular history in the Indian university system where furniture outlived its intended lifespan by factors of three.

"Chai?" The offering that preceded serious conversation in Indian academic settings — the offering being the ritual, the ritual being: chai first, information second.

"Please."

Bhushan called out the door: "Raju bhai, do chai!" The calling that was the department's particular communication system: shout the order, the peon would hear, the chai would arrive. The system being analog, efficient, Indian.

While waiting for chai, Bhushan turned his monitor toward Tarun. The monitor showing: a map. The map of the Western Ghats — the mountain range that ran 1,600 kilometres along India's west coast, the running being the geographic spine that supported one of the world's eight "hottest" biodiversity hotspots.

On the map: dots. Red dots marking locations of reported wildlife disappearances. The dots concentrated in Maharashtra's section of the Western Ghats — Pune district, Satara, Kolhapur, Ratnagiri, Sindhudurg.

"Yeh dekho," Bhushan said. "Teen din pehle — July 14 — fireflies stopped in Mulshi. Maine khud dekha. Mere ghar ke garden mein. Ek hazaar se zyada jugnu — sab ek saath band. Simultaneously."

Look at this. Three days ago — July 14 — fireflies stopped in Mulshi. I saw it myself. In my garden. More than a thousand fireflies — all stopped at once. Simultaneously.

"July 15 — frogs. Kolhapur aur Satara ke wetlands mein — amphibian activity zero. Mating calls band. Movement band. Reports from local farmers — 'mehndak gayab ho gaye.'"

July 15 — frogs. In Kolhapur and Satara wetlands — amphibian activity zero. Mating calls stopped. Movement stopped. Reports from local farmers — 'the frogs have disappeared.'

"July 16 — birds. Western Ghats ki resident species — Malabar Grey Hornbill, Indian Pitta, Nilgiri Flycatcher — sab absent from usual habitats. BNHS field observers ne confirm kiya — unprecedented absence."

"July 17 — marine mammals. Dolphins — Ratnagiri ke fishermen ne report kiya. Humpback dolphins jo har season dikhte hain — gone. Fishing boats report zero sightings."

Tarun wrote. The writing being: notes, rapid notes, the rapid-note-taking that was the reporter's muscle memory — hand moving across the notebook while eyes stayed on the source, the split-attention being the skill.

"Pattern?" Tarun asked. The one-word question that was the reporter's efficient inquiry.

"Taxonomic. Insects first. Then amphibians. Then birds. Then mammals. Yeh sequence coincidence nahi hai. Yeh sequence biological hierarchy follow kar raha hai — simpler organisms se complex organisms tak."

Taxonomic. Insects first. Then amphibians. Then birds. Then mammals. This sequence is not a coincidence. It follows biological hierarchy — from simpler organisms to more complex.

Chai arrived. Raju bhai — a thin man in a faded blue shirt, the faded-blue being the peon's uniform that was not a uniform but that had become one through repetition — placed two glasses on Bhushan's desk. The glasses being cutting chai glasses — the small, thick-walled glasses that Pune's tea stalls used and that the university's canteen had adopted and that the adoption being the institutional acknowledgment that cutting chai was the correct serving size for working conversations.

Tarun sipped. The chai being: strong, ginger-heavy, the ginger-heavy being Pune's particular chai signature — heavier on ginger than Mumbai's chai, the heavy-ginger producing the warmth that the monsoon-damp air required.

"Sir, aap ek ecologist ho. Aapka hypothesis kya hai?" You're an ecologist. What's your hypothesis?

Bhushan removed his glasses. The removing being the gesture that professors made when they transitioned from data-presentation to speculation — the speculation requiring the glasses off because the glasses-off was the signal for "I am now speaking personally, not professionally."

"Hypothesis nahi hai. Observation hai. Aur observation yeh hai: kuch ho raha hai Western Ghats ki ecosystem mein jo unprecedented hai. Unprecedented matlab — mere 30 saal ke career mein, meri field ki literature mein, documented history mein — yeh pehle nahi hua. Species simultaneously disappear nahi hoti. Ek species disappear hoti hai — habitat loss, pollution, disease. Lekin multiple species, simultaneously, in taxonomic order? Yeh — yeh naya hai."

I don't have a hypothesis. I have an observation. And the observation is: something unprecedented is happening in the Western Ghats ecosystem. Unprecedented meaning — in my 30-year career, in my field's literature, in documented history — this hasn't happened before. Species don't simultaneously disappear. One species disappears — habitat loss, pollution, disease. But multiple species, simultaneously, in taxonomic order? This — this is new.

"Climate change?" Tarun offered. The offering being the obvious question — the obvious that needed to be asked and eliminated.

"Climate change gradual hota hai. Yeh simultaneous hai. Climate change ek region ko affect karta hai differently — some species adapt, some don't. Yeh sab species ko equally affect kar raha hai. Climate change taxonomic order follow nahi karta. Yeh karta hai."

Climate change is gradual. This is simultaneous. Climate change affects a region differently — some species adapt, some don't. This affects all species equally. Climate change doesn't follow taxonomic order. This does.

"Pollution? Industrial contamination?"

"Same argument. Pollution specific hota hai — air pollution, water pollution, soil contamination. Har pollution type specific species ko affect karta hai. Yeh generic hai. Yeh sab ko affect kar raha hai."

"Disease? Some kind of pathogen?"

"Pathogen species-specific hota hai. One pathogen — one species. Rarely cross-species. And never in taxonomic order. A pathogen that kills insects first, then amphibians, then birds, then mammals in sequence? That pathogen doesn't exist."

The elimination being: the scientific method's particular rigour — eliminate the known before proposing the unknown, the eliminating being the process that Bhushan had performed over three days and that the three-days had produced: nothing known explained what was happening.

"Toh kya hai?" Tarun asked. The question that was the reporter's bottom line — the bottom line that every source interview reached: what is the answer?

Then what is it?

"Mujhe nahi pata." Bhushan — the three words that an ecology professor said when the ecology professor's thirty years of knowledge could not answer. "But mujhe pata hai ki yeh investigate karna padega. Properly. Fieldwork. Data collection. Multiple sites. Long-term monitoring."

I don't know. But I know this needs investigation. Properly. Fieldwork. Data collection. Multiple sites. Long-term monitoring.

"Aap kar rahe ho?" Are you doing it?

"Main ek professor hoon. Mera budget limited hai. Meri team mein do PhD students hain. Main karna chahta hoon — lekin resources nahi hain."

I'm a professor. My budget is limited. I have two PhD students on my team. I want to — but the resources aren't there.

"Main help kar sakta hoon," Tarun said. The offering being — the reporter's particular offer: I cannot fund your research, but I can make people pay attention, the paying-attention being the currency that journalism provided and that the currency could unlock resources.

I can help.

"Kaise?" How?

"Main yeh story likhta rahunga. Har development. Har finding. Front page. Agar public attention aayegi, toh government funding aayegi. Agar government funding aayegi, toh research hogi."

I keep writing this story. Every development. Every finding. Front page. If public attention comes, government funding comes. If government funding comes, research happens.

The bargain being: the journalist writes, the professor provides information, the information becomes stories, the stories produce attention, the attention produces funding, the funding enables research. The cycle that Indian science often required — the cycle that connected academic knowledge to public attention through the media's particular amplification.

Bhushan considered. The considering being: the professor's evaluation of the journalist — the evaluation based on the chai-conversation, the questions asked, the notes taken, the particular quality of the listening. The listening-quality being: high. Tarun had listened well.

"Theek hai," Bhushan said. The two words that were the agreement — the agreement that formed the partnership, the partnership between the ecologist and the journalist that would investigate the anomalies.

They shook hands. The handshake being the second handshake — the first had been greeting, this one was commitment.

Tarun left the campus at 1:30 PM. The leaving being: the bus back to Mumbai, the bus that would carry him through the Ghats and that the Ghats would be visible through the window and that the visible-Ghats would be the subject of his investigation: the mountains where something unprecedented was happening.

He looked out the bus window. The Sahyadris — green, monsoon-draped, the mountains that had been green for millions of years and that the millions-of-years were the permanence that the anomalies were challenging.

Somewhere in those mountains, fireflies had gone dark. Frogs had gone silent. Birds had vanished. Dolphins had disappeared.

And the sequence was descending. Insects → amphibians → birds → mammals.

After mammals: what?

The question that Tarun carried from Pune to Mumbai. The question that would not let him sleep.

After mammals: what?


  
    Chapter 4: Akhbaar Ka Toofan (The Newspaper Storm)

    
    
  
  The Herald's front page the next morning carried Tarun's second piece — the piece that was longer than the first (1,200 words, the 1,200 being the expanded allocation that Raghav had granted because the story's expansion demanded the allocation's expansion), and the piece that named the taxonomic sequence publicly for the first time.

VANISHING WILDLIFE FOLLOWS BIOLOGICAL ORDER: PUNE PROFESSOR IDENTIFIES 'TAXONOMIC DESCENT' IN WESTERN GHATS DISAPPEARANCES

The headline that Raghav had written — Raghav's headlines being the particular craft of an editor who understood that headlines were promises and that the promise must be specific enough to intrigue and vague enough to demand the article.

Bhushan read the Herald at his kitchen table in Mulshi. The reading being the morning ritual — the Herald delivered to the farmhouse by the paper-wala's son on a bicycle, the bicycle-delivery being the analog distribution that survived in semi-rural Maharashtra even as digital subscriptions replaced it in the cities.

"Achha likha hai," Bhushan told Charu. The observation being: the professor's assessment of the journalist's work, the assessment mattering because the assessment determined whether the partnership would produce accurate reporting or sensationalism. Accurate. The reporting was accurate.

Well written.

"Public react karegi?" Charu asked. The question that the nurse-wife asked because the nurse-wife understood: the investigation needed resources, resources needed attention, attention came from the public.

Will the public react?

The public reacted. The reacting being: within forty-eight hours, Tarun's article was shared 23,000 times on Twitter (the 23,000 being the particular Indian viral threshold — below one lakh was not "viral" by Bollywood standards, but for an ecology story, 23,000 was unprecedented). WhatsApp forwards multiplied — the WhatsApp-multiplication being India's particular information-dissemination mechanism: the forward that travelled from group to group, acquiring commentary and distortion at each stage.

The distortion being the problem. By Day 3 of the story's circulation, Tarun encountered the distorted versions:

WhatsApp Forward Version 1: "Scientists confirm animals are dying because of 5G towers in Western Ghats. Government hiding truth."

WhatsApp Forward Version 2: "Ancient curse activated. Western Ghats animals leaving because of dam construction near sacred river."

WhatsApp Forward Version 3: "Alien activity detected in Sahyadris. Animals fleeing because they sense extraterrestrial presence."

The distortions that made Tarun's reporting simultaneously more urgent and more difficult — more urgent because the distortions created panic, more difficult because the panic produced noise and the noise made the signal harder to find.

Raghav called an editorial meeting. The meeting being: Tarun, Raghav, and the Herald's science consultant Meera Joshi (a freelance science writer who the Herald retained for stories that required scientific literacy beyond the newsroom's capability).

"Tarun, yeh story control se bahar ja rahi hai," Raghav said. "WhatsApp pe 5G conspiracy chal rahi hai. Aliens bhi aa gaye. Tujhe next piece mein clearly state karna padega — kya hai aur kya nahi hai."

Tarun, this story is going out of control. 5G conspiracy on WhatsApp. Aliens too. You need to clearly state in the next piece — what it is and what it isn't.

"Raghav sahab, kya hai — woh toh hum abhi tak nahi jaante. Kya nahi hai — woh main likh sakta hoon." Sir, what it is — we don't know yet. What it isn't — I can write that.

"Toh woh likh. Aur Bhushan se baat kar — kuch toh preliminary findings honge?"

Tarun called Bhushan that afternoon. The call that was the third call in a week — the frequency establishing the rhythm of the partnership.

"Sir, aapke paas koi preliminary data hai?" Sir, do you have any preliminary data?

"Haan. Do cheezein. Pehli — disappearances ka radius expand ho raha hai. Initially Pune district tak limited tha. Ab Maharashtra ke bahar ja raha hai — Karnataka border, Goa border. Second — do naye observations. Ek: honey bees bhi affected hain. Do: domesticated animals mein behavioural changes report ho rahe hain."

Yes. Two things. First — the disappearance radius is expanding. Initially limited to Pune district. Now extending beyond Maharashtra — Karnataka border, Goa border. Second — two new observations. One: honey bees are also affected. Two: behavioural changes being reported in domesticated animals.

"Domesticated animals? Matlab?"

"Farmers report kar rahe hain ki gaayein kam dudh de rahi hain. Kutte raat ko bhaunkte nahi. Murgiyan ande nahi de rahi. Yeh disappearance nahi hai — yeh behavioural suppression hai. Animals present hain but normal behaviour suppress ho raha hai."

Farmers reporting cows producing less milk. Dogs not barking at night. Hens not laying eggs. This isn't disappearance — it's behavioural suppression. Animals are present but normal behaviour is being suppressed.

The shift from disappearance to suppression — the shift that changed the story's frame from "animals vanishing" to "animals present but altered" — was the observation that made Tarun set down his pen.

"Sir, yeh — yeh kya hai?"

"Tarun, mujhe nahi pata. But jab wild animals disappear hote hain aur domesticated animals ka behaviour change hota hai — toh common factor environmental hai. Kuch hai environment mein jo — jo sab ko affect kar raha hai. Wild animals escape kar rahe hain, domesticated animals escape nahi kar sakte toh suppress ho rahe hain."

When wild animals disappear and domesticated animals' behaviour changes — the common factor is environmental. Something in the environment is affecting everything. Wild animals are escaping, domesticated animals can't escape so they're being suppressed.

"Kuch hai environment mein — kya?" Something in the environment — what?

"Yahi toh question hai." That's the question.

Tarun wrote the third article. The article that was: 1,500 words, front page again, the front-page-again being Raghav's decision based on the story's trajectory — the trajectory being upward, the upward-trajectory meaning: reader engagement increasing, advertising revenue increasing, the Herald's relevance increasing.

WESTERN GHATS ANOMALY EXPANDS: DOMESTICATED ANIMALS SHOW BEHAVIOURAL CHANGES AS WILD SPECIES CONTINUE TO VANISH

The article that eliminated the conspiracy theories by directly addressing them — the addressing being: "This is not related to 5G towers (no new towers installed in affected areas during the relevant period). This is not an 'ancient curse' (no correlation with any construction or development activity). This is not extraterrestrial (no credible evidence of any kind). What this is: an ongoing environmental anomaly affecting multiple species across the Western Ghats, currently under investigation by ecologists including Dr. Bhushan Kulkarni of Savitribai Phule Pune University."

The article produced: attention. The attention from the government — specifically, the Ministry of Environment, Forest and Climate Change, which issued a statement: "The Ministry is aware of reports regarding unusual wildlife behaviour in the Western Ghats region. The Wildlife Institute of India has been directed to investigate."

Wildlife Institute of India. WII. Dehradun. The institution being: India's premier wildlife research body, the body whose involvement meant the government was taking the anomaly seriously and the seriously-taking being the resource-unlock that Bhushan needed.

Bhushan called Tarun the day the WII statement was released.

"WII involved ho gaya. Matlab funding aayegi. Matlab main proper fieldwork kar sakta hoon. Yeh teri wajah se hua." WII is involved. That means funding. That means I can do proper fieldwork. This happened because of you.

"Meri wajah se nahi. Story ki wajah se. Story badi hai — main sirf likh raha hoon." Not because of me. Because of the story. The story is big — I'm just writing it.

"False modesty chodh. Tujhe pata hai ki teri reporting ne difference kiya. Accept kar." The professor's directness — the directness that Pune produced in its academics.

Drop the false modesty. You know your reporting made a difference. Accept it.

Tarun accepted. The accepting being: the silent acknowledgment that the reporter's work had produced the outcome that the reporter's work was designed to produce — attention leading to action.

The action being: WII dispatched a team of three scientists to the Western Ghats within a week. The team led by Dr. Arun Sharma — a wildlife ecologist whose expertise was in the Western Ghats' endemic species and whose expertise was precisely what the investigation needed.

Bhushan met the WII team at his university. The meeting being: the convergence of institutional resources — Bhushan's local knowledge, WII's national mandate, the convergence producing the investigation that the anomaly demanded.

And meanwhile — while the investigation organised, while the scientists converged, while the newspaper articles multiplied — the anomaly continued.

Day 10: Reptile activity declined. Snakes — the Western Ghats' diverse snake population including King Cobras, Malabar Pit Vipers, the Shieldtail snakes that were endemic to the Ghats — reported less frequently by field workers. Herpetologists noted: reduced basking behaviour, reduced movement, the reduced being: the behavioural suppression that Bhushan had identified in domesticated animals now appearing in wild reptiles.

Day 12: Insect populations cratered. Not just fireflies — all nocturnal insects. Moth populations at light traps dropped by 94%. Beetle diversity in survey plots dropped by 87%. The dropping being: not disappearance (some individuals remained) but collapse, the collapse being the quantitative version of "gone."

Day 14: The monsoon faltered. The faltering being: the rains that had arrived on June 7th — punctual, strong — weakened. The weakening not dramatic (not a cessation, not a drought) but measurable. Rainfall 23% below expected for the week. The 23% that would have been normal variation in any other year but that in this year — the year of the anomaly — was: suspicious.

Bhushan noticed the rainfall correlation. The noticing being: the ecologist's pattern-recognition, the recognition that connected wildlife behaviour to weather to ecosystem to the integrated system that the Western Ghats was — the system in which everything connected and the everything-connecting meant that when one thing changed, everything changed.

"Tarun," Bhushan called. Late evening. "Barish bhi kam ho rahi hai."

Rain is also decreasing.

"Barish? Sir, woh toh monsoon variation ho sakta hai." Rain? Sir, that could be normal monsoon variation.

"Ho sakta hai. But ho sakta hai nahi bhi. Agar barish bhi isi pattern ka hissa hai — agar weather bhi affected hai — toh yeh sirf wildlife anomaly nahi hai. Yeh ecosystem anomaly hai. Poora ecosystem."

It could be. But it might not be. If rain is also part of this pattern — if weather is also affected — then this isn't just a wildlife anomaly. It's an ecosystem anomaly. The entire ecosystem.

The entire ecosystem. The words that Tarun wrote in his notebook — the words underlined twice, the underlining being the reporter's particular emphasis: the emphasis that said "this is the story, this is the lead, this is the thing."

The entire Western Ghats ecosystem — one of the world's eight hottest biodiversity hotspots — was changing. Simultaneously. In pattern. The changing being: unprecedented, unexplained, ongoing.

And accelerating.


  
    Chapter 5: Sukha (The Drought)

    
    
  
  August arrived without rain. The without-rain being: not the normal August pause (the pause that Pune's monsoon sometimes took — a few dry days between wet spells, the dry-days being the monsoon's breath between exhalations). This was: cessation. The monsoon stopped. The stopping being absolute — no drizzle, no clouds heavy enough to produce anything, the sky transitioning from monsoon-grey to a blue that was wrong for August, the wrong-blue being the colour of January sky appearing in monsoon month and the appearing being: the anomaly's latest expression.

Bhushan stood on his farmhouse balcony and looked at the Sahyadris. The Sahyadris that should have been — the Sahyadris in August were the greenest thing on Earth, the greenest being the monsoon's particular gift to the Western Ghats: rainfall measured in metres producing the green that was not just colour but identity. The Sahyadris were green. The Sahyadris were monsoon. The Sahyadris were the place where rain lived.

The Sahyadris were turning brown.

Not dramatically — not the overnight browning of a killed lawn. The browning was gradual enough to be denied ("Bas dry spell hai, next week barish aayegi" — Just a dry spell, rain will come next week) and consistent enough to be undeniable. The consistency being: each day slightly browner than the last, the slightly being the increment and the increment being cumulative and the cumulative producing: a landscape that was losing its colour and the losing being the loss and the loss being: the Western Ghats without green was the Western Ghats without identity.

Charu noticed. The noticing being the nurse's observation — the observation that tracked changes in patient condition: the patient being the landscape and the landscape's condition deteriorating.

"Bhushan, garden ki mitti sukh rahi hai. Bore well ka level gir raha hai." The garden soil is drying. The bore well level is dropping.

The bore well. The bore well that was the farmhouse's water source — the source that had been reliable for three years and that the reliable was now: questionable. The level dropping 0.3 metres per week — the 0.3 being the measurement that Bhushan took with a rope and weight because the measurement was the ecologist's instinct: quantify the change, the quantifying being the first step of understanding.

"Chitra ko paani ki kami se problem ho sakti hai," Charu continued. The medical assessment — the assessment that connected the environmental to the personal: water scarcity affected vulnerable people first and vulnerable included a seven-year-old with a heart condition.

The water shortage could be a problem for Chitra.

"Abhi tak shortage nahi hai. Monitoring kar raha hoon." Bhushan — the reassurance that was also the admission: monitoring meant the situation warranted monitoring and the warranting was the concern.

There's no shortage yet. I'm monitoring.

The WII team arrived in Pune on August 8th. Dr. Arun Sharma — tall, quiet, the quiet being the particular disposition of field scientists who spent more time observing than speaking — established a base at the university and began coordinating with Bhushan.

"Data sets chahiye mujhe," Sharma told Bhushan at their first working meeting. "Historical baselines — species counts, seasonal patterns, rainfall data, temperature records. Last twenty years minimum."

I need data sets. Historical baselines — species counts, seasonal patterns, rainfall data, temperature records. Twenty years minimum.

Bhushan provided. The providing being: twenty-three years of personal field data, the data that Bhushan had collected since joining the university — the data being the ecologist's treasure, the treasure accumulated through decades of mornings in the field with a clipboard and binoculars and the clipboard-and-binoculars being the tools that produced the baseline against which the anomaly could be measured.

Sharma's team deployed to field sites. Five sites across the Western Ghats — Mulshi, Mahabaleshwar, Amboli, Castle Rock, Kudremukh. The five sites being the transect, the transect that would determine: was the anomaly localised or widespread? Was it concentrated or diffuse? Was it stationary or moving?

Results came in over two weeks. The results being: consistent across all five sites. Wildlife suppression confirmed. Behavioural changes documented. And the data producing one observation that was new:

"Soil microbiome changed ho raha hai," Sharma reported at the weekly coordination meeting. The meeting attended by Bhushan, Sharma's team, and two WII-affiliated PhD students.

The soil microbiome is changing.

"Matlab?" Bhushan — the question that the ecologist asked when another ecologist said something unexpected because the unexpected required elaboration and the elaboration was the data.

"Soil samples from all five sites show reduced microbial activity. Bacteria populations down 40%. Fungal networks — mycorrhizal networks — disrupted. The underground network that connects trees, that distributes nutrients, that allows the forest to function as a system — that network is degrading."

The mycorrhizal network. The network that Bhushan's students called "the wood-wide web" — the underground fungal network that connected trees' root systems, the connecting allowing trees to share nutrients, to communicate chemical signals, to function as a forest rather than as individual trees. The network being: the forest's nervous system. The forest's internet. The forest's brain.

"Agar mycorrhizal network degrade ho raha hai," Bhushan said slowly, "toh trees affected honge. Trees affected honge toh forest affected hoga. Forest affected hoga toh —"

If the mycorrhizal network is degrading, trees will be affected. If trees are affected, the forest will be affected. If the forest is affected —

"Toh ecosystem collapse," Sharma finished. The finishing being: the conclusion that neither wanted to reach but that the data demanded.

Then ecosystem collapse.

Ecosystem collapse. The two words that ecologists used sparingly — the sparingly because the words were the discipline's apocalypse, the apocalypse being: the system that sustained all life in a region ceasing to function, the ceasing being: irreversible.

"Kya hum sure hain?" Bhushan asked. The asking being: the resistance, the resistance of a man who did not want the conclusion to be true. Are we sure?

"Data sure hai. Interpretation — woh debatable hai. But agar current trend continue hua, mycorrhizal network six months mein functional nahi rahega is region mein. Uske baad — trees die. Uske baad — everything dies."

The data is sure. Interpretation — that's debatable. But if the current trend continues, the mycorrhizal network won't be functional in this region within six months. After that — trees die. After that — everything dies.

Tarun broke the story the next day. The story that was: the Herald's front page, above the fold, the above-the-fold placement being Raghav's decision based on the story's gravity and the gravity being: ecosystem collapse was not a regular news story, ecosystem collapse was a civilisation story.

WESTERN GHATS FACING ECOSYSTEM COLLAPSE: UNDERGROUND FUNGAL NETWORKS DEGRADING, SCIENTISTS WARN

The article producing: panic. The particular Indian panic that manifested not as chaos but as activity — WhatsApp groups formed, Twitter threads exploded, television news channels dispatched crews to the Western Ghats, the dispatching being the media's particular response to panic: amplify, the amplifying producing more panic, the more-panic producing more amplification, the cycle being: Indian media at full throttle.

Bhushan's phone rang constantly. The constantly being: journalists, television producers, government officials, environmental NGOs, concerned citizens, the concerned-citizens being the largest category and the largest-category being the particular demographic of Indian environmental concern: urban, educated, anxious, the anxious-urban-educated being the demographic that shared articles and signed petitions and attended rallies but whose sharing-and-signing was the action and the action was: attention, which was what the investigation needed.

The government responded. The responding being: faster than Bhushan had expected, the faster-than-expected being the government's calculation that ecosystem collapse in the Western Ghats was a political crisis (the political-crisis being: the Western Ghats ran through six states — Maharashtra, Goa, Karnataka, Kerala, Tamil Nadu, Gujarat — and the six-states being the political geography that multiple Chief Ministers cared about and the caring being: votes).

A committee was formed. The committee being: the National Committee on Western Ghats Ecological Anomalies (NCWGEA), the acronym being the government's particular contribution — the contribution of an acronym that no one could pronounce but that the unpronounceability was irrelevant because the committee's function was not its name but its budget and the budget being: three crore rupees for initial investigation.

Three crore. The amount that made Bhushan pause — not because three crore was insufficient (it was a start) but because three crore meant the government believed and the believing meant the situation was serious enough for the government to spend money and the spending-money being the government's particular barometer of seriousness.

And while the committee formed and the budget was allocated and the scientists converged, the drought deepened.

Day 30 without rain. Mulshi's bore wells dropping. The dropping being measurable: 0.5 metres per week now, the acceleration from 0.3 to 0.5 being the trend that trended in the wrong direction.

Day 35. Pune city implemented water rationing. The rationing being: water supply alternate days, the alternate-days being the conservation measure that Pune implemented during droughts and that the implementation in August was: unprecedented. Pune rationed water in April and May — the pre-monsoon months. Pune did not ration water in August because August was monsoon and monsoon was water and water was abundant.

Not this year.

Chitra asked: "Baba, barish kab aayegi?" Baba, when will it rain?

Bhushan looked at his daughter. The looking being: the father-look that contained the father's knowledge and the father's inability to share the knowledge because the knowledge was: I don't know, and the I-don't-know being the answer that fathers were not supposed to give because fathers were supposed to know and the supposed-to-know being the parental contract.

"Jaldi, beta. Jaldi aayegi." Soon, sweetheart. It'll come soon.

The lie that was the hope. The hope that was the lie. Both being: the father's language.


  
    Chapter 6: Mansi (The Woman at the Clinic)

    
    
  
  Tarun met Mansi Deshmukh on a Thursday — the Thursday being the day he drove to Pune for a follow-up with Bhushan and stopped at a pregnancy counselling centre on MG Road because the stopping was: the investigation's lateral move, the lateral-move being the reporter's instinct to look sideways when the forward path was blocked.

The forward path being blocked because: the science had stalled. Bhushan and Sharma's data confirmed the what — the what being "ecosystem degradation across the Western Ghats" — but not the why. The why being: the cause, the root cause, the singular thing that was producing the cascade of anomalies and that the singular-thing remained unknown after six weeks of investigation and the unknown being: the wall that the investigation had hit.

The pregnancy counselling centre was relevant because: Tarun had received a tip from a doctor at KEM Hospital Pune — the tip being: "You should check birth rates. Something odd in the data." The odd-in-the-data being: the reporter's catnip, the catnip that pulled Tarun off the main highway of the investigation and onto the side road where the centre was located.

Jeevandaan Pregnancy Centre — the centre that occupied the ground floor of a commercial building on MG Road, the ground-floor being the accessible position that the centre needed because the centre served walk-in clients and the walk-in requiring ground-floor accessibility.

Mansi Deshmukh was the centre's director. Twenty-nine years old — one year older than Tarun, the one-year being irrelevant to the professional interaction and relevant to nothing else (at this point). She was from Nagpur originally — the Nagpur being audible in her Marathi, the Nagpur-Marathi having the particular cadence that distinguished it from Pune-Marathi, the distinguishing being: vowels held slightly longer, consonants slightly softer.

"Tarun Gokhale? Herald wale?" Mansi — recognising the name, the recognising being: Tarun's articles had become widely read enough that professionals in adjacent fields knew his byline.

From the Herald?

"Ji. Dr. Patkar ne refer kiya — KEM se. Unhone kaha ki aapke paas birth rate data hai jo unusual hai." Yes. Dr. Patkar referred me — from KEM. He said you have birth rate data that's unusual.

Mansi's office was small, organised, the organised being the particular arrangement of someone whose profession required order — files labelled, desk clear, the clarity of space reflecting the clarity of mind that counselling work demanded.

"Unusual hai — haan. Lekin main sure nahi hoon ki yeh aapki story se related hai." Unusual — yes. But I'm not sure it's related to your story.

"Main decide karunga ki related hai ya nahi. Aap batayein data kya hai." The reporter's gentle pushback — the pushback that said: let me assess the relevance, you provide the information. I'll decide if it's related or not. Tell me what the data shows.

Mansi pulled a file. The file being: the centre's quarterly statistics — conception rates, pregnancy outcomes, birth rates, the data that the centre tracked as part of its operational mandate.

"Last three months — July, August, September. New pregnancy registrations: down 34% compared to same quarter last year. Miscarriage rate: up 18%. Premature birth rate: up 12%." The numbers delivered with the clinical precision that the data demanded and the emotional weight that the data carried — each number being: a person, a family, a hope altered.

"34% drop in new pregnancies?" Tarun — the question being the confirmation, the confirmation being: make sure I heard the number correctly because the number was significant.

"34%. And it's not just us. I've spoken with colleagues at other centres in Pune — same trend. Fewer conceptions. More complications. Something is affecting fertility." Mansi — the assessment that was professional, measured, the measured-assessment being: the counsellor's training applied to population data.

"Something — kya?" Something — what?

"Mujhe nahi pata. But maine aapki articles padhi hain. Wildlife disappearing. Ecosystem changing. Agar environment change ho raha hai — agar water quality, air quality, food quality change ho rahi hai — toh human fertility pe effect hona possible hai. We're part of the ecosystem. Whatever affects the ecosystem affects us."

I don't know. But I've read your articles. Wildlife disappearing. Ecosystem changing. If the environment is changing — if water quality, air quality, food quality are changing — then an effect on human fertility is possible. We're part of the ecosystem. Whatever affects the ecosystem affects us.

"We're part of the ecosystem." The sentence that Tarun wrote in his notebook — the sentence underlined, the underlining being: this was the connection. The connection between the wildlife anomalies and human health. The connection that expanded the story from "environmental" to "existential."

He spent two hours at the centre. The hours being: reviewing data, interviewing staff, the interviewing producing additional observations — nurses reporting that clients complained of fatigue, headaches, the fatigue-and-headaches being the non-specific symptoms that could mean anything but that in the context of the anomaly meant: potential human health effects.

Mansi walked him to the door. The walking-to-door being the courtesy that extended the professional interaction by three minutes — three minutes in which:

"Aap Bhushan Kulkarni ko jaante ho?" Tarun asked.

"Naam suna hai. Ecology professor. Aapki articles mein unka naam aata hai." Heard the name. Ecology professor. His name appears in your articles.

"Unse milna chahiye aapko. Aapka data unke research se connect hota hai." You should meet him. Your data connects with his research.

"Arrange kar sakte ho?" Can you arrange it?

"Kar dunga." The promise being: the reporter's particular function — connecting sources, the connecting that produced the network and the network being: the investigation's infrastructure.

I will.

He drove back to Mumbai that evening. The drive through the Ghats — the Expressway cutting through the Sahyadris, the Sahyadris visible on both sides, the visibility showing: brown. The brown that was deepening. The brown that was the drought's signature on the landscape.

The landscape that was once the greenest place on Earth. Now turning the colour of surrender.

Tarun thought about Mansi's data. About the 34% decline. About the sentence: "We're part of the ecosystem."

If the ecosystem was collapsing — if the mycorrhizal networks were degrading and the monsoon had stopped and the wildlife had vanished — then humans were next. Humans were part of the ecosystem. The taxonomic sequence had gone: insects → amphibians → birds → mammals. Humans were mammals. Humans were in the sequence.

The sequence that was descending through the biological kingdom. The sequence that would reach humans not because humans were special but because humans were biological and the biological was what the anomaly affected and the affecting was: non-discriminatory.

He pulled over at a dhaba near Lonavala. The dhaba being the highway stop — the stop where truck drivers and commuters ate vada pav and drank chai and the eating-and-drinking being the particular sustenance of the Mumbai-Pune highway.

Vada pav — the Mumbai street food that was comfort and fuel. The vada hot, the pav soft, the green chutney sharp with coriander and green chilli. The taste that was: normal. The taste that was: the world as it should be.

But outside the dhaba, the Sahyadris were brown. And the sky was blue where it should have been grey. And the birds were absent from the neem tree that shaded the dhaba's outdoor seating.

Normal food. Abnormal world.

Tarun finished the vada pav. Paid. Drove. Reached Mumbai at 10 PM. The Bandra flat. The ceiling fan. The bed.

He lay in the dark and thought: We're part of the ecosystem. Whatever affects the ecosystem affects us.

34% decline in conceptions. 18% increase in miscarriages. The numbers that said: the anomaly was not just environmental. The anomaly was human. The anomaly was: us.


  
    Chapter 7: Fieldwork (September)

    
    
  
  September should have been the monsoon's peak — the peak being the month when Pune received its heaviest rainfall and the Sahyadris wore their greenest and the rivers ran fullest and the fullest being: the Western Ghats at maximum capacity, the capacity that the ecosystem had evolved to expect and that the expecting was the biological clock that every species in the Ghats ran on.

September was dry. Forty-seven days without meaningful rain. The meaningful being the qualifier — a drizzle on Day 32 that lasted eleven minutes and deposited 0.3mm of rainfall was technically rain but functionally not, the functionally-not being: 0.3mm evaporated before it reached the soil and the not-reaching being the definition of meaningless.

Bhushan's fieldwork intensified. The intensifying being: the NCWGEA budget releasing funds, the funds enabling what the funds were designed to enable — equipment, transportation, research assistants. Two new PhD students joined the team — Shalini from JNU and Rahul from IISc Bangalore. The students being: young, earnest, the particular Indian PhD student combination of overqualification and underfunding that produced researchers who worked sixteen-hour days because the sixteen-hours were the passion and the passion was the work.

Field Site 1: Mulshi. Bhushan's home territory. The territory where the anomaly began — the fireflies stopping on July 14th, the stopping that was now Day 1 of what Sharma had begun calling "the Mulshi Event" and that the naming was the scientist's particular method of containing the uncontainable: name it, and the naming gives you the illusion of understanding.

The Mulshi data at Day 60:

- Insect populations: 96% below baseline

- Amphibian populations: 89% below baseline

- Bird populations: 91% below baseline

- Mammal sightings: 67% below baseline

- Soil microbial activity: 52% below baseline

- Mycorrhizal network connectivity: 41% of normal

- Rainfall: 0mm in 47 days

- Bore well levels: 2.1 metres below normal

The numbers that Bhushan compiled into a spreadsheet — the spreadsheet that was the investigation's central document, the document that grew daily as data flowed in from the five field sites and that the growing was the evidence and the evidence was: comprehensive, undeniable, terrifying.

Tarun joined the fieldwork. The joining being: Raghav's decision that the story required firsthand observation and that the firsthand-observation required the reporter to be in the field rather than in the office, the rather-than being the allocation of resources that the Herald made when a story was significant enough to justify a reporter's extended deployment.

"Ek mahina," Raghav said. "Pune mein reh. Fieldwork cover kar. Weekly dispatches bhej." One month. Stay in Pune. Cover the fieldwork. Send weekly dispatches.

One month in Pune. Tarun rented a room in a paying guest accommodation in Kothrud — the PG being the particular Indian accommodation: a room in someone's flat with shared bathroom and kitchen privileges, the privileges being limited (kitchen access 7-9 AM and 7-9 PM, bathroom queue in the morning, the queue being the PG's particular social infrastructure).

His first field day was with Bhushan in Mulshi — the field day being the day that changed Tarun's understanding of the story from intellectual to visceral.

They walked the tree line behind Bhushan's farmhouse. The tree line that Bhushan had described to Tarun — the teak and jamun boundary, the boundary between the maintained and the wild. The boundary that should have been: alive, buzzing, the buzzing of an Indian monsoon forest in September being the sound that contained everything — insects, birds, frogs, the wind through leaves, the leaves' particular rustle that was the forest's voice.

The boundary was silent.

Not quiet. Silent. The distinction being: quiet was the absence of loud, silence was the absence of everything. The forest was absent of everything. No insect hum. No bird call. No frog song. No leaf rustle — because the leaves were dry and the dry-leaves did not rustle, the dry-leaves crackled and the crackling was the sound of something dying.

"Sun," Bhushan said. Standing in the tree line. "Kya sun raha hai?" Listen. What do you hear?

Tarun listened. The listening being: active, deliberate, the reporter's listening that was trained to capture sound and that the training was producing: nothing. Nothing to capture. The forest was producing nothing.

"Kuch nahi," Tarun said. Nothing.

"Exactly. September mein — yeh forest 80 decibels produce karta tha. Cicadas alone 70 decibels. Ab — zero. Silence. Yeh forest mara nahi hai — yeh forest comatose hai."

In September — this forest produced 80 decibels. Cicadas alone 70 decibels. Now — zero. Silence. This forest isn't dead — it's comatose.

Comatose. The medical metaphor that the ecologist borrowed from his nurse-wife's vocabulary — the metaphor that fit because: the forest was alive (the trees stood, the roots were in the ground, the structure remained) but the forest was not functioning. The not-functioning being: the forest's systems — its sound, its movement, its productivity — had shut down, the shutting-down being the coma's definition: alive but non-responsive.

They walked deeper. The deeper being: into the forest proper, past the tree line into the interior where the teak gave way to older growth, the older-growth being the forest that had existed before Bhushan's farmhouse, before Mulshi's development, the forest that was hundreds of years old and whose hundreds-of-years were the permanence that the anomaly challenged.

Bhushan stopped at a teak tree. The tree being: large, established, the particular teak that produced the wood that Indian furniture was made from. He pressed his hand against the trunk.

"Feel karo," he said. Feel it.

Tarun pressed his hand against the trunk. The pressing being: the touch that produced the information. The information being: the bark was warm. Not sun-warm — the tree was in shade. The warm being: internal. The tree's internal temperature was elevated.

"Garam hai," Tarun said. It's warm.

"Trees ka internal temperature elevated ho raha hai. Sab trees ka. Yeh fever hai — literally. Trees ko fever hai." The diagnosis that Bhushan delivered with the particular weight of a man who had spent thirty years with trees and who the spending-thirty-years had produced the relationship that the relationship produced: grief. The trees had fever. The trees that Bhushan had known for decades had fever and the fever was the symptom and the symptom was the anomaly's latest expression.

Trees' internal temperature is elevated. All trees. This is fever — literally. The trees have fever.

Tarun wrote. The writing being: the notebook filling, the filling being the record that the reporter created as the reporter's testimony — I was here, I saw this, I felt this, the feeling being the evidence that supplemented the data.

They collected soil samples. The collecting being: Bhushan's hands in the earth, the earth that was dry when the earth should have been saturated, the saturation being September's gift to the soil and the gift not arriving.

"Dekh," Bhushan said, holding a handful of soil. "Yeh September ki mitti hai? Yeh March ki mitti lagti hai. Sukhi. Dusty. September mein yeh mitti black hoti hai — rich, wet, the colour of life. Ab yeh brown hai. The colour of —"

Look. Is this September soil? This looks like March soil. Dry. Dusty. In September this soil is black — rich, wet, the colour of life. Now it's brown. The colour of —

He didn't finish. The not-finishing being: the ecologist choosing not to name what brown soil in September meant because the naming would be: the colour of death. And naming it would make it real and the real was the thing that Bhushan was still resisting because the resisting was the human's response to the unacceptable.

They returned to the farmhouse. Charu had made chai — the ginger-cardamom chai that was the constant, the constant in a world where constants were disappearing.

Chitra was sitting on the verandah, drawing. The drawing being: a picture. The picture being: the garden with fireflies. The fireflies that Chitra had drawn in yellow crayon — dots of yellow across a green garden, the green garden that existed in the drawing but not in reality, the reality being: brown garden, no fireflies.

"Yeh kya bana rahi hai, beta?" Bhushan asked. What are you drawing, sweetheart?

"Jugnu. Jaise pehle the." Fireflies. Like before.

Like before. The two words that contained the child's particular understanding: before was different from now, before had fireflies, now did not, the not-having being the absence that the child processed through drawing because drawing was the child's particular method of preserving what was lost.

Bhushan looked at Tarun. Tarun looked at Bhushan. The looking being: the shared understanding between two men who were processing the same thing — the same anomaly, the same fear, the same question: what is happening?

Tarun wrote his weekly dispatch that night. The dispatch being: 2,000 words, the longest he had written for the Herald, the longest because the fieldwork had produced more than the normal dispatch could contain and the containing required the extra words.

FROM THE FIELD: THE WESTERN GHATS ARE SILENT — AND THE SILENCE IS TERRIFYING

The dispatch that contained: the 80-decibel forest now at zero. The trees with fever. The September soil that looked like March. Chitra's drawing of fireflies that no longer existed.

The dispatch that ended with: "We are watching the world change. Not the gradual change of climate over decades — the sudden, unexplained change of an ecosystem shutting down in real time. The Western Ghats are not dying. The Western Ghats are going to sleep. And nobody knows if they will wake up."


  
    Chapter 8: Chocolate Gayab (The Chocolate Disappears)

    
    
  
  The chocolate vanished on a Tuesday. The vanishing being: not dramatic, not sudden (not like the fireflies, which had stopped in an instant). The chocolate vanished gradually — the gradual-vanishing being the supply chain's particular expression of the anomaly: cocoa beans failing, crops collapsing, the collapsing travelling through the supply chain at the speed of commerce.

Charu noticed first. The noticing being: the nurse-wife's grocery observation. "Bhushan, Dairy Milk nahi mil rahi. Tanmay ke liye chocolate leni thi — dukaan pe nahi hai."

Dairy Milk is unavailable. I needed to buy chocolate for Tanmay — the shop doesn't have it.

"Supply chain issue hoga," Bhushan said. The dismissal that was the ecologist's particular blind spot — the blind spot being: when you study ecosystems, you forget that ecosystems include the human supply chain and the human-supply chain was the delivery mechanism for everything, including chocolate.

But it was not just chocolate. Within a week, the grocery absences multiplied. Coffee — the instant coffee that Bhushan used as backup when Charu's chai was unavailable — gone from shelves. Specific fruits — bananas, the particular Indian banana that Tanmay ate every morning — scarce. Rice prices rising — not dramatically (not the doubling that indicated crisis) but measurably (12% increase, the 12% being the increment that shopkeepers noticed and customers felt and the feeling being: the wallet's sensitivity to the increment).

Bhushan connected the dots on a Friday morning. The connecting being: the ecologist's pattern-recognition applied to the domestic sphere. Cocoa beans were a crop. Coffee was a crop. Bananas were a crop. Rice was a crop. Crops depended on: pollination (insects, which were 96% declined), soil health (mycorrhizal networks, which were at 41%), rainfall (which was zero for 60 days).

The anomaly was not just environmental. The anomaly was agricultural. The anomaly was: the food supply.

He called Tarun immediately. The immediately being: the urgency that the connection produced — the urgency of "this is no longer about birds and fireflies, this is about food."

"Tarun, food supply pe impact shuru ho gaya." The food supply is being affected.

"Kya matlab?" What do you mean?

"Chocolate gayab. Coffee gayab. Banana scarce. Rice prices up. Sab crop-dependent products hain — aur crops depend on pollination aur soil health aur rain. Teenon collapse ho rahe hain. Matlab: food supply collapse shuru ho gaya."

Chocolate gone. Coffee gone. Bananas scarce. Rice prices up. All crop-dependent products — and crops depend on pollination and soil health and rain. All three are collapsing. Meaning: food supply collapse has begun.

The sentence that made Tarun set down whatever he was holding (his phone was in his hand, his other hand was holding a pen, the pen dropped onto the notebook). Food supply collapse. The two words that made the story not an environmental story or a science story but a survival story.

Tarun wrote the article in three hours. The three hours being fast even for a journalist who wrote fast — the fast-writing being the urgency's particular fuel: the fuel that bypassed the normal editorial process of draft-revise-polish and produced instead: draft-file, the filing being: the story was too urgent for polish, the polish could wait, the publishing could not.

WESTERN GHATS ANOMALY HITS FOOD SUPPLY: CHOCOLATE, COFFEE, BANANAS DISAPPEARING FROM SHELVES AS CROP FAILURES MOUNT

The article that produced: national attention. Not the regional attention that the previous articles had generated (the regional being Maharashtra and Karnataka, the states directly affected). National. The national-attention being: food supply affected everyone, not just the Western Ghats residents, the everyone being: 1.4 billion people who ate food that was grown in soil that was connected to the ecosystem that was collapsing.

Television news went full coverage. NDTV, Aaj Tak, Republic — the channels that found in the food-supply angle the particular story that television required: visual, immediate, affecting viewers personally. The visual being: empty shelves. The immediate being: your next grocery trip. The personally-affecting being: your food.

Bhushan was invited onto three talk shows in one day. The inviting being: the professor becoming the public face of the anomaly, the public-face being the particular role that media assigned to the expert who was available, articulate, and correct — Bhushan being all three.

"Dr. Kulkarni, yeh kitna serious hai?" — the talk show host's question, the question that every host asked because the question was the setup for the answer that produced the ratings.

How serious is this?

"Bahut serious. Agar current trend continue hua — agar pollinator populations recover nahi karte, agar monsoon wapas nahi aata, agar soil health improve nahi hoti — toh six months mein Western Ghats region ka agricultural output 50% se zyada gir jayega. Six months ke baad — worse. Yeh gradual nahi hai. Yeh accelerating hai."

Very serious. If current trends continue — if pollinator populations don't recover, if the monsoon doesn't return, if soil health doesn't improve — then in six months the Western Ghats region's agricultural output will drop by more than 50%. After six months — worse. This isn't gradual. It's accelerating.

The number — 50% — that produced the panic. The panic being: the particular Indian panic that manifested in: hoarding. Within 72 hours of the broadcast, supermarkets in Pune and Mumbai reported panic-buying. Rice, dal, cooking oil — the staples being cleared from shelves not because the staples were scarce but because the panic made them scarce, the panic-scarcity being the self-fulfilling prophecy that the panic produced.

The government responded with: a statement. "The situation is being monitored. There is no immediate food security threat. Citizens are advised not to hoard essential commodities." The statement that was designed to calm and that the designed-to-calm failed because the statement's existence confirmed that the situation warranted a statement and the warranting was the confirmation of the concern.

Mansi called Tarun. The calling being: the first non-professional call between them — the first call that was not "I have data for your story" but "I'm concerned."

"Tarun, mere centre pe jo clients aa rahe hain — unko anxiety ho rahi hai. Pregnant women — already vulnerable — ab food scarcity ka fear. Miscarriage rate already up hai. Agar anxiety aur food quality dono kharab hue toh —"

The clients at my centre — they're developing anxiety. Pregnant women — already vulnerable — now fear of food scarcity. Miscarriage rate is already up. If both anxiety and food quality deteriorate —

"Mansi, main kya kar sakta hoon?" The question that was the reporter's particular frustration — the frustration being: I write stories, stories produce attention, attention produces action, but the action is slow and the slow is the gap between reporting and resolving and the gap is: people suffer in the gap.

Mansi, what can I do?

"Likhte reh. Tera likhna hi tera kaam hai. Aur — Bhushan se bol, fieldwork mein human health angle bhi include kare. Pregnancy data, nutrition data, anxiety levels. Agar yeh sab connect hai — toh connection document honi chahiye."

Keep writing. Your writing is your job. And — tell Bhushan to include the human health angle in his fieldwork. Pregnancy data, nutrition data, anxiety levels. If it's all connected — the connection should be documented.

"Karunga." I will.

The conversation that was — the conversation was the shift, the shift from professional to personal, the personal being: the tone had changed, the tone-change being the particular frequency that concern-for-others produced when the concern-for-others was shared between two people and the shared-concern created: the bond. The bond that was not romantic (not yet) but that was the precursor to romantic and the precursor being: shared purpose, shared concern, the particular intimacy of two people who cared about the same thing.

Bhushan, meanwhile, was dealing with the farmhouse's water crisis. The crisis being: the bore well was now 3.2 metres below normal. The 3.2 being the number that approached the bore well's limit — the limit being the depth at which the pump could no longer draw water and the no-longer-drawing being: dry.

"Bhushan, do hafte ka paani hai bore well mein." Charu — the calculation delivered with the nurse's clinical precision applied to the household's survival. "Uske baad — tanker mangana padega."

There's two weeks' water in the bore well. After that — we'll need to order a tanker.

Two weeks. The countdown that was not about ecology or journalism or research but about: the family. The family's water. Chitra's water. Tanmay's water. The water that a seven-year-old with a heart condition needed to survive and the needing being the priority that outranked every other priority.

"Tanker order kar deta hoon," Bhushan said. The ordering being: the concession, the concession that the ecologist made when the ecology became the personal — when the drought that he studied became the drought that his family lived in and the living-in being the transformation from academic to existential.

He picked up the phone. Called the tanker service. "Ek tanker chahiye. Mulshi. Haan, pata hai — sab ko chahiye. Queue mein daal do."

I need a tanker. Mulshi. Yes, I know — everyone needs one. Put me in the queue.

The queue. The tanker queue that was 43 households long — 43 families in Mulshi waiting for water, the waiting being the drought's particular democracy: everyone waited equally, the equally being the drought's only fairness.

That evening, Bhushan sat on the balcony. No chai — Charu was conserving water, the conserving meaning: chai once a day instead of twice, the once-instead-of-twice being the rationing that the household had begun.

He looked at the Sahyadris. Brown. The brown that was no longer "turning" but "turned" — the turned being the completion of the transformation from green to brown and the completion being: done. The Sahyadris were brown. The Sahyadris that were the green spine of peninsular India were brown and the brown was: the anomaly's signature on the landscape.

Chitra came to the balcony. Sat on his lap. The sitting-on-lap that was the seven-year-old's particular comfort position — the position that said: I am here, you are here, we are together.

"Baba?"

"Haan, beta?"

"Jugnu kab wapas aayenge?" When will the fireflies come back?

The question that she asked every week. The question that Bhushan answered with the same answer every week: "Jaldi, beta." Soon, sweetheart.

The answer that was becoming harder to say. The harder-becoming being: each week without fireflies made "jaldi" less credible and the less-credible made the answer more of a lie and the more-of-a-lie being the father's particular burden: lying to protect and the protecting being the love and the love being: the thing that made the lie necessary.


  
    Chapter 9: Billionaire Ka Entry (The Billionaire Enters)

    
    
  
  The billionaire's name was Eshan Malhotra. The name that appeared in the investigation not through scientific channels or journalistic contacts but through the particular mechanism that billionaires used to enter stories: money.

Eshan Malhotra — fifty-seven, founder of Malhotra Industries (pharmaceuticals, chemicals, the chemicals being the particular irony that would later become significant), net worth estimated at twenty-three thousand crore rupees, the twenty-three-thousand-crore being the number that placed him in India's top fifty richest and that the top-fifty was the particular altitude from which the world looked different because the different-looking was the privilege of wealth.

Tarun first heard the name from Bhushan. The hearing being: a phone call, Day 72 of the anomaly.

"Tarun, ek interesting development hai. Malhotra Industries ne NCWGEA ko fifty crore ka donation announce kiya hai. Research funding ke liye. Conditions ke saath." There's an interesting development. Malhotra Industries announced a fifty crore donation to the NCWGEA. For research funding. With conditions.

"Conditions?" The reporter's antenna — the antenna that activated when the word "conditions" appeared near the word "donation" because the conditions were the story within the story.

"Conditions yeh hain ki research ka direction change kare. Malhotra chahta hai ki investigation industrial causes ko rule out kare specifically — Malhotra Industries ki factories se koi connection na dikhaye."

The conditions are that the research direction should change. Malhotra wants the investigation to specifically rule out industrial causes — show no connection to Malhotra Industries' factories.

"Industrial causes ko rule out kare? Sir, yeh toh —"

"Haan. Yeh suspicious hai. Agar industrial connection nahi hai toh rule out karne ki zaroorat kya hai? Rule out tab karte hain jab possibility hai. Aur agar Malhotra specifically bol raha hai rule out karo — toh possibility hai."

Yes. It's suspicious. If there's no industrial connection, why the need to rule it out? You rule out when there's a possibility. And if Malhotra is specifically saying rule it out — then there is a possibility.

The logic being: the billionaire's donation was not philanthropy, the donation was defence. The defence being: preemptive, the preemptive-defence of a man who knew that the investigation could reach his factories and who the reaching was the threat and the threat required the prevention and the prevention was: fifty crore rupees directed to ensure that the investigation did not reach.

Tarun investigated Malhotra Industries. The investigating being: the reporter's particular skill — follow the money, the money leading to the truth because the money was the trail and the trail was: visible, if you knew where to look.

Malhotra Industries operated three factories in the Western Ghats region. Factory 1: Ratnagiri — pharmaceutical manufacturing. Factory 2: Chiplun — chemical processing. Factory 3: Satara — agrochemical production. The three factories forming a triangle within the anomaly zone — the triangle being the geographical coincidence that the reporter's instinct said was not coincidence.

"Raghav sahab, Malhotra Industries investigate karna hai," Tarun told his editor. The telling being: the request for permission, the permission needed because investigating a billionaire was the particular journalism that required institutional backing — the backing being: legal support, editorial protection, the protection that an individual reporter could not provide for himself.

I need to investigate Malhotra Industries.

"Malhotra? Twenty-three thousand crore wala Malhotra?" Raghav — the question that contained the assessment: investigating a billionaire was expensive (legal costs), dangerous (retaliation), and necessary (if the story demanded it).

"Wahi. Unki teen factories anomaly zone mein hain. Unhone NCWGEA ko fifty crore donate kiye hain — with conditions to not investigate industrial causes. Sir, yeh classic deflection hai."

That one. His three factories are in the anomaly zone. He donated fifty crore to NCWGEA — with conditions to not investigate industrial causes. Sir, this is classic deflection.

Raghav considered. The considering being: thirty seconds that felt like thirty minutes because the thirty-seconds contained the calculation — the calculation of risk versus reward, the risk being the billionaire's legal resources versus the Herald's, the reward being: the truth.

"Investigate. But carefully. No accusations until evidence is solid. Aur main legal team ko alert karta hoon."

Investigate. But carefully. No accusations until evidence is solid. And I'll alert the legal team.

Tarun began. The beginning being: public records. The public-records approach being the reporter's safe starting point — the starting point that could not be challenged legally because the records were public.

Malhotra Industries' environmental compliance records. The records obtained through RTI (Right to Information) applications — the RTI being India's particular journalistic tool, the tool that opened government files to public scrutiny and that the opening was the transparency that journalism depended on.

The RTI produced: Malhotra Industries' factory in Chiplun had received three pollution violation notices in the last two years. The violations being: improper waste disposal, the improper-waste being chemical effluent discharged into a tributary of the Vashishti River, the tributary feeding into the river that fed into the Western Ghats' watershed.

Chemical effluent. The two words that connected: chemical factory → effluent → river → watershed → ecosystem.

"Bhushan sir, Malhotra ki Chiplun factory ka waste Vashishti River mein ja raha hai. Three violations in two years. Kya aapki soil samples mein chemical contamination detect hua hai?"

Bhushan sir, Malhotra's Chiplun factory waste is going into the Vashishti River. Three violations in two years. Has chemical contamination been detected in your soil samples?

The pause. The long pause — the pause that Bhushan produced when the question activated a memory and the memory was: relevant.

"Haan. Actually — haan. Soil samples from Chiplun site showed elevated levels of — main check karta hoon. Ruk." Yes. Actually — yes. Soil samples from the Chiplun site showed elevated levels of — let me check. Hold on.

Sounds of Bhushan moving through papers. The paper-sounds being the academic's filing system in action.

"Organophosphates. Elevated levels of organophosphates in Chiplun soil samples. Maine initially ignore kiya tha — organophosphates agricultural pesticides mein common hain. But levels higher hain than agricultural use would explain. Significantly higher."

Organophosphates. Elevated levels in Chiplun soil samples. I initially ignored it — organophosphates are common in agricultural pesticides. But levels are higher than agricultural use would explain. Significantly higher.

Organophosphates. The chemical class that included: pesticides, nerve agents, and industrial chemicals. The class that at elevated levels was: toxic to insects (killing them), toxic to amphibians (disrupting endocrine systems), toxic to birds (thinning eggshells, suppressing behaviour), and toxic to mammals (including humans — neurological effects, endocrine disruption, fertility impacts).

The connection forming: Malhotra's factory → chemical effluent → Vashishti River → watershed → soil contamination → organophosphates → wildlife suppression → ecosystem collapse.

"Sir, yeh bahut bada hai," Tarun said. The understatement that was the reporter's particular restraint — the restraint that said: I know this is the story, I know this is the answer, but I will not overstate because overstating was the enemy of credibility and credibility was the only weapon.

Sir, this is very big.

"Bahut bada hai. Lekin — Tarun, sun. Yeh correlation hai, causation nahi. Organophosphates Chiplun mein elevated hain — but anomaly poore Western Ghats mein hai. Ek factory ka effluent poore mountain range ko affect nahi kar sakta. Kuch aur bhi hai."

It's very big. But — Tarun, listen. This is correlation, not causation. Organophosphates are elevated in Chiplun — but the anomaly is across the entire Western Ghats. One factory's effluent can't affect an entire mountain range. There's something else too.

"Lekin teen factories hain. Ratnagiri, Chiplun, Satara. Agar teenon se contamination ho rahi hai?"

But there are three factories. Ratnagiri, Chiplun, Satara. What if all three are contaminating?

"Tab bhi — teen factories se poora Western Ghats? 1,600 kilometres? Nahi. Yeh contributing factor ho sakta hai — primary cause nahi. Primary cause kuch aur hai. Kuch jo poore ecosystem ko simultaneously affect kar raha hai."

Even then — three factories for the entire Western Ghats? 1,600 kilometres? No. This could be a contributing factor — not the primary cause. The primary cause is something else. Something affecting the entire ecosystem simultaneously.

The distinction: contributing factor versus primary cause. The distinction that the scientist maintained because the scientist's rigour demanded the distinction and the demanding was: the discipline that prevented premature conclusions.

But the contributing factor was still: a story. A fifty-crore-donation-to-avoid-investigation story. A three-factory-in-the-anomaly-zone story. A chemical-effluent-in-the-watershed story.

Tarun wrote the article. The article that was: carefully worded (Raghav's legal team reviewed every sentence), specific (facts only, no speculation), and devastating (the facts alone were devastating because the facts told the story and the story was: a billionaire's factories were contaminating the ecosystem that the billionaire was paying fifty crore to not investigate).

MALHOTRA INDUSTRIES' FACTORIES IN ANOMALY ZONE: THREE POLLUTION VIOLATIONS, FIFTY CRORE 'DONATION' WITH STRINGS

The article that produced: Eshan Malhotra's first public response. The response being: a statement from Malhotra Industries' PR department: "The allegations in the Mumbai Herald are baseless and defamatory. Malhotra Industries operates within all environmental regulations. The donation to NCWGEA was made in good faith with no conditions attached. We reserve the right to pursue legal remedies."

"Legal remedies." The two words that were the billionaire's particular weapon — the weapon that said: we will sue you, the suing being the threat that was designed to silence and that the silencing was the purpose of the threat.

Raghav called Tarun. "Legal notice aayega. Ready reh. Aur — next piece and likho. Evidence aur strong chahiye."

A legal notice is coming. Be ready. And — write the next piece. Evidence needs to be stronger.

"Karunga." I will.

The investigation deepening. The deepening producing: the adversary. The adversary being: Eshan Malhotra, the billionaire whose factories sat in the anomaly zone and whose fifty-crore donation was the defence and whose legal notice was the weapon.

Tarun was not afraid. The not-afraid being — the not-afraid was the reporter's particular courage, the courage that was not bravery but commitment: the commitment to the story being stronger than the fear of the consequences and the stronger-than being: the reporter's identity.


  
    Chapter 10: Zoo Ka Maatam (The Zoo's Mourning)

    
    
  
  The Metro Zoo in Rajiv Gandhi Zoological Park — Pune's zoo, the zoo that sat on eighty acres of land that had once been the Katraj forest's edge and that the edge was now the zoo's boundary and the boundary containing: 150 species, 800 individual animals, the animals being the zoo's residents and the residents being: affected.

Bhushan received the call from the zoo's veterinarian — Dr. Prerna Mehta, a woman whose voice on the phone carried the particular flatness that veterinarians produced when animals were dying and the dying was: multiple, simultaneous, unexplained.

"Dr. Kulkarni, aapko aana padega. Hamari animals — behavioural changes ho rahe hain. Kuch animals kha nahi rahe. Kuch reproduce nahi kar rahe. Aur — do deaths hua hai is hafte. Unexplained."

Dr. Kulkarni, you need to come. Our animals — behavioural changes are happening. Some animals aren't eating. Some aren't reproducing. And — there have been two deaths this week. Unexplained.

Two deaths. The two-deaths being: the zoo's particular alarm, the alarm that the zoo sounded when animals died without diagnosis because the without-diagnosis was the veterinarian's failure and the failure was: not acceptable.

Bhushan went. He took Tarun — the taking being the decision that the investigation required documentation and the documentation being the reporter's function.

The zoo at 9 AM — the zoo that should have been: noisy. Indian zoos at morning were the particular concert of awakening animals — macaws calling, elephants trumpeting, the nocturnal house residents settling, the diurnal residents rising. The concert being the zoo's daily overture and the overture being: life.

The zoo was quiet. Not silent (the zoo still had sound — the maintenance staff, the keepers, the mechanical systems) but quiet in the way that the forest had been quiet: the animal sounds absent, the absent-animal-sounds being the void that the human sounds could not fill.

Dr. Mehta met them at the administrative building. Her face carrying the exhaustion that veterinarians carried when the dying exceeded the treating — the exceeding being: the overwhelm, the overwhelm of a doctor whose patients could not tell her what was wrong.

"Pehle reptile house chalte hain," she said. Let's go to the reptile house first.

The reptile house — the building that contained the zoo's collection of Indian reptiles: King Cobra, Spectacled Cobra, Russell's Viper, Indian Python, the collection being the educational mandate that the zoo fulfilled: showing India's reptilian diversity to visitors.

The King Cobra's enclosure. The enclosure that contained: the King Cobra — or that should have contained the King Cobra. The cobra was present — coiled in the far corner of the enclosure, motionless. Not the stillness of a resting snake (resting snakes maintained the particular posture that indicated alertness, the alertness being the snake's default because the default was: survival). This was: the stillness of a snake that had stopped being a snake. The snake was present but the snake-ness — the alertness, the readiness, the coiled-spring tension that was the King Cobra's identity — was absent.

"Yeh teen din se move nahi kiya. Food refuse kar raha hai. Core temperature — elevated. Same as your trees." Dr. Mehta's observation — the observation that connected the zoo to the forest: the trees had fever, the snakes had fever, the fever being the common symptom.

It hasn't moved in three days. Refusing food. Core temperature — elevated. Same as your trees.

Bhushan pressed his face to the glass. The pressing being the ecologist's instinct — get close, observe, the observing being the fundamental act. The cobra's eyes were open. The open-eyes being: the snake was alive, the snake was conscious, but the snake was not responding. Comatose. The same word that Bhushan had used for the forest.

They moved through the zoo. Each enclosure producing the same observation: animals present but suppressed. The elephants — standing, motionless, the trunk-swaying that was the elephant's constant motion absent. The leopard — lying, eyes open, the pacing that was the caged-leopard's default absent. The deer — clustered together, not grazing, the not-grazing being the refusal of food that Dr. Mehta had reported.

The two deaths: a Sloth Bear (female, twelve years old, found dead in enclosure at 6 AM, no visible injuries) and a Nilgiri Langur (male, eight years old, found dead in the nocturnal house, no visible injuries).

"Post-mortem results?" Bhushan asked.

"Sloth Bear — organ failure. Multiple organs. Simultaneously. Heart, liver, kidneys — all showed signs of acute failure. No toxicology results yet. Langur — same. Multiple organ failure."

Multiple organ failure. The diagnosis that was: the body's systems shutting down simultaneously, the simultaneously being the echo of the fireflies (all stopping at once) and the forest (all going silent at once) and the mycorrhizal networks (degrading across all sites at once). The pattern being: simultaneous, systemic, the systemic being the anomaly's signature — not targeting one thing but targeting everything, the everything being the system.

"Dr. Mehta, toxicology mein organophosphates check karvayein. Specifically. Hamare soil samples mein elevated levels mile hain." Check for organophosphates in the toxicology. Specifically. We've found elevated levels in our soil samples.

"Karenge. Results ek hafte mein aayenge." We will. Results in a week.

One week. The week that would determine: was the Malhotra connection real? Were the organophosphates the cause — or the contributing factor? Was the chemical contamination producing the organ failure that was killing the zoo's animals?

Tarun photographed. The photographing being: the motionless elephant, the unresponsive cobra, the clustered deer. The photographs that would accompany the article — the article being the story that the zoo-visit produced.

Outside the zoo, Bhushan stopped. The stopping being: the pause that the overwhelm produced — the overwhelm of a man who had spent thirty years studying ecosystems and who the studying had produced the understanding that the understanding was being violated. The ecosystems were failing. The failing being: real, observable, documented. And the documenting was not solving. The documenting was recording the failure and the recording was: insufficient.

"Tarun," Bhushan said. Standing in the zoo's parking lot, the parking lot's asphalt radiating the heat of a sun that should have been blocked by monsoon clouds and that the blocked-not-being was the anomaly. "Yeh zoo hai. Controlled environment. Animals ko proper food milta hai, proper water, proper shelter. Agar controlled environment mein bhi animals affected hain — toh yeh water contamination nahi hai. Yeh food quality nahi hai. Yeh kuch aur hai. Kuch jo air mein hai. Ya kuch jo — kuch jo har jagah hai."

This is a zoo. Controlled environment. Animals get proper food, proper water, proper shelter. If even in a controlled environment animals are affected — then it's not water contamination. It's not food quality. It's something else. Something in the air. Or something that's — something that's everywhere.

"Everywhere" being: the word that changed the investigation's frame. Not localised contamination (Malhotra's factories). Not watershed pollution (Vashishti River). Something everywhere. Something that permeated the environment at a level that the investigation had not yet identified.

"Kya everywhere hai?" Tarun asked. The reporter's question that was the investigation's question.

What is everywhere?

"Mujhe nahi pata. But main pata karunga." Bhushan — the three words repeated: "mujhe nahi pata." I don't know. The three words that the ecologist said more often now than in his entire career. The more-often being: the anomaly's particular gift to the ecologist — the gift of ignorance, the ignorance that was not the absence of knowledge but the presence of something that exceeded knowledge.

I don't know. But I'll find out.

They drove back to the university in silence. The silence being: the processing, the two men processing the zoo-visit in the particular way that shared silence produced — the shared-silence being the communication that did not require words because the words were insufficient and the insufficient being: the zoo's animals were dying and the dying was part of the pattern and the pattern was: everything.

That evening, Bhushan told Charu. The telling being: at the kitchen table, over the one chai that the water-rationing permitted, the telling producing Charu's particular response.

"Bhushan, agar animals controlled environment mein bhi affected hain — toh humein bhi hoga. Chitra — Chitra ki heart condition already compromise hai. Agar yeh jo bhi hai usse usko affect kare —"

Bhushan, if animals in a controlled environment are also affected — then it'll affect us too. Chitra — Chitra's heart condition is already a compromise. If whatever this is affects her —

The sentence that Charu did not finish. The not-finishing being: the mother's refusal to complete the thought that the completing would make real and the real was: the possibility that the anomaly could harm her daughter.

"Chitra theek hai. Abhi tak koi symptoms nahi hain." Chitra is fine. No symptoms so far.

"Abhi tak." The two words that Charu added. The two words meaning: so far. The so-far being the temporal qualifier that said: not yet, but possibly, and the possibly being the fear.

So far.

Bhushan sat with the so-far. The sitting-with-so-far being the father's particular burden: the burden of knowing that "so far" was not "forever" and that the not-forever was the space where the fear lived.


  
    Chapter 11: Tarun Aur Mansi (Tarun and Mansi)

    
    
  
  The toxicology results came on a Monday. The Monday being: Day 79 of the anomaly, the 79th day since the fireflies stopped in Mulshi, the 79th day of the investigation that had grown from a local observation to a national crisis.

Dr. Mehta called Bhushan. Bhushan called Tarun. The chain of calls that was the investigation's communication protocol — each link adding urgency, the urgency accumulating by the time Tarun answered.

"Organophosphates confirmed. Both animals — Sloth Bear and Langur — had organophosphate levels seventeen times above normal. Seventeen times, Tarun. Yeh agricultural exposure nahi hai. Yeh industrial contamination hai."

Organophosphates confirmed. Both animals had levels seventeen times above normal. This isn't agricultural exposure. This is industrial contamination.

Seventeen times. The multiplier that transformed correlation into evidence — the evidence that Malhotra Industries' chemical effluent was not just entering the watershed but entering the food chain and the food-chain-entering being the mechanism: chemicals in water → water in soil → soil in plants → plants eaten by animals → animals accumulating toxins → organs failing.

Bioaccumulation. The term that Bhushan used — the term that ecologists used when toxins concentrated up the food chain, each level accumulating more than the level below, the accumulating producing the particular mathematics of poisoning: what was trace-level in water became lethal-level in apex consumers.

But — the but that Bhushan maintained with the scientific rigour that the scientific-rigour demanded — organophosphates at seventeen times normal explained the zoo deaths but did not explain the anomaly's scope.

"Tarun, sun carefully. Organophosphates zoo ke animals ko maar rahe hain — confirmed. Malhotra ki factories contributing factor hain — confirmed. But organophosphates alone poore Western Ghats ko affect nahi kar sakte. Organophosphates specific hain — yeh specific organisms ko specific ways mein affect karte hain. Jo hum dekh rahe hain woh non-specific hai. Sab kuch affect ho raha hai. Sab jagah. That requires something broader."

Listen carefully. Organophosphates are killing the zoo animals — confirmed. Malhotra's factories are a contributing factor — confirmed. But organophosphates alone can't affect the entire Western Ghats. They're specific — they affect specific organisms in specific ways. What we're seeing is non-specific. Everything is affected. Everywhere. That requires something broader.

"Broader kya?" Broader what?

"Mujhe nahi pata. Lekin main investigate kar raha hoon. Sharma ki team ne atmospheric data collect kiya hai — air quality, particulate matter, radiation levels. Results aa rahe hain."

I don't know. But I'm investigating. Sharma's team has collected atmospheric data — air quality, particulate matter, radiation levels. Results are coming.

Tarun wrote the organophosphate story. The story that was the Malhotra connection made real — the connection that the fifty-crore donation had been designed to prevent and that the preventing had failed because the preventing required the investigation to not look and the investigation had looked.

ZOO DEATHS LINKED TO INDUSTRIAL CHEMICALS: MALHOTRA FACTORIES' EFFLUENT FOUND IN DEAD ANIMALS AT 17X NORMAL LEVELS

The article that produced: chaos. The chaos of a billionaire exposed — the exposing producing the cascade that the exposing always produced in India: political statements, opposition demands, social media trending (#MalhotraPoisons at number one nationally for six hours), television debates (the debates being the particular Indian television format where eight panellists shouted simultaneously and the simultaneously-shouting produced heat but not light).

Malhotra Industries responded with: a lawsuit. The lawsuit filed in Bombay High Court — defamation, seeking two hundred crore in damages, the two-hundred-crore being the amount that was designed not to be paid but to be feared, the fearing being the lawsuit's purpose.

Raghav called an emergency editorial meeting. The meeting attended by Tarun, Raghav, the Herald's legal counsel Advocate Shirin Irani, and the managing editor.

"Shirin, case kitna strong hai?" Raghav asked. How strong is the case?

"Unka case weak hai — agar hamare facts correct hain. RTI documents, toxicology reports, pollution violations — sab documented hai. Truth is an absolute defence against defamation in India. But — case ladna expensive hai. Court appearances, legal fees, time. Malhotra ka strategy case jeetna nahi hai — Herald ko financially drain karna hai."

Their case is weak — if our facts are correct. RTI documents, toxicology reports, pollution violations — all documented. Truth is absolute defence against defamation in India. But — fighting the case is expensive. Court appearances, legal fees, time. Malhotra's strategy isn't to win — it's to financially drain the Herald.

The strategy that was: SLAPP — Strategic Lawsuit Against Public Participation. The strategy that billionaires used globally to silence journalism, the silencing being: not through winning in court but through the cost of fighting in court.

"Ladenge," Raghav said. The one word. The one word that was the editor's decision — the decision that contained: institutional courage, the courage that Indian journalism sometimes produced and that the producing was the profession's finest quality.

We fight.

Tarun left the meeting with the particular mix of fear and determination that SLAPP suits produced in reporters — the fear of the legal process and the determination that the legal process would not stop the reporting.

He called Mansi that evening. The calling being: the not-quite-professional call that had become the pattern — the pattern of calls that began with "any updates?" and that ended with "take care" and that the "take care" was the particular phrase that carried the weight of concern that exceeded the professional.

"Mansi, Malhotra ne case file kiya." Malhotra filed a lawsuit.

"Maine padha. Tarun — tu theek hai?" I read about it. Are you okay?

The "are you okay" being: the question that crossed the line from professional to personal, the crossing being: concern for the person, not the reporter.

"Theek hoon. But — haan, thoda tension hai." The admission that was the vulnerability — the vulnerability that reporters did not usually show because the not-showing was the professional mask and the mask was: always on. But with Mansi — the mask slipped. I'm fine. But — yeah, some tension.

"Aa. Pune aa. Kal. Coffee peete hain — jitni milegi." The invitation. Come. Come to Pune. Tomorrow. Let's have coffee — whatever's available.

"Coffee milegi?" The joke — the joke referencing the coffee shortage, the shortage being the anomaly's particular contribution to social life: coffee was scarce, the scarcity making coffee dates logistically challenging.

Will coffee be available?

"South Indian filter coffee abhi bhi milta hai. Ek jagah hai — Vaishali. Purana hai. Unke paas stock hai." South Indian filter coffee is still available. There's a place — Vaishali. It's old. They have stock.

Vaishali — the iconic Pune restaurant on FC Road, the restaurant that had served generations of Pune's students and professors and that the serving-generations gave it the institutional permanence that fast-food chains did not have. If anyone still had coffee, Vaishali did.

Tarun took the bus to Pune. The bus — Neeta Travels again, the same route, the same highway through the Ghats. The Ghats that were now: fully brown, the fully-brown being the completion of the transformation that had been progressing for weeks. The Western Ghats were brown. The green was gone.

Vaishali at 4 PM. The restaurant that was: partially empty, the partially-empty being the drought's contribution to the restaurant industry — fewer customers because fewer people could afford to eat out and the fewer-affording being the economic cascade of the anomaly.

Mansi was there. Sitting at a table by the window — the window-table being the particular Vaishali seat that regulars preferred because the window looked out onto FC Road and the FC-Road view was the particular entertainment that Pune's young professionals consumed while consuming coffee.

She was wearing — a kurta, blue cotton, the blue-cotton being the particular Pune casualwear that women wore in September (or should have worn in monsoon-September, the monsoon-September that had not arrived). Her hair tied back. No jewellery — the no-jewellery being the particular aesthetic of women who worked in clinical settings where jewellery was impractical.

"South Indian filter coffee — do," Tarun told the waiter. The ordering that was the ritual — the ritual of sitting down, ordering, the ordering establishing: we are here, we are staying, we will talk.

The coffee arrived. The filter coffee in the stainless steel tumbler-and-davara — the tumbler-and-davara being the particular South Indian coffee vessel that Vaishali served in, the serving-in being the restaurant's nod to authenticity.

"Kaise hai?" Mansi asked. The question that was the real question — the real question being: how are you, actually, not the professional "how are you" but the personal "how are you."

"Thaka hua hoon. Case ka tension. Story ka pressure. Aur — aur yeh sab jo ho raha hai — kabhi kabhi lagta hai ki main story likh raha hoon lekin story se kuch nahi badal raha."

Tired. Lawsuit tension. Story pressure. And — everything that's happening — sometimes I feel like I'm writing the story but the story isn't changing anything.

The admission that was the reporter's crisis — the crisis that every investigative journalist faced: the investigation produces stories, the stories produce attention, the attention produces statements and committees and acronyms but the producing was not solving. The anomaly continued. The ecosystem continued to collapse. The drought continued.

"Badal raha hai," Mansi said. The correction — the gentle correction that was the counsellor's skill applied to the journalist's crisis. "Tera likhna logon ko aware kar raha hai. Awareness se action aata hai. Action slow hota hai — government action especially. But aata hai. WII involved hua teri wajah se. NCWGEA bana teri wajah se. Malhotra expose hua teri wajah se. Yeh sab kuch nahi hai?"

Things are changing. Your writing is making people aware. Awareness leads to action. Action is slow — government action especially. But it comes. WII got involved because of you. NCWGEA was formed because of you. Malhotra was exposed because of you. Is all that nothing?

"Nahi. Kuch hai. But — enough nahi hai." No. It's something. But — not enough.

"Enough kabhi nahi hota. Yeh toh — yeh toh life hai. Tum karte raho. Results eventually aate hain." The philosophy that was the counsellor's particular wisdom — the wisdom accumulated through years of working with pregnant women whose outcomes were uncertain and whose uncertainty taught: you do what you can, results are not in your control.

Enough is never enough. That's life. You keep going. Results come eventually.

Tarun looked at Mansi. The looking being: the particular attention that a man gave a woman when the man realised that the woman was not just a source or a colleague but a person whose presence produced the particular comfort that the comfort could not be produced by sources or colleagues.

"Mansi?"

"Haan?"

"Thank you. For — for this. Coffee. Aur — baatein. Pune mein koi nahi hai mera. Mumbai mein roommate hai but woh bhi — yeh sab samajhta nahi. Tu samajhti hai."

Thank you. For this. Coffee. And — talking. I don't have anyone in Pune. In Mumbai there's a roommate but he doesn't understand all this. You understand.

"Main samajhti hoon kyunki main bhi is mein hoon. Mere clients — pregnant women — unko affect kar raha hai yeh sab. Miscarriage rate aur badh gaya hai. Ab 24% up hai baseline se. Aur — anxiety levels — I've never seen anxiety this high in my clients."

I understand because I'm in this too. My clients — pregnant women — they're being affected. Miscarriage rate has gone up further. Now 24% above baseline. And anxiety levels — I've never seen anxiety this high in my clients.

24%. Up from 18%. The number that Tarun noted — the number-noting being the reporter's habit even during personal conversations: the habit that was the profession and the profession that was the identity and the identity being: always recording.

They sat in Vaishali until closing. The closing being: 9 PM, the early-closing that the restaurant had adopted because the drought's water rationing had reduced their operating capacity.

Outside, FC Road — the road that was Pune's particular youth-culture strip, the strip that should have been crowded at 9 PM on a weekend but that was: sparse. The sparse-crowd being the drought's social impact — fewer people out, the fewer-out being the conservation-response: stay home, use less water, consume less.

"Main chalta hoon," Tarun said. "Bus pakadni hai." I should go. Need to catch the bus.

"Tarun — agle hafte phir aa. Data compile karungi — pregnancy outcomes ka complete analysis. Tere story ke liye useful hoga." The invitation that was professional in content and personal in delivery — the delivery being: the tone, the tone saying "I want to see you again" while the words said "I have data."

Come again next week. I'll compile data — complete analysis of pregnancy outcomes. Useful for your story.

"Aaunga." I'll come.

The walk to Swargate bus stand. The walk through Pune's streets — the streets that were dry, the dry being the visible absence of monsoon that every surface displayed: dusty roads, wilting roadside plants, the particular pallor of a city that was not being washed by rain.

Bus. Highway. Ghats — brown, dark against the night sky. Mumbai.

Bandra flat. Ceiling fan. Bed.

Tarun lay in the dark and thought about: the story, the anomaly, the lawsuit, the organophosphates, the mysterious "something everywhere," the zoo animals dying, the food supply collapsing.

And Mansi. Mansi sitting across the table at Vaishali. Mansi saying: "Tum karte raho."

Keep going.

He would.


  
    Chapter 12: Hawa Mein Kya Hai (What's in the Air)

    
    
  
  Sharma's atmospheric data arrived on Day 85. The data that was the investigation's next frontier — the frontier being: if organophosphates explained the localised contamination but not the global anomaly, then the global required a global explanation and the global-explanation lived in: the atmosphere.

The atmosphere being: the thing that was everywhere. The everywhere that Bhushan had identified in the zoo parking lot — the everywhere-thing that permeated every environment, controlled and uncontrolled, zoo and forest, city and countryside. The atmosphere was everywhere. If something was in the atmosphere, it was in everything.

Sharma presented the data at a meeting in Bhushan's department — the meeting attended by Bhushan, Sharma's WII team, Shalini and Rahul (the PhD students), and — at Bhushan's invitation — Tarun.

"Tarun ko kyun bulaya?" Sharma asked. The question that was the scientist's boundary: journalists in scientific meetings was the particular intrusion that scientists resisted because the resisting was the protection of the process from premature publication.

Why did you invite Tarun?

"Kyunki Tarun isi wajah se tum yahan ho. Agar usne nahi likha hota toh WII involved nahi hota. Woh hamare team ka hissa hai — formally nahi, but functionally." The defence that was the acknowledgment — the acknowledgment of the journalist's contribution to the investigation.

Because Tarun is why you're here. If he hadn't written, WII wouldn't be involved. He's part of our team — not formally, but functionally.

Sharma accepted. The accepting being grudging — the grudging-acceptance of a scientist who valued process but who recognised the political reality: journalism had enabled the investigation, the enabling was a debt.

The data appeared on the projector screen. The screen showing: atmospheric composition readings from five monitoring stations across the Western Ghats.

"Standard atmospheric readings — nitrogen, oxygen, carbon dioxide, trace gases — all within normal ranges. Air quality indices — PM2.5, PM10, ozone — all within acceptable levels. No anomalies in standard atmospheric composition."

"Toh kya hai?" Bhushan — the impatient question. Then what is it?

"Wait. Standard readings normal hain. Lekin — humne ek additional parameter measure kiya. Electromagnetic field readings. EMF."

Electromagnetic fields. The parameter that was not standard atmospheric monitoring — the parameter that Sharma's team had included because Sharma's team included a physicist (Dr. Kavita Nair from TIFR — the Tata Institute of Fundamental Research, whose inclusion was Sharma's particular thoroughness: include a physicist, because if the cause was not chemical or biological, it might be physical).

"EMF readings significantly elevated. All five stations. The background electromagnetic field in the Western Ghats is — and I want to be precise — 340% above the global baseline."

340%. The number that made the room silent — the silent-room being the response to a number that was: unexpected, large, and unexplained.

"340% — source kya hai?" Bhushan asked. What's the source?

"Unknown. It's not cellular towers — we checked. Not power lines — we checked. Not industrial machinery — we checked. The elevated EMF is ambient — it's in the background, evenly distributed across all five stations. Not localised. Not point-source. Ambient."

Ambient elevated EMF. The finding that was: the "everywhere" that Bhushan had been looking for. The everywhere-thing that was in the atmosphere, that permeated every environment, that affected every organism regardless of species or location.

"EMF se organisms affect hote hain?" Tarun asked. The reporter's question — the question that the lay audience would ask, the lay-asking being the reporter's function: translate.

Can EMF affect organisms?

Dr. Kavita Nair answered. The physicist — a woman in her forties, precise in speech, the precision being TIFR's particular contribution to its graduates: precision as identity.

"Haan. Documented hai. Elevated EMF can affect: bird navigation (birds use Earth's magnetic field for migration — elevated EMF disrupts magnetoreception). Insect behaviour (many insects are sensitive to electromagnetic fields). Mammalian health (chronic EMF exposure linked to endocrine disruption, immune suppression, fertility impacts in animal studies). And — importantly — plant health. Elevated EMF has been shown to affect seed germination, root growth, and — this is relevant — mycorrhizal network function."

Mycorrhizal networks. The forest's underground nervous system — the system that was degrading at all five sites. The degrading now having a potential explanation: elevated EMF was disrupting the mycorrhizal networks' electromagnetic signalling, the signalling being the mechanism by which fungal networks coordinated nutrient distribution and the coordinating being the forest's functioning.

"Kavita ji, 340% above baseline — yeh natural ho sakta hai?" Bhushan — the question that the ecologist asked the physicist because the question crossed disciplines and the crossing required the physicist's answer.

Could this be natural?

"Natural EMF fluctuations hoti hain — solar activity, geomagnetic storms. But 340% sustained elevation over weeks? Nahi. Yeh natural nahi hai. Yeh — something is generating this field."

Natural EMF fluctuations exist. But 340% sustained elevation over weeks? No. This isn't natural. Something is generating this field.

"Kya generate kar sakta hai?" What could generate it?

"At this scale? Affecting 1,600 kilometres of mountain range? Main honestly nahi jaanti. Industrial sources typically localised hoti hain — a few kilometres radius at most. Military installations could theoretically produce broad-spectrum EMF, but — 1,600 kilometres? I don't know of any technology that can do that."

The "I don't know" that Dr. Kavita Nair said — the TIFR physicist's particular "I don't know" being: the most authoritative ignorance in the room. If the TIFR physicist did not know, the not-knowing was genuine: the phenomenon exceeded current understanding.

"Geological?" Sharma suggested. "Tectonic activity? The Western Ghats are on the Deccan Plateau — could geological processes generate sustained EMF?"

"Possible in theory. Not documented at this scale. We'd need to consult geophysicists."

The meeting ended with: more questions than answers. The more-questions being the investigation's particular pattern — each answer producing three new questions, the three-new-questions being the exponential growth of the unknown.

But the meeting also produced: a direction. The direction being: EMF. The investigation now had two vectors — Malhotra's chemical contamination (contributing factor, localised) and elevated EMF (potential primary cause, widespread). Two vectors that the investigation would pursue simultaneously.

Tarun wrote the article that evening. The article being the careful variety — careful because EMF was the particular topic that attracted conspiracy theorists (5G, microwave weapons, alien signals) and that the attracting required the reporting to be precise enough to exclude the conspiracies while including the science.

ELEVATED ELECTROMAGNETIC FIELDS DETECTED ACROSS WESTERN GHATS: SCIENTISTS INVESTIGATE MYSTERIOUS 340% SPIKE

The article that Raghav reviewed three times before publishing — the three-times being the editor's particular caution with a topic that could produce "5G CAUSES ANOMALY" WhatsApp forwards within hours.

The article produced: exactly what Raghav feared. WhatsApp forwards within four hours. "5G TOWERS CONFIRMED AS CAUSE OF WESTERN GHATS DESTRUCTION." The confirmation-that-was-not-confirmation being: the public's particular reading of science reporting — reading the direction as the destination, the investigating as the concluding.

Bhushan was furious. The furious being: contained, the contained-fury of a scientist whose careful science was being distorted by the public discourse.

"Tarun, tere article mein clearly likha hai 'not cellular towers.' CLEARLY. Phir bhi WhatsApp pe '5G confirmed' chal raha hai. Kya problem hai logon ko?"

Your article clearly says 'not cellular towers.' CLEARLY. But WhatsApp has '5G confirmed' circulating. What's wrong with people?

"Log headlines padhte hain, articles nahi. Yeh journalism ka fundamental problem hai — aur social media ne worse kiya hai." The reporter's diagnosis — the diagnosis that every journalist knew: headlines were read, articles were not, the not-reading being the gap between intention and reception.

People read headlines, not articles. That's journalism's fundamental problem — and social media made it worse.

But the article also produced: useful attention. Specifically, a phone call to Bhushan from Dr. Pankaj Desai — a geophysicist at the Indian Institute of Geomagnetism in Mumbai.

"Dr. Kulkarni? Maine aapke colleague ka article padha — EMF readings ke baare mein. Mujhe lagta hai main help kar sakta hoon."

I read your colleague's article about the EMF readings. I think I can help.

"Kaise?" How?

"Hum IIG mein geomagnetic data continuously monitor karte hain. Last three months ka data mujhe unusual lag raha tha — but maine context mein nahi rakha tha. Aapki findings ke saath context ban gaya."

We continuously monitor geomagnetic data at IIG. The last three months' data seemed unusual to me — but I hadn't placed it in context. Your findings provided the context.

"Kya dikha raha hai aapka data?" What does your data show?

"Deccan Plateau ke neeche — deep geological level pe — electromagnetic anomaly hai. Deep. 50 kilometres deep. Yeh tectonic plates ka interaction nahi hai — yeh something else hai. Kuch jo Earth ki crust ke andar se generate ho raha hai."

Under the Deccan Plateau — at deep geological level — there's an electromagnetic anomaly. Deep. 50 kilometres deep. This isn't tectonic plate interaction — this is something else. Something being generated from within Earth's crust.

50 kilometres deep. The depth that was: the Earth's lithosphere, the lithosphere being the rigid outer shell that the tectonic plates comprised. Something at 50 kilometres depth was generating electromagnetic fields that were reaching the surface and affecting the Western Ghats' ecosystem.

"Kya generate kar sakta hai 50 kilometres deep?" What could generate this at 50 kilometres deep?

"Dr. Kulkarni, I don't know. But I'm going to find out. Kya aap aur aapki team IIG aa sakte hain? Mumbai mein? Humein data share karni chahiye."

Can you and your team come to IIG? In Mumbai? We should share data.

"Aate hain." We'll come.

Bhushan hung up. The hanging-up being: the investigation expanding again — from ecology to journalism to chemistry to physics to geophysics. The expanding that was the anomaly's particular quality: it was bigger than any one discipline, the bigger-than-any-one requiring: all disciplines.

He called Tarun. "Tarun, IIG se contact hua. Geomagnetic anomaly — 50 kilometres deep. Earth ke andar se kuch generate ho raha hai."

IIG contacted us. Geomagnetic anomaly — 50 kilometres deep. Something is being generated from within the Earth.

"From within the Earth." Tarun repeated the words. The repeating being: the processing, the processing of a phrase that expanded the story from "environmental crisis" to "geological mystery" to: something that the something-being was not yet nameable and the not-nameable being the investigation's current state.

From within the Earth. Something deep. Something generating electromagnetic fields. Something affecting the entire Western Ghats ecosystem. Something that nobody understood.

Day 85 of the anomaly. And the anomaly was deeper than anyone had imagined.


  
    Chapter 13: Zameen Ke Neeche (Beneath the Earth)

    
    
  
  The Indian Institute of Geomagnetism occupied a building in Navi Mumbai — the building being the particular architecture of Indian research institutions: functional, understated, the understated-architecture concealing the extraordinary work within, the concealing being the Indian scientific establishment's particular modesty: world-class research in buildings that looked like district offices.

Bhushan, Sharma, and Dr. Kavita Nair took the train from Pune. Tarun met them at the IIG entrance — having come from Bandra, the shorter commute being the one advantage of Mumbai proximity.

Dr. Pankaj Desai met them in the observation room. The observation room being: the room where the Earth's magnetic field was monitored continuously, the continuous-monitoring being IIG's mandate — the mandate to watch the invisible force that surrounded the planet and that the watching produced data and the data produced understanding and the understanding was: normally, routine. Normally, the Earth's magnetic field was predictable, the predictable being the stability that civilisation depended on (compass navigation, bird migration, cellular communication — all dependent on magnetic stability).

Currently: not routine.

"Yeh dekhiye," Pankaj said, activating a wall-mounted display. The display showing: magnetic field strength readings for the Deccan Plateau region over the last six months.

January through June: stable. The stable being the flatline that represented normalcy — minor fluctuations within the expected range, the expected-range being the narrow band within which the Earth's magnetic field had operated for thousands of years.

July: spike. The spike beginning on July 14 — the date that Bhushan recognised immediately because July 14 was the date the fireflies stopped in Mulshi.

"July 14 ko spike shuru hua?" Bhushan's voice carried the weight of the coincidence — the coincidence that was not coincidence.

The spike started on July 14?

"Exactly July 14. Our instruments recorded a sudden increase in geomagnetic field strength localised to the Western Ghats region. Initial readings showed 180% above baseline. The increase has been progressive — currently at 340%, as your team measured. And it's still increasing."

Still increasing. The two words that transformed the data from alarming to catastrophic — the catastrophic being: if the field was still increasing, the increasing meant the cause was ongoing, the ongoing meant it was not a one-time event, and the not-one-time meant: this would get worse.

"Source identified?" Sharma asked. The scientist's direct question.

"Partially. Our deep-sensing magnetometers — instruments designed to detect geomagnetic anomalies at depth — have localised the source to a region approximately 50 kilometres beneath the surface, as I mentioned to Dr. Kulkarni. The region is approximately 200 kilometres in diameter, centred roughly beneath the Mahabaleshwar Plateau."

200 kilometres in diameter. 50 kilometres deep. Beneath Mahabaleshwar — the hill station that was the geographical heart of the Western Ghats' Maharashtra section.

"Kya hai wahan?" Bhushan asked. The question that was the investigation's core: what is down there?

What's there?

"We don't know with certainty. But I have a hypothesis." Pankaj pulled up a geological cross-section — the cross-section showing the layers of rock beneath the Deccan Plateau.

"The Deccan Traps. You know them — the largest volcanic province in the world. 65 million years ago, massive volcanic eruptions covered most of peninsular India in basalt. Kilometres of basalt. The eruptions lasted approximately 30,000 years and released enough gas to contribute to the mass extinction of the dinosaurs."

"The Deccan Traps are dormant. Have been for 65 million years. But — at 50 kilometres depth, our instruments are detecting what appears to be thermal anomalies. Heat. Concentrated heat in a pattern that suggests — and I emphasise, this is preliminary — magmatic activity."

Magmatic activity. Magma. The molten rock that existed beneath the Earth's crust and that the existing was normally stable beneath the Deccan Plateau because the Deccan Plateau was geologically old and the old-geology was the stability.

"Aap bol rahe ho ki Deccan Traps phir se active ho rahe hain?" Bhushan — the question that he did not want to ask because the answer he did not want to hear.

Are you saying the Deccan Traps are reactivating?

"Nahi — exactly nahi. Main bol raha hoon ki 50 kilometres depth pe thermal anomaly hai jo geomagnetic field generate kar rahi hai. Whether this is magmatic reactivation or something else — abhi confirm nahi kar sakte. But the thermal anomaly is real. The geomagnetic field it's producing is real. And the biological effects that your team is documenting are real."

Not exactly. I'm saying there's a thermal anomaly at 50 km depth generating the geomagnetic field. Whether this is magmatic reactivation or something else — we can't confirm yet. But the thermal anomaly is real.

The room being silent after this — the silence being the five scientists and one journalist processing the possibility: the Deccan Traps, dormant for 65 million years, showing signs of activity. The signs being: heat, electromagnetic fields, the heat-and-fields percolating upward through 50 kilometres of rock and reaching the surface and the reaching producing: the anomaly. The fireflies stopping. The frogs going silent. The birds vanishing. The mycorrhizal networks degrading. The monsoon failing. The ecosystem collapsing.

All because something was waking up beneath the Earth.

"Agar yeh volcanic reactivation hai," Kavita said — the physicist's analysis, delivered with the particular calm that TIFR physicists maintained even when discussing apocalyptic scenarios — "toh implications kya hain?"

If this is volcanic reactivation, what are the implications?

"Multiple. If — and I stress if — the Deccan Traps are reactivating, we're looking at the potential for: volcanic eruptions on the Deccan Plateau. Gas emissions — sulphur dioxide, carbon dioxide, hydrogen fluoride — on a massive scale. Climate disruption — volcanic winters. The original Deccan eruptions contributed to the extinction of 75% of all species on Earth."

75% extinction. The number that sat in the room — the number that was not a prediction but a historical fact, the historical-fact being: the last time the Deccan Traps erupted, three-quarters of all life on Earth died.

"Lekin woh 30,000 saal ki eruption thi. Yeh — yeh abhi shuru ho raha hai — agar ho raha hai," Bhushan said. The correction — the correction that the scientist applied to prevent the escalation from data to doomsday.

But that was a 30,000-year eruption. This is just beginning — if it's happening at all.

"Correct. Hum abhi pre-eruptive phase mein hain — agar yeh volcanic hai. Pre-eruptive phases can last years, decades, centuries. We may never see an actual eruption. But the geomagnetic effects — woh already happening hain. Woh already ecosystem ko affect kar rahe hain."

We're in a pre-eruptive phase — if this is volcanic. But the geomagnetic effects are already happening. They're already affecting the ecosystem.

The distinction being: even without an eruption, the underground activity was producing surface effects. The effects being: the electromagnetic field that was disrupting the ecosystem. The disrupting that was the anomaly. The anomaly that was: not going to stop because the source was geological, the geological being: beyond human control.

Beyond human control. The four words that Tarun wrote in his notebook — the four words that changed the story from "environmental crisis" to "geological crisis" to "existential crisis." A crisis that humans could not fix because the crisis was generated by the planet itself. The planet's internal processes producing the surface effects and the surface-effects being: the ecosystem collapse that no amount of funding, investigation, or journalism could reverse because the reversing required controlling the Earth's interior and the controlling was: impossible.

They left IIG at 6 PM. The leaving being: silent, the group walking to the parking lot in the particular silence that the impossible produced.

Tarun and Bhushan took the same train back toward Pune. The train being: the local, the Mumbai local that carried millions daily and that the millions-carrying was the particular democracy of Indian public transport: scientist and journalist riding with the same commuters who read their articles in the morning papers.

"Bhushan sir," Tarun said. The train crowding, the crowding forcing them close — close enough to speak quietly.

"Haan."

"Yeh story — yeh kaise likhun? 'Deccan Traps maybe reactivating' — yeh toh mass panic karega." How do I write this? 'Deccan Traps maybe reactivating' — that'll cause mass panic.

"Abhi mat likh. Abhi data preliminary hai. Pankaj ne khud kaha — confirm nahi kar sakte. Jab tak confirm na ho — responsible journalism yeh hai ki speculation na kare."

Don't write it yet. The data is preliminary. Pankaj himself said he can't confirm. Until it's confirmed — responsible journalism doesn't speculate.

"Aur tab tak? Kya karein?" Until then? What do we do?

"Research continue. Data collect. Evidence build. Aur — Tarun, ek baat. Agar yeh sach hai — agar Deccan Traps reactivating hain — toh journalism se fix nahi hoga. Yeh planetary hai. Yeh beyond human scale hai."

Continue research. Collect data. Build evidence. And — one thing. If this is true — if the Deccan Traps are reactivating — journalism won't fix it. This is planetary. This is beyond human scale.

"Toh kya karein? Kuch nahi?" The question that was the journalist's despair — the despair of a man whose tool was the story and whose story could not solve the problem because the problem was the planet.

Then what? Nothing?

"Nahi. Kuch nahi matlab nahi hai. But — expectations realistic rakhne padenge. Hum investigate karenge. Hum document karenge. Hum logon ko inform karenge. Lekin — fix karna humari power mein nahi hai."

No. Not nothing. But expectations need to be realistic. We'll investigate. We'll document. We'll inform people. But fixing it is not in our power.

The train pulling into Dadar. The platform crowding. The crowd being: unaware, the unaware-crowd being the millions who did not know that 50 kilometres beneath their feet, something might be waking up.

Bhushan looked at the crowd. The looking being: the ecologist's particular gaze that saw humans as part of the ecosystem, the part-of-the-ecosystem view meaning: whatever affects the ecosystem affects the humans and the affecting being: the anomaly was not stopping at wildlife, the anomaly was reaching humans (fertility decline, food scarcity, water crisis), and the reaching would continue because the source was: beneath the Earth, beyond control, ongoing.

He texted Charu: "Ghar aata hoon. Deri hogi. Sab theek hai." Coming home. Will be late. Everything's fine.

The text that was the lie. Everything was not fine. Everything was the opposite of fine. But the text was the husband's language — the language of protection, the protection being: don't worry the wife until the worrying is necessary and the necessary being: not yet. Not yet because the data was preliminary and preliminary meant uncertain and uncertain meant: hope still existed.

Hope. The thing that survived even in the presence of data that said hope was unrealistic. Hope being: human, irrational, necessary.


  
    Chapter 14: Chitra Ka Dil (Chitra's Heart)

    
    
  
  Day 93. October. The October that should have been the retreat of monsoon — the retreat being the seasonal withdrawal that left the landscape saturated, the saturated-landscape being the canvas on which Dussehra and Diwali were celebrated. October in the Western Ghats was normally: the last rains, the first cool evenings, the particular transition that was the Sahyadris' autumn.

This October was: hot. Dry. The hot-dry that was the anomaly's October — the anomaly having consumed the monsoon entirely, the entirely meaning: zero meaningful rainfall since July. Ninety-three days. The number that was no longer a number but a condition — the condition of drought, the condition being: permanent, or at least permanent-feeling, the permanent-feeling being the human response to prolonged absence: after enough days without rain, the without-rain becomes the norm and the norm becomes: this is how it is.

Chitra collapsed on a Tuesday morning.

The collapsing being: not dramatic, not the cinematic collapse of a child falling from height or mid-run. Chitra was walking from her bedroom to the kitchen. Walking. The walking being the most ordinary activity — the activity that a seven-year-old performed hundreds of times daily without incident and the without-incident being the normalcy that parents depended on and that the depending was the trust that the trust was violated when Chitra's legs folded and she dropped to the floor in the hallway.

Charu was in the kitchen. The sound — the sound of the collapse being: a thud, the thud that was different from other sounds because the thud was a body-sound, the body-sound that mothers recognised immediately because the recognition was primal, the primal-recognition being: my child has fallen.

"CHITRA!" The scream that was the second time Charu had screamed Chitra's name — the first being the garden fall in July, the July-fall being the minor event compared to this, the this being: Chitra on the floor, eyes closed, not responding.

Bhushan was in the garden — the garden that he tended despite the drought, the tending being the ecologist's stubbornness: water the plants with the rationed water, keep something alive. He heard Charu's scream. The scream travelling through the farmhouse's open windows — the open-windows being the ventilation that the heat demanded.

He ran. The running being: the same three-stairs-at-a-time speed as July, the speed that paternal terror produced.

Chitra was on the floor. Charu kneeling beside her — Charu in nurse-mode, the nurse-mode being the clinical persona that activated when the patient was critical. Fingers on Chitra's wrist. Counting pulse.

"Pulse weak hai. Irregular. Bhushan — ambulance bula." The instruction delivered in the flat tone that nurses used when the flat-tone was the containment of panic. Pulse is weak. Irregular. Call the ambulance.

"108." Bhushan dialled. The dialling being: the three digits that Indian emergencies required, the 108 being the ambulance service number that every Indian parent memorised because the memorising was the preparation for the moment that the preparation was designed for: this moment.

Tanmay stood in the hallway. Five years old. Watching his sister on the floor. The watching being: the child's processing of the incomprehensible — the incomprehensible being: his sister was on the floor and his parents were scared and the scared-parents being the thing that children should never see.

"Baba, Didi ko kya hua?" The small voice. The voice that cut through everything.

Baba, what happened to Didi?

"Didi theek hogi. Tanmay, apne room mein ja." The instruction that was the diversion — the diversion being: remove the child from the scene because the scene was the thing that could damage.

Ambulance: sixteen minutes. The sixteen being: Mulshi to farmhouse, the rural response time that was the particular penalty of living where biodiversity lived — biodiversity-rich areas were ambulance-distant areas, the distant-areas being the trade-off that Bhushan had accepted when he chose the farmhouse and the choosing being the decision that was now: the decision that might cost.

Chitra regained consciousness at minute four. The regaining being: eyes opening, the opening producing confusion, the confusion being: the floor, the hallway, her mother's face above her, the mother's face carrying the particular expression that children recognised as: something is wrong.

"Aai? Main kya —" Aai? What did I —

"Shh. Hil mat. Ambulance aa rahi hai." Shh. Don't move. Ambulance is coming.

"Mujhe kya hua?" What happened to me?

"Tu gir gayi. Bas. Theek hai." The minimisation that was the mother's language — the language of: reduce the fear, make it small, the making-small being the protection. You fell. That's all. You're fine.

Chitra was not fine. The not-fine being: the cardiologist's assessment at Sassoon Hospital four hours later. Dr. Varma — the cardiologist who had diagnosed Chitra at four, the diagnosing-doctor being the doctor who knew the heart and the heart's history.

"Bhushan bhai, Charu — Chitra ki cardiac function deteriorate ho gayi hai. Ventricular septal defect unchanged hai — that's the baseline. But cardiac output reduced hai. Ejection fraction — pehle 55% tha, ab 41% hai. 41% borderline hai."

Chitra's cardiac function has deteriorated. The ventricular septal defect is unchanged — that's the baseline. But cardiac output is reduced. Ejection fraction — was 55%, now 41%. 41% is borderline.

41%. The number that was: the heart's efficiency rating, the rating measuring how much blood the heart pumped with each beat. 55% was adequate for a child with Chitra's condition. 41% was: borderline, the borderline being the line between "managing" and "failing" and the failing being: the territory that the cardiologist did not want Chitra to enter.

"Kya cause hua?" Bhushan asked. The question that the father asked that the ecologist already suspected the answer to.

What caused it?

"Multiple factors possible. Stress — children absorb environmental stress even when parents try to shield them. Nutritional quality — has her diet changed? Water quality? And — Bhushan bhai, aapka research — EMF readings elevated hain na Western Ghats mein? Cardiac tissue is particularly sensitive to electromagnetic fields. EMF se cardiac rhythm disruption documented hai."

The connection. The connection that Bhushan had feared — the connection between the anomaly and his daughter. The anomaly's electromagnetic fields affecting cardiac tissue. Chitra's already compromised cardiac tissue being more vulnerable to the affecting. The vulnerability being: the hole in the heart that was the ventricular septal defect amplifying the effect that the EMF produced.

"Dr. Varma, agar EMF cause hai — toh kya kare?" Charu — the nurse asking the clinical question, the clinical-question being: treatment protocol.

If EMF is the cause — what do we do?

"Environment change karo. Mulshi se door jao. Mumbai ya — koi aisi jagah jahan EMF levels lower hon. Cardiac tissue ko lower EMF environment chahiye recovery ke liye."

Change the environment. Move away from Mulshi. Mumbai or — somewhere where EMF levels are lower. Cardiac tissue needs a lower EMF environment to recover.

Move away. The two words that contained: leave the farmhouse, leave Mulshi, leave the Western Ghats. The leaving being: the ecologist leaving the ecosystem he studied, the father choosing the daughter over the research, the choosing being: not a choice because when the choice was daughter-or-research, the daughter was the only answer and the only-answer being: Chitra.

They drove home in silence. The silence being: processing. Charu driving — Charu driving because Bhushan's hands were not steady enough to drive and the not-steady being: the father's response to "cardiac function deteriorated."

At the farmhouse, Bhushan sat on the verandah. The verandah where he used to drink chai and watch the Sahyadris and where the watching was the contentment. Now the verandah was the place where the contentment had been replaced by: the decision.

He called Tarun. The calling being: not for the story. For the friend. The friend that Tarun had become — the journalist who had entered Bhushan's life as a professional contact and who had become: the person Bhushan called when the professional was insufficient and the personal was required.

"Tarun, Chitra hospital mein thi. Cardiac function deteriorate ho gayi. Doctor ne kaha — Mulshi chodho. EMF se cardiac tissue affect ho rahi hai." Chitra was in the hospital. Cardiac function deteriorated. Doctor said leave Mulshi. EMF is affecting cardiac tissue.

Silence on the line. The silence being: Tarun processing.

"Sir — aap theek ho?" The question that was the friend's question, not the reporter's.

"Nahi. Theek nahi hoon." The admission — the admission that Bhushan made to Tarun that Bhushan had not made to Charu: I am not okay. The not-okay being the father's admission that the not-okay was: real, deep, the particular despair of a man whose investigation had become his daughter's illness.

No. I'm not okay.

"Main aa raha hoon. Kal subah. Kuch chahiye?" I'm coming. Tomorrow morning. Need anything?

"Nahi. Bas — aa ja." No. Just come.

Tarun came. The coming being: the 7 AM Neeta Travels bus, the same bus, the same route through the brown Ghats. He arrived at the farmhouse by noon — the arriving being the presence that Bhushan needed, the presence being: the friend's body in the house, the body being the solidarity that words could not provide.

They sat on the verandah. Chai — the rationed chai, one cup each.

"Kab jaoge?" Tarun asked. When will you go?

"Weekend tak. Charu ke parents ka flat hai Kothrud mein. Wahan shift hojayenge temporarily. Pune city mein EMF levels lower hain — urban areas mein lower hain Ghats comparison mein." By weekend. Charu's parents have a flat in Kothrud. We'll shift there temporarily. EMF levels are lower in Pune city than the Ghats.

"Research? Fieldwork?" The questions that the reporter asked on behalf of the investigation.

"Continue karunga. University se. Fieldwork ke liye Mulshi aata rahunga — but raat ko Kothrud mein rahunga. Chitra Kothrud mein rahegi. Charu Kothrud se KEM jayegi. Logistics difficult hoga — but manageable."

I'll continue. From the university. I'll keep coming to Mulshi for fieldwork — but I'll stay in Kothrud at night. Chitra will be in Kothrud. Charu will commute to KEM from Kothrud. Logistics will be difficult — but manageable.

"Sir, yeh story mein likhu?" The reporter's dilemma — the dilemma of a friend who was also a journalist and whose friend-and-journalist roles conflicted: the friend said don't publish personal information, the journalist said the personal was the story.

Should I write this in the story?

"Likh. Agar Chitra ki story logon ko samjhaye ki EMF se kya ho sakta hai — toh likh. But — respectfully. Woh meri beti hai. Woh story nahi hai."

Write it. If Chitra's story helps people understand what EMF can do — write it. But respectfully. She's my daughter. She's not a story.

"She's my daughter. She's not a story." The sentence that Tarun wrote in his notebook — not for the article but for himself. The sentence being: the journalist's particular reminder that the subjects of stories were people and the people being: real, vulnerable, the real-vulnerable being the thing that journalism could forget when the journalism prioritised the story over the subject.

Chitra appeared on the verandah. Carrying her drawing pad. The drawing pad that she always carried — the drawing-pad being the seven-year-old's constant companion.

"Tarun uncle?" She recognised him. The recognising being: Tarun had visited the farmhouse enough times that the child knew him and the knowing was: the investigation's particular domesticity, the domesticity of a journalist who had become a family friend.

"Haan, beta. Kya bana rahi ho?" Yes, sweetheart. What are you drawing?

Chitra held up the pad. The drawing being: the Sahyadris. Green Sahyadris. The green that existed in the child's memory but not in reality — the reality being brown, the brown being the anomaly, the anomaly being: the thing that the child was correcting through drawing. Drawing the world as it should be. Drawing the Sahyadris green because the green was the truth and the brown was the anomaly and the anomaly was: wrong.

"Pehle jaise the," Chitra said. Like they were before.

Like before. The two words that contained everything — the everything being: the world before the anomaly, the world where fireflies flashed and monsoons arrived and the Sahyadris were green and Chitra's heart was at 55% and the 55% was: enough.

Bhushan looked at his daughter's drawing. Looked at the brown Sahyadris beyond the verandah. The contrast being: the drawing versus reality, the child's hope versus the ecologist's data, the hope being: the thing that the data could not destroy because the hope was the child's and the child's hope was: indestructible.

Even when the world was wrong. Even when the heart was at 41%. Even when the fireflies were gone.

The child drew green.


  
    Chapter 15: National Broadcast (October)

    
    
  
  The story went national on a Thursday. Not the Herald-national that Tarun's articles had achieved — the Herald-national being regional influence amplified by social media. This was: television-national. Prime-time. The particular Indian television primetime that reached 200 million households simultaneously and that the simultaneously was the scale that transformed a regional crisis into a national emergency.

CNC News — the channel that had pursued the anomaly story since Bhushan's first television appearance — offered Tarun and Bhushan a prime-time slot. One hour. Prime-time Thursday at 9 PM — the slot that advertisers paid crores for and that the paying-crores meant: the audience was maximum.

The offer came through Raghav. "CNC wants you and Bhushan. One hour. Live. They want the full story — from fireflies to Deccan Traps."

"Deccan Traps?" Tarun — the concern being: Bhushan had said not to publish the Deccan Traps hypothesis until confirmed. Television would demand the hypothesis. Television demanded the dramatic.

"CNC specifically asked about geological findings. Somebody leaked. Probably IIG — government institutions leak like municipal taps."

Tarun called Bhushan. "Sir, CNC news want us for primetime. They know about the geological findings."

The pause. The Bhushan-pause that Tarun now recognised: the pause of a scientist calculating the risk of premature disclosure.

"Kaun leak kiya?" Who leaked?

"Pata nahi. But they know. Agar hum nahi jaayenge toh woh kisi aur se karwayenge — aur koi aur context nahi de payega. Better we control the narrative."

Don't know. But they know. If we don't go, they'll get someone else — and someone else won't provide context. Better we control the narrative.

The logic being: if the information was already out, controlling its presentation was better than letting it be presented without context. The without-context presentation being: "DECCAN VOLCANO REACTIVATING — INDIA IN DANGER" instead of "geological anomaly detected, investigation ongoing, preliminary data."

"Theek hai. Chalte hain. But — I speak about the science. You speak about the investigation. Nobody says 'volcano' or 'eruption' unless asked directly. And if asked — 'preliminary, unconfirmed, under investigation.' Those words. Exactly."

Fine. Let's go. But my words exactly.

The broadcast was from CNC's Mumbai studio — the studio in Lower Parel, not far from the Herald's office. The studio that was: the particular Indian television set — bright lights, blue background, the anchor's desk positioned for dramatic framing.

Anchor: Deepika Ranade — veteran, sharp, the particular Indian news anchor who had survived twenty years of television by being: intelligent, persistent, and unafraid of powerful guests. The unafraid being: the quality that Tarun respected and feared simultaneously.

The broadcast opened with: a montage. The montage being: the Sahyadris green (archive footage, June), then the Sahyadris brown (current footage, October). Empty zoo enclosures. Dry riverbeds. Pune's water tanker queues. Mumbai supermarket shelves — partially empty. The montage that was the story told visually in ninety seconds.

"Dr. Kulkarni, aap is anomaly ke baare mein pehle din se report kar rahe hain. Aaj ki date mein — October — kya haal hai Western Ghats ka?"

Dr. Kulkarni, you've been reporting on this anomaly from day one. As of today — October — what's the state of the Western Ghats?

Bhushan spoke. The speaking being: the measured delivery that the scientist had practised — the delivery that conveyed seriousness without panic, data without hysteria.

"Deepika ji, Western Ghats ka ecosystem severe stress mein hai. Wildlife populations 90% se zyada decline kar chuki hain. Soil health critically degraded. Monsoon failed — 93 days without meaningful rain. Agricultural output declining. Water crisis multiple districts mein. Aur — recent findings suggest ki ek underground electromagnetic anomaly is contributing to these effects."

The Western Ghats ecosystem is under severe stress. Wildlife populations have declined over 90%. Soil health critically degraded. Monsoon failed. Agricultural output declining. Water crisis in multiple districts. And recent findings suggest an underground electromagnetic anomaly is contributing.

"Electromagnetic anomaly? Yeh kya hai?"

"Elevated electromagnetic fields detected hain across the Western Ghats — 340% above normal baseline. Source appears to be geological — approximately 50 kilometres beneath the surface, in the region of the Deccan Plateau."

"Deccan Plateau — yeh toh volcanic region hai. Dr. Kulkarni, kya yeh volcanic activity hai?"

The question that Bhushan had prepared for — the question that required the precise answer.

"Preliminary data suggests thermal anomalies at depth. Whether this represents volcanic reactivation — that is not confirmed. I want to be very clear: we are in the early stages of investigation. The data is preliminary. We are not predicting volcanic activity."

"But the possibility exists?"

"In science, all possibilities exist until eliminated. We are working to investigate. What we can confirm is: the electromagnetic effects are real, measurable, and contributing to the ecosystem crisis."

The anchor turned to Tarun. "Tarun, aapne is story ko break kiya. Months se cover kar rahe ho. Malhotra Industries ka angle — chemical contamination — woh bhi hai. Aur ab geological angle bhi. Yeh sab connect kaise hota hai?"

You broke this story. You've been covering it for months. Malhotra's chemical contamination angle is there. Now geological too. How does it all connect?

Tarun spoke. The speaking being: the journalist's synthesis — the synthesis that connected the threads for the public.

"Connection yeh hai ki Western Ghats ek integrated system hai. Jo kuch bhi system ko affect karta hai — chahe chemical contamination ho ya electromagnetic fields — woh poore system ko affect karta hai. Malhotra Industries ki contamination contributing factor hai — documented, proven. Geological EMF anomaly bhi contributing factor hai — detected, under investigation. Dono factors ek ecosystem ko hit kar rahe hain simultaneously. Result: woh jo hum dekh rahe hain — ecosystem collapse."

The Western Ghats is an integrated system. Whatever affects the system — chemical contamination or electromagnetic fields — affects the entire system. Malhotra's contamination is a documented contributing factor. The geological EMF anomaly is also a contributing factor, under investigation. Both factors are hitting one ecosystem simultaneously. Result: what we're seeing — ecosystem collapse.

The broadcast produced: 47 million viewers. The 47 million being the number that CNC released the next day — the number that made the broadcast the most-watched news program of the month and the most-watched being: the national attention that the investigation had been building toward for three months.

The broadcast also produced: government action. Within 48 hours of the broadcast, the Prime Minister's Office issued a statement: "The Government of India takes the Western Ghats ecological crisis seriously. A National Task Force is being constituted under the Ministry of Earth Sciences to investigate the geological anomaly. Additional funding of 100 crore rupees is being allocated to the NCWGEA."

100 crore. Additional. The number that made Bhushan nod — the nod being: the acknowledgment that the money was the response to the television appearance and the television-appearance was the result of the journalism and the journalism was: working. Slowly. Inadequately. But working.

The broadcast also produced: Eshan Malhotra's response. Malhotra — who had been silent since filing the lawsuit — released a statement through his company's PR: "We note that the geological findings presented on CNC News confirm that the Western Ghats crisis has natural, geological causes beyond any industrial activity. Malhotra Industries reiterates that its operations are fully compliant with environmental regulations."

The spin. The spin being: the billionaire using the geological findings to deflect from the chemical contamination — the deflecting being: "it's geological, not industrial, therefore we're not responsible." The deflecting that was: partially correct (the geological anomaly was real) and partially misleading (the chemical contamination was also real, also documented, also contributing).

Tarun wrote the response article immediately. "Malhotra's factories are contaminating the ecosystem. The geological anomaly is also affecting the ecosystem. Both are true. One does not excuse the other."

The broadcast's final effect: personal. Mansi called Tarun at midnight — the midnight-calling being the particular intimacy of post-crisis calls: calling late because the calling could not wait until morning.

"Maine dekha. TV pe. Tarun — tu bahut achha bola." I watched. On TV. You spoke very well.

"Thanks. Nervous tha." The admission that the television-appearance did not show — the television showing confidence while the person felt: nervous.

"Dikha nahi. Tu professional lag raha tha. Aur — important lag raha tha. Jaise — jaise yeh story tujhse badi hai lekin tu uske saath grow kar raha hai." The observation that was: Mansi seeing Tarun as the journalist who had grown into the story and the growing being: the transformation from reporter to public figure.

It didn't show. You looked professional. And important. Like the story is bigger than you but you're growing with it.

"Story mujhse badi hai. Bahut badi. Main toh — main toh bas likh raha hoon."

The story is bigger than me. Much bigger. I'm just writing.

"Bas nahi. Tu witness hai. Aur witness hona — woh bahut important hai. Kyunki agar tu nahi likhega toh kaun likhega?"

Not 'just.' You're a witness. And being a witness is important. Because if you don't write it, who will?

The question that was: the purpose. The purpose that Mansi articulated for Tarun — the purpose being: witness, document, write. The purpose that was the journalist's identity and the identity being confirmed by someone who the confirming mattered because the mattering was personal.

"Mansi?"

"Haan?"

"Next week aa raha hoon Pune. Coffee phir se? Vaishali?" Coming to Pune next week. Coffee again? Vaishali?

"Haan. But is baar coffee nahi — dinner. Mere ghar pe. Main kuch banaaungi." Yes. But not coffee this time — dinner. At my place. I'll cook something.

"Dinner. Theek hai." Dinner. Okay.

The invitation that was: the crossing. The crossing from professional to personal to: intimate. Dinner at her place. The "mere ghar pe" being the particular Indian intimacy that dinner-at-home represented: welcoming someone into your space, cooking for them, the cooking being the care expressed through food.

Tarun hung up. Lay in his Bandra flat. Ceiling fan. The fan that was always on because Mumbai's heat was always there even when the monsoon was not.

He thought about: the broadcast, the 47 million viewers, the government response, Malhotra's spin, the investigation expanding.

And Mansi's voice saying: "Agar tu nahi likhega toh kaun likhega?"

If you don't write it, who will?

He would.


  
    Chapter 16: Dinner at Mansi's (November)

    
    
  
  November. Day 120 of the anomaly. The 120th day without meaningful rain. The 120th day of brown Sahyadris. The 120th day of the ecosystem's coma — the coma deepening because the coma was not stable, the coma was progressive, the progressive-coma being the condition where each day was slightly worse than the last and the slightly-worse accumulated into: significantly worse.

Chitra was in Kothrud. The Kothrud flat — Charu's parents' flat, the flat that was the refuge. Chitra's ejection fraction had stabilised at 43% — not the 41% of the crisis, not the 55% of before, but 43%, the 43% being the compromise that the relocation had produced: better than Mulshi, worse than normal, the better-than-Mulshi being the evidence that the EMF reduction was helping.

Bhushan commuted. The commuting being: Kothrud to university daily, university to Mulshi for fieldwork twice weekly. The commuting that was the life of a man who had lost his home to the anomaly — the home that still stood, the standing being physical but the living being impossible because the living required: the EMF levels that Chitra's heart could not tolerate.

Tarun came to Pune on a Friday. The Friday being: the dinner, the dinner at Mansi's place that had been arranged two weeks ago and that the two-weeks of anticipation had produced the particular nervousness that the nervousness of a man approaching a dinner that was not-just-dinner, the not-just-dinner being: the intimacy that the dinner represented.

Mansi's flat was in Koregaon Park — the Koregaon Park that was Pune's particular neighbourhood for young professionals: apartments, cafes, the particular urban lifestyle that attracted the demographic that Mansi belonged to — educated, employed, independent. The independent being: the quality that Tarun found particularly notable because the quality contrasted with the particular dependence that his investigation had created — dependence on sources, on editors, on the story. Mansi was independent of all of it and the independence was: attractive.

Her flat was a 2BHK — twice the size of Tarun's Bandra 1BHK, the twice-size being the Pune-Mumbai real estate differential: Pune's rents being half Mumbai's, the half producing the space that Mumbai denied.

She opened the door. Wearing: a kurta, green this time, the green being the particular choice that Tarun noticed because green was the colour that the Sahyadris had lost and that Mansi wore as if the wearing was: the preservation of what was lost.

"Aa. Andar aa." Come in.

The flat smelled of: cooking. The cooking-smell being specific — jeera rice, the cumin tempered in ghee producing the particular aroma that Indian kitchens produced during dinner preparation. And dal — the dal being the tuvar dal that Maharashtrian kitchens made with kokum and the kokum giving it the particular tang that distinguished Maharashtrian dal from North Indian dal.

"Tu cook karti hai?" Tarun — the question that was genuine surprise because Tarun's own cooking was: Maggi, the Maggi-only repertoire being the Mumbai journalist's culinary limitation.

You cook?

"Haan. Nagpur mein seekha. Maa ke saath." The explanation that contained the biography — the biography of a woman who had learned to cook in her mother's kitchen in Nagpur and whose learning was the skill that survived the migration to Pune and that the surviving-skill was: the connection to home.

Yes. Learned in Nagpur. With my mother.

They sat on the floor. The floor-sitting being Mansi's choice — "Dining table hai but floor pe khana zyada achha lagta hai" — the choice that was the particular Indian informality that floor-sitting represented: closer to the ground, closer to the food, closer to each other.

I have a dining table but eating on the floor feels better.

The food was: jeera rice, tuvar dal with kokum, bhindi masala (okra, the okra cut thin and fried crisp), papad, and pickle — the lemon pickle that Mansi's mother sent from Nagpur in glass jars every three months.

"Nagpur ka aachar," Mansi said, placing the pickle jar between them. "Yeh available hai. Yeh kabhi khatam nahi hoga." Nagpur pickle. This is available. This will never run out.

The joke that referenced the food scarcity — the scarcity that had made certain foods precious and the precious-food being the context in which Mansi's home-cooked meal was: luxury. Luxury not because the ingredients were expensive but because the ingredients were available and the available was: the new luxury.

They ate. The eating being: slow, conversational, the particular Indian dinner-conversation that happened between bites and that the between-bites pacing was the rhythm of intimacy.

"Tarun, tu kab se journalist hai?" How long have you been a journalist?

"Paanch saal. Xavier's se graduation ke baad directly Herald join kiya. Raghav ne interview liya tha — ek sawaal pucha: 'Tujhe kyun lagta hai ki journalism matter karta hai?' Maine kaha: 'Kyunki log stories se samajhte hain, data se nahi.' Usne hire kar liya."

Five years. Joined Herald directly after graduating from Xavier's. Raghav interviewed me — asked one question: 'Why do you think journalism matters?' I said: 'Because people understand through stories, not data.' He hired me.

"Sahi kaha tha." You were right.

"Aur tu? Pregnancy centre kaise?" And you? How did you get to the pregnancy centre?

"MSW — Master of Social Work — TISS se. Tata Institute. Mumbai mein do saal. Phir Pune aai. Centre open kiya with a colleague — Priti. Humne apni savings lagayi. Pehle saal — clients nahi aaye. Doosre saal — word of mouth. Ab — teen saal ho gaye. Centre chal raha hai. Theek se nahi — but chal raha hai."

MSW from TISS. Two years in Mumbai. Then came to Pune. Opened the centre with a colleague — Priti. We invested our savings. First year — no clients. Second year — word of mouth. Now three years. Centre is running. Not great — but running.

"Tu brave hai." Tarun — the observation that was the compliment, the compliment delivered without performance because the delivery was: honest.

You're brave.

"Brave nahi. Pagal. TISS se degree leke pregnancy centre kholna — log bole 'hospital join kar, stable salary milegi.' Maine kaha nahi." The self-deprecation that Indian women used to deflect compliments — the deflection being the cultural habit that concealed the pride.

Not brave. Crazy. Opening a pregnancy centre with a TISS degree — people said 'join a hospital, stable salary.' I said no.

"Nahi bolna bravery hai." Saying no is bravery.

The sentence that changed the air between them. The air changing being: the shift from friendly to charged, the charged-air being the particular atmospheric condition that preceded: the crossing.

They finished dinner. Mansi made chai — the chai that was: not ginger-cardamom like Charu's, but elaichi-only, the elaichi-only being Nagpur's particular chai style and the style being: lighter, more fragrant, the fragrance of cardamom without ginger's heat.

They sat on the balcony. Mansi's balcony overlooking Koregaon Park's lane — the lane that was quiet at 10 PM, the quiet being the Pune-quiet that Mumbai never achieved.

"Tarun?"

"Haan?"

"Yeh jo ho raha hai — anomaly, drought, food crisis — tujhe dar lagta hai?" Everything that's happening — the anomaly, drought, food crisis — are you scared?

"Haan. Bahut." The admission that the television appearance did not show. "Geological level pe kuch ho raha hai jo hum samajh nahi pa rahe. Aur — main story likh raha hoon but story se fix nahi ho raha. Dar lagta hai ki — ki main witness hoon end ka."

Yes. Very. Something is happening at a geological level that we can't understand. And I'm writing the story but it's not fixing anything. I'm scared that I'm witnessing the end.

"End ka? Kiska end?" The end? The end of what?

"Pata nahi. Western Ghats ka? Normal life ka? Sab ka?" I don't know. The Western Ghats? Normal life? Everything?

"Sab ka end nahi hoga." Mansi — the statement that was the conviction. "Main har din pregnant women ke saath kaam karti hoon. Women jo new life la rahi hain — drought ke baavjood, crisis ke baavjood. Agar women babies la rahi hain — toh end nahi hai. Beginning hai. Difficult beginning — but beginning."

Everything won't end. I work with pregnant women every day. Women bringing new life — despite drought, despite crisis. If women are having babies — it's not the end. It's a beginning. Difficult beginning — but beginning.

The perspective that was: the counsellor's wisdom applied to the existential crisis. The wisdom being: life continues. Life being the counter-argument to the anomaly. The anomaly said: everything is dying. The pregnancy centre said: new life is arriving.

"Mansi?"

"Haan?"

Tarun kissed her. The kissing being: gentle, the gentleness being the particular caution of a first kiss between two people who had been circling each other for weeks and whose circling had produced the tension that the tension resolved in: the kiss.

Mansi kissed back. The kissing-back being: the response, the response that said "yes" without the word "yes" and the without-word being the communication that the communication was: physical, direct, the directness that words could not achieve.

They separated. The separating being: the breath, the taking-of-breath that first kisses required because first kisses were the particular experience that demanded oxygen.

"Yeh story mein mat likhna," Mansi said. The joke that was the particular humour of a woman kissing a journalist and the journalist being: the person whose profession was writing and whose writing was the question — will this become a story?

Don't write this in the story.

"Yeh story nahi hai. Yeh — yeh real hai." The distinction that Tarun made — the distinction between story (the investigation, the anomaly, the public narrative) and real (this, the balcony, the chai, the kiss, the woman).

This isn't a story. This is real.

"Real achha hai." Mansi — the three words that were the acceptance. Real is good.

Real was good. Real was: the balcony in Koregaon Park, the elaichi chai, the woman who said "agar women babies la rahi hain toh end nahi hai," the woman who kissed back.

Real was good. Even when the world was: anomalous, drought-stricken, collapsing. Real was: the counter to the collapse. The person-to-person connection that the ecological disconnection could not reach.

Tarun left at midnight. The leaving being: the particular reluctance of leaving after a first kiss, the reluctance being the desire to stay and the staying being: not yet. Not yet because the not-yet was the pacing and the pacing was: correct.

He walked to his PG in Kothrud. The walking through Pune's night streets — the streets that were dry, quiet, the brown-dust Pune that the anomaly had produced. But the walking being: light. The lightness of a man who had been kissed and whose kissing had produced the particular buoyancy that kissing produced.

The anomaly was real. The crisis was real. The geological mystery was real. But so was Mansi. So was the kiss. So was the beginning.

Real was good.


  
    Chapter 17: Malhotra Ka Giraftar (Malhotra's Arrest)

    
    
  
  December arrived without winter. The without-winter being: the particular Indian anomaly that December in the Western Ghats should have been cool — the cool that Pune called "sweater weather" and that the sweater-weather was the seasonal identity of Pune's December. This December was: warm. Not hot — not the May-hot that was punishing — but warm in the way that October was warm, the October-warm persisting into December and the persisting being: the seasonal clock broken, the clock that determined when Pune put on sweaters and when Pune took them off, the clock being: stopped.

Day 150. The anomaly's 150th day. The number that had grown from days to months — five months of drought, five months of brown Sahyadris, five months of ecosystem coma. The coma that was not lifting. The coma that showed no signs of lifting. The not-lifting being: the condition's permanence, the permanence that the investigation had to accept as the baseline and the baseline being: this was the new normal.

The Malhotra case broke open on a Wednesday. The breaking being: not Tarun's reporting (though Tarun's reporting had built the foundation). The breaking was: a whistleblower. The whistleblower being: Sunil Patwardhan, senior environmental compliance officer at Malhotra Industries' Chiplun factory, the officer whose job was to ensure the factory complied with pollution regulations and whose ensuring had been: compromised.

Sunil contacted Tarun through an intermediary — the intermediary being a union leader at the Chiplun factory who had read Tarun's articles and who the reading had produced the connection. The connection being: "Main kisi se milwata hoon. But mera naam nahi aana chahiye."

I'll introduce you to someone. But my name shouldn't come up.

The meeting happened in Ratnagiri. The meeting's location being: a dhaba on the highway, the dhaba-on-the-highway being the particular Indian meeting place for sensitive conversations: public enough to be safe, anonymous enough to be private, the public-anonymous paradox being the dhaba's particular utility.

Sunil was: forties, thin, the thin-that-worry-produced. His hands shaking around the chai glass — the shaking being the physical manifestation of the whistleblower's particular condition: fear.

"Malhotra ki Chiplun factory — waste treatment plant functional nahi hai. Do saal se. Management ko pata hai. Waste directly river mein ja raha hai — untreated. Pollution control board ko jo reports bhejte hain — woh fabricated hain. Fake data."

Malhotra's Chiplun factory waste treatment plant hasn't been functional for two years. Management knows. Waste goes directly into the river — untreated. Reports sent to the pollution control board are fabricated. Fake data.

"Do saal?" Tarun — the number being: the timeline that overlapped with the anomaly's precursor period. Two years of untreated chemical waste entering the Vashishti River watershed.

"Do saal. Maine multiple baar raise kiya. Management ne ignore kiya. Jab maine formally complain kiya — mujhe transfer ki dhamki di. Meri wife pregnant thi — main risk nahi le sakta tha. Maine chup reh gaya."

Two years. I raised it multiple times. Management ignored it. When I formally complained — they threatened transfer. My wife was pregnant — I couldn't take the risk. I stayed quiet.

"Ab kyun bol raha hai?" Why are you talking now?

"Mera beta — do mahine ka hai. Doctor ne kaha respiratory issues hain. Chiplun mein rahte hain — factory ke paas. Agar chemical waste river mein ja raha hai — toh air mein bhi hai. Mera beta beemar hai — Malhotra ki wajah se. Ab chup nahi reh sakta."

My son — two months old. Doctor says respiratory issues. We live in Chiplun — near the factory. If chemical waste is going into the river — it's in the air too. My son is sick because of Malhotra. I can't stay quiet anymore.

The motivation being: the son. The son who was sick because the factory's waste was in the air and the water and the soil and the sick-son being the catalyst that transformed the compliance officer from silent witness to active whistleblower.

"Documents hain?" Tarun asked. Do you have documents?

Sunil produced: a folder. The folder being thick — two years of internal memos, waste treatment plant maintenance reports (showing the plant's non-functionality), fabricated compliance reports (showing the discrepancy between internal data and external submissions), and email chains between factory management and Malhotra Industries' headquarters discussing the cost-saving decision to not repair the waste treatment plant.

"Cost-saving decision." The phrase from the emails — the phrase that contained the motive: Malhotra Industries had chosen not to repair the waste treatment plant because the repairing cost three crore and the not-repairing saved three crore and the saving was the decision and the decision was: poison the river to save money.

Tarun photographed every document. The photographing being: methodical, every page, the methodical-photographing being the reporter's evidence-collection that the evidence-collection was the foundation of the story.

He brought the documents to Raghav. Raghav brought them to Advocate Shirin Irani. Shirin reviewed.

"Yeh solid hai. Internal documents. Email chains. Fabricated reports. Agar yeh authentic hain — aur hum verify kar sakte hain — toh yeh defamation case ko khatam kar dega. Aur — yeh criminal case ka basis hai. Environmental law violation — Criminal Prosecution under Environment Protection Act."

This is solid. If these are authentic — and we can verify — this ends the defamation case. And it's the basis for criminal prosecution under the Environment Protection Act.

Tarun verified. The verifying being: cross-referencing internal documents with publicly available data (RTI records, pollution control board filings), contacting two additional factory employees who confirmed (on background, not for attribution) that the waste treatment plant was non-functional.

He wrote the article. The article that was: the Herald's most important piece of the year. 3,000 words. Front page. Above the fold. Below the headline:

MALHOTRA INDUSTRIES DUMPED UNTREATED CHEMICAL WASTE FOR TWO YEARS: INTERNAL DOCUMENTS REVEAL FABRICATED POLLUTION REPORTS

The article that named Eshan Malhotra personally — the personally-naming being: the CEO was aware (email chains showed his involvement in the cost-saving decision), the CEO was responsible, the CEO was: accountable.

The article produced: within 24 hours, the Maharashtra Pollution Control Board initiated an investigation. Within 48 hours, the National Green Tribunal ordered Malhotra Industries' Chiplun factory to cease operations. Within 72 hours, Eshan Malhotra was arrested.

Arrested. The arresting being: the police arriving at Malhotra's Juhu bungalow at 6 AM, the 6-AM-arrival being the police's particular timing for high-profile arrests — early enough to catch the subject at home, dramatic enough for television cameras (which had been tipped off).

The television footage: Eshan Malhotra in a white kurta, escorted by police, the white-kurta being the particular Indian wealthy-person's arrest-attire — the attire that projected innocence, the innocence-projection being the visual strategy.

Tarun watched the arrest footage from the Herald newsroom. The watching being: the particular satisfaction of a journalist whose investigation had produced accountability and the accountability being: the billionaire in handcuffs.

But the satisfaction was: incomplete. The incomplete-satisfaction being: Malhotra's arrest addressed the chemical contamination — one contributing factor. The primary cause — the geological anomaly, the EMF, the something-50-kilometres-deep — remained unaddressed. The unaddressed being: the thing that Malhotra's arrest could not fix because the fixing required addressing the Earth's interior and the Earth's interior was: beyond jurisdiction.

Bhushan's response was measured. "Achha hua. Chemical contamination ka angle closed. But — Tarun, yeh 30% of the problem hai. 70% geological hai. Aur geological problem ke liye koi arrest nahi hoga. Geology ko arrest nahi kar sakte."

Good. Chemical contamination angle closed. But this is 30% of the problem. 70% is geological. And nobody gets arrested for geological problems. You can't arrest geology.

"You can't arrest geology." The sentence that Tarun wrote in his notebook — the sentence that was the investigation's particular frustration: human accountability had been achieved (Malhotra arrested), but the primary cause was non-human and the non-human cause could not be arrested, charged, tried, or punished.

Mansi called. "Maine dekha. Arrest. Tu responsible hai is ke liye — pata hai na?"

I saw the arrest. You're responsible for this — you know that?

"Responsible toh poori team hai. Bhushan sir, Sharma, Sunil whistleblower, Raghav, Shirin —" The whole team is responsible.

"Team hai. But tujhne shuru kiya. Tera pehla article — July mein. Woh se shuru hua sab." There's a team. But you started it. Your first article in July. Everything started from that.

The acknowledgment that was: the partner's validation. The validation that the partner gave the journalist because the partner understood the journalist's need for: recognition that the work mattered.

"Mansi, dinner phir se? Is weekend?" Dinner again? This weekend?

"Haan. But is baar tu bana." The challenge — the challenge that was the relationship's particular playfulness. Yes. But this time you cook.

"Main? Mujhe Maggi ke alawa kuch nahi aata." Me? I only know Maggi.

"Toh Maggi bana. Main Maggi khaungi. Tere haath ki Maggi." Then make Maggi. I'll eat Maggi. Your Maggi.

"Tere haath ki Maggi." The phrase that contained: the intimacy of eating someone's cooking, the intimacy that was: domestic, personal, the particular closeness that sharing food produced.

Your Maggi.

"Done."

The investigation continuing. The arrest producing: one resolution (chemical contamination addressed) while the larger mystery remained (geological anomaly, EMF, the something-beneath). The one-resolution being: necessary, important, but insufficient.

And the anomaly: continuing. Day 150. Brown Sahyadris. No rain. Ecosystem in coma. EMF still elevated. Chitra's heart at 43%.

The world was not fixed. The world was 30% less broken. The 30% being: the Malhotra portion, the portion that human accountability could address.

The remaining 70% was: the Earth's. And the Earth was not answering questions.


  
    Chapter 18: Mansi Ka Hadsa (Mansi's Accident)

    
    
  
  The truck hit Mansi's car on the Mumbai-Pune Expressway at kilometre 87. The hitting being: a freight truck — the eighteen-wheeler that carried goods between Mumbai and Pune on the highway that Tarun had travelled dozens of times for the investigation — the truck drifting across lanes at 2:15 AM, the drifting being the driver's fatigue, the fatigue being: the particular condition of Indian highway drivers who drove eighteen-hour shifts because the eighteen-hours were the economic necessity.

Mansi was driving from Pune to Mumbai. The driving being: a medical supply run, the supply-run being the particular task that the anomaly had created — medical supplies scarce in Pune, Mansi's pregnancy centre needing specific prenatal supplements that were available in Mumbai but not Pune, the not-available-in-Pune being the supply chain disruption that the anomaly had produced.

She should not have been driving at 2 AM. The should-not being: the calculation that Mansi had made — drive late, avoid traffic, arrive early, pick up supplies, drive back. The calculation that was logical and that the logical-calculation contained the risk and the risk materialised at kilometre 87.

Tarun received the call at 3:47 AM. The call from Mansi's phone — but not Mansi's voice. A man's voice. "Aapka number Mansi ji ke phone mein emergency contact mein tha. Accident hua hai. Expressway pe. Lonavala ke paas. Hospital — Lonavala Civil Hospital."

Your number was in Mansi's phone as emergency contact. There's been an accident. On the Expressway. Near Lonavala. Lonavala Civil Hospital.

Emergency contact. The two words that contained: Mansi had listed Tarun as her emergency contact. The listing being: the particular intimacy that emergency-contact represented — the person you wanted called when you could not call yourself.

Tarun was in Mumbai. Mumbai to Lonavala: two hours by road. Two hours that felt like: the particular eternity that hospitals at the other end of highways produced — the eternity of driving toward a hospital not knowing if the person would be alive when you arrived.

He drove. The driving being: fast, the fast being reckless on a highway at 4 AM but the reckless being the speed of a man whose emergency contact had been activated and the activation meant: serious.

Lonavala Civil Hospital at 5:50 AM. The hospital being: the particular Indian district hospital — under-resourced, understaffed, the under-resourced-and-understaffed being the rural healthcare reality that even a town like Lonavala, forty-five minutes from Pune, experienced.

Mansi was in the ICU. The ICU being: three beds behind a curtain, the curtain being the privacy, the privacy being: insufficient but all that the hospital had.

She was unconscious. The unconscious being: the medical assessment — head trauma, multiple fractures (left arm, three ribs), internal injuries under evaluation. The evaluation requiring: a CT scan that Lonavala Civil did not have, the not-having being the under-resourcing that meant: transfer to Pune was necessary.

Tarun stood beside the bed. The standing being: the particular stance of a man at a hospital bedside — the stance that contained helplessness, the helplessness being: I cannot fix this, I cannot do anything, I can only stand here.

Mansi's face — bruised on the left side, the bruising being the impact's signature. Her left arm in a temporary splint. Breathing tube — the tube that said: assistance required, the assistance being the machine doing what the body could not.

He called Bhushan. The calling being: not for the investigation but for the friend. The friend-calling that the investigation had produced as its particular byproduct — the byproduct of months of shared work being: genuine friendship.

"Sir, Mansi ka accident hua. Expressway pe. Lonavala mein hai. ICU mein hai." Mansi had an accident. On the Expressway. She's in Lonavala. In the ICU.

"Kya? Kab?" The shock that the voice carried. What? When?

"Raat ko. 2 baje. Truck se collision." Last night. 2 AM. Collision with a truck.

"Main aata hoon." Bhushan — the four words that were the friend's response: I'm coming. The coming being: the same response that Tarun had given when Bhushan told him about Chitra. The same response because the same care.

I'm coming.

Bhushan arrived at noon — having driven from Kothrud, the drive through the Ghats being the particular route that the investigation had worn into both their lives.

They stood together in the ICU waiting area. The waiting area being: plastic chairs, fluorescent lights, the particular pallor of hospital waiting that was: Indian hospital waiting, the Indian-hospital-waiting being the experience that every Indian had experienced and that the experiencing was: universal, communal, the waiting being the thing that connected all hospital visitors regardless of who they were waiting for.

"Transfer karna padega Pune. CT scan chahiye. Yahan facilities nahi hain." Tarun — reporting the medical situation to Bhushan as if Bhushan were the editor and the medical situation were the story, the reporting being the journalist's particular coping mechanism: turn everything into information, the information-turning being the processing.

She needs to be transferred to Pune. She needs a CT scan. This hospital doesn't have the facilities.

"Sassoon mein karwate hain. Charu se baat karunga — woh KEM mein hai but Sassoon mein contacts hain." The professor activating his network — the network that the investigation had built, the network now being used for the personal because the personal and professional had merged and the merging was: inevitable after five months of shared crisis.

Let's do it at Sassoon. I'll talk to Charu — she's at KEM but has contacts at Sassoon.

The transfer happened at 3 PM. Ambulance from Lonavala to Sassoon Hospital, Pune. The ambulance ride that Tarun sat in — sitting beside Mansi's stretcher, his hand on her uninjured right hand, the hand-on-hand being the contact that the contact was: the only thing he could do.

The hand was warm. The warm-hand being: alive. The alive being: the thing that the warm confirmed.

Sassoon Hospital. CT scan. Results at 6 PM. Dr. Kulkarni (no relation to Bhushan — the common surname that was Pune's particular demographic contribution to the medical profession) — the neurosurgeon who read the scan.

"Subdural hematoma. Small — 12mm. Not requiring immediate surgical intervention. We'll monitor. If it expands — surgery. If stable — it'll resolve on its own. But she'll need to stay for observation. Minimum one week. Possibly longer."

Subdural hematoma. Blood between the brain and the skull. The 12mm that was: small enough to not require surgery, large enough to require monitoring, the monitoring being: the hospital watch that meant Mansi was in the space between crisis and recovery and the space was: uncertain.

"Will she wake up?" Tarun asked. The question that was the person's question, not the journalist's.

"Haan. Trauma se consciousness return hoga. Could be hours. Could be days. Brain heals at its own pace."

Yes. Consciousness will return from the trauma. Brain heals at its own pace.

Tarun sat. The sitting being: the hospital-bedside sitting that was the particular marathon of care — the marathon that had no finish line because the finish line was: her eyes opening, and the opening was on the brain's schedule, not the watcher's.

Bhushan brought food. The bringing-food being: the Indian expression of care — when you cannot fix the medical problem, you feed the person who is worried about the medical problem. Vada pav from the stall outside Sassoon — the Sassoon-stall vada pav that every Sassoon visitor knew because the knowing was: the hospital's particular geography included the food stalls outside.

"Kha," Bhushan said. The one word. Eat.

Tarun ate. The eating being mechanical — the vada pav entering the mouth, the chewing happening, the swallowing happening, the happening being automatic because the conscious mind was: with Mansi, not with the food.

The vada pav's taste: green chutney, potato, the particular combination that was normal. Normal food in the abnormal situation that was: the investigation's journalist sitting at the investigation's counsellor's hospital bed because the investigation had brought them together and the togetherness had produced love and the love was now: in the ICU.

"Sir," Tarun said. Bhushan sitting across from him in the hospital corridor. "Woh medical supplies lene ja rahi thi. Pune mein available nahi hain — anomaly ki wajah se. Supply chain disrupted hai. Agar anomaly nahi hota toh — toh woh raat ko Expressway pe nahi hoti."

She was going to get medical supplies. Not available in Pune — because of the anomaly. Supply chain is disrupted. If the anomaly hadn't happened — she wouldn't have been on the Expressway at night.

The connection. The connection that Tarun drew — the connection between the anomaly and Mansi's accident, the connection being: indirect but real. The anomaly disrupted the supply chain. The supply chain disruption sent Mansi to Mumbai at 2 AM. The 2 AM driving put her on the Expressway where the truck was. The truck hit her. The anomaly → supply chain → driving → accident. The chain of causation that was: real, traceable, the tracing being: the anomaly's cost was not just ecological, the cost was: human. The cost was: Mansi in the ICU.

"Tarun, don't do this," Bhushan said. The English — the English that Bhushan used when the seriousness exceeded Marathi's casualness, the English being the language of: clinical intervention. "Don't connect everything to the anomaly. The truck driver was tired. The roads are dangerous at night. These things happened before the anomaly."

"But the supply chain —"

"The supply chain is disrupted. But Mansi chose to drive at 2 AM. That's her decision. Don't take that from her by making it the anomaly's fault. She's a grown woman who made a decision. Respect that."

The correction that was: necessary. The necessary-correction that the friend gave the journalist — the correction being: stop being a journalist, stop tracing causation, be the person who sits at the bedside and waits.

Tarun sat. And waited. And did not trace causation. And held the warm hand.

Mansi woke at 11:47 PM. The waking being: eyes opening, the particular slow opening that head-trauma patients produced — the opening that was gradual, confused, the confusion being the brain's re-entry into consciousness after the consciousness had been interrupted.

"Tarun?" Her voice — small, the small-voice being the voice of a woman who was in a hospital and who the hospital was: confusing.

"Main hoon. Tu hospital mein hai. Accident hua tha. Tu theek hogi." I'm here. You're in the hospital. There was an accident. You'll be okay.

"Accident?" The confusion — the confusion that head trauma produced, the confusion being: the gap between the last memory and the current moment, the gap containing: the accident that she did not remember.

"Haan. But tu theek hai. Doctors bol rahe hain recovery hogi." Yes. But you're okay. Doctors say you'll recover.

"Tu yahan kaise?" How are you here?

"Tera emergency contact hoon. Unhone mujhe call kiya." I'm your emergency contact. They called me.

"Oh." The one syllable that contained: the remembering, the remembering of having listed Tarun as emergency contact and the listing being the act that now was: the proof of what she felt, the proof being: when I am in danger, I want you called.

"Mansi — tu so ja. Main yahan hoon. Kahi nahi jaunga." Sleep. I'm here. I'm not going anywhere.

"Tu bhi so ja," she whispered. The whisper being: the care-in-crisis, the care that the patient gave the caregiver because the care was mutual and the mutual-care was: love.

You sleep too.

"Baad mein." Later.

She slept. He sat. The sitting-and-waiting being: love's particular expression when love could not fix and love could not heal and love could only: be present.

Present. At the bedside. Hand on hand. The ward's fluorescent lights humming. The hospital's particular nighttime quiet — the quiet that was not silence (hospitals were never silent) but the reduced-volume of institutional nighttime.

Tarun was present. And being present was: enough.


  
    Chapter 19: Rahasya Ka Jawab (The Answer to the Mystery)

    
    
  
  January. Day 180 of the anomaly. Six months. The six-months being: the duration that Sharma had predicted for mycorrhizal network collapse. The prediction arriving at its deadline — the deadline that was not arbitrary but biological: the network's degradation had reached the point where recovery required active intervention and the intervention required: understanding what was happening and the understanding required: the answer.

The answer came from an unexpected source. The unexpected being: not the ecologists, not the geophysicists, not the journalists. The answer came from a twelve-year-old girl in Mahabaleshwar who had been collecting rocks.

Priti Jadhav — Class 7, Mahabaleshwar Municipal School, the school that sat on the plateau that was the geographical centre of the anomaly. Priti had been collecting rocks for a school science project — the project being: "Geology of the Deccan Traps," the project that every Mahabaleshwar student did because the Traps were the local geology and the local-geology was the curriculum.

Priti's rocks glowed. Not visibly — not to the naked eye. The glowing being: when Priti brought her rocks into a dark room and photographed them with a long exposure on her father's old DSLR camera (the DSLR being the particular Indian middle-class camera that every family owned and that the owning was the photographic democracy), the rocks emitted a faint luminescence. Blue-green. The blue-green that was: bioluminescence's colour, the colour that fireflies produced and that the fireflies had stopped producing on July 14.

Priti's science teacher — Mrs. Deshpande, a woman whose particular quality was taking students seriously — sent the photographs to Savitribai Phule Pune University's geology department with a note: "Student has found luminescent rocks on Mahabaleshwar plateau. Is this normal for Deccan basalt?"

It was not normal. Deccan basalt did not luminesce. The not-luminescing being: the baseline, the baseline that 65 million years of geological observation had established. Deccan basalt was dark, dense, non-luminescent. The luminescence was: anomalous.

The university's geology department forwarded the photographs to Bhushan (because Bhushan was the anomaly-investigation's hub and the hub received everything). Bhushan forwarded to Pankaj at IIG. Pankaj forwarded to Dr. Kavita Nair at TIFR.

Kavita's response was: "I need those rocks. Immediately. Can the student bring them to TIFR?"

Priti Jadhav arrived at TIFR with her father and a box of seventeen rocks. The arriving being: the twelve-year-old's particular expression — wide-eyed, the wide-eyed being the experience of entering TIFR, the institution that was India's premier physics research centre, the centre where the rocks would be analysed by instruments that the school in Mahabaleshwar did not have.

Kavita's analysis took three days. The three-days being: spectroscopy, X-ray diffraction, electron microscopy, the instruments producing the data and the data producing: the answer.

The answer that Kavita delivered at an emergency meeting — the meeting attended by Bhushan, Sharma, Pankaj, Tarun, and (via video call from Sassoon Hospital, where she was in her third week of recovery) Mansi.

"The rocks contain a mineral that is not in any geological database. It's new. Unclassified. The mineral is generating the electromagnetic field."

New. Unclassified. The two words that made the room — the room being Kavita's laboratory at TIFR — silent.

"How?" Bhushan — the one-word question.

"The mineral appears to be forming through a process we haven't documented. At 50 kilometres depth — where the thermal anomaly is — conditions exist for mineral formation. Extreme pressure, extreme temperature. The mineral that's forming has piezoelectric properties — meaning it generates an electromagnetic field when under pressure. And at 50 kilometres depth, the pressure is: enormous. The mineral is generating EMF proportional to the pressure, and the pressure is: the weight of 50 kilometres of rock."

Piezoelectric. The property that certain crystals had — quartz, for example — where mechanical pressure produced electrical charge. The property that made quartz watches work, the working being: pressure on quartz crystal → electrical signal → timekeeping.

But this mineral — the new, unclassified mineral — had piezoelectric properties at a scale that quartz did not approach. The scale being: generating electromagnetic fields detectable at the surface from 50 kilometres beneath.

"Why is it forming now?" Sharma asked. The question that was the timeline-question: if this mineral existed at depth, why was it producing effects now and not before?

"Because it's new. The mineral is forming now — in real time. Something at depth — a change in temperature, pressure, chemical composition — has initiated a crystallisation process. The crystals are growing. As they grow, the piezoelectric effect increases. That's why the EMF is progressively increasing — the mineral deposit is getting larger."

Growing. The mineral was growing. The growing being: the explanation for the anomaly's progression — why the effects were increasing over time, why each week was worse than the last, why the EMF readings kept climbing. The mineral was growing beneath the Deccan Plateau and the growing was: ongoing.

"Will it stop?" Bhushan asked. The question that was the human question — the question that the ecologist asked not as a scientist but as a father whose daughter's heart was affected by the EMF.

"Unknown. Mineral formation can be self-limiting — when conditions change, crystallisation stops. Or it can be progressive — continuing until the conditions that initiated it change. We don't know which this is."

"Kya hum rok sakte hain?" Pankaj asked. Can we stop it?

"At 50 kilometres depth? With current technology? No. We cannot reach it. We cannot alter it. We cannot stop it."

The answer that was: the answer and the non-answer. The answer being: we know what is happening (new mineral forming, generating EMF). The non-answer being: we cannot stop it.

Tarun wrote. The writing being: the story that the investigation had been pursuing for six months, the story that now had its answer — an answer that was: simultaneously satisfying (the mystery solved) and terrifying (the solution was: nothing, there was no solution).

He wrote the article that evening. The article that was: 4,000 words, the longest piece he had written, the longest because the answer required the length and the length was: the story's scale.

THE ANOMALY EXPLAINED: NEW MINERAL FORMING BENEATH DECCAN PLATEAU GENERATES ELECTROMAGNETIC FIELD DISRUPTING WESTERN GHATS ECOSYSTEM

The article that explained: the twelve-year-old's rocks, the TIFR analysis, the mineral's piezoelectric properties, the formation at depth, the progressive growth, and — the critical information — the current inability to stop it.

The article that quoted Bhushan: "We now understand what is causing the anomaly. We do not yet understand how to address it. Understanding the cause is the first step. The next step is: figuring out what, if anything, can be done."

The article that quoted Kavita: "The mineral is unprecedented. We are in uncharted territory. The formation may be self-limiting — it may stop on its own. We don't know yet."

The article that Tarun ended with: "Six months ago, a thousand fireflies went dark in a garden in Mulshi. Today, we know why. A new mineral, forming 50 kilometres beneath our feet, is generating an electromagnetic field that is disrupting the ecosystem that has sustained the Western Ghats for millions of years. The mineral has no name. The solution has no timeline. But the understanding — the understanding that we now have — is the beginning. The beginning of the next chapter of this story."

Mansi called from Sassoon. The calling being: the hospital-call that was now the daily routine — the routine of a woman recovering from an accident and a man sitting in a newsroom, the daily-call being the connection that the distance required.

"Padha. Article. Bahut achha hai, Tarun. Tu — tu sach mein achha likhta hai." I read the article. It's very good. You really write well.

"Thanks. Mansi — tu kaise hai?" How are you?

"Better. Hematoma resolve ho raha hai. Doctor bol rahe hain ek aur hafte mein discharge. Phir — recovery. Ghar pe." Better. Hematoma is resolving. Doctor says discharge in another week. Then recovery at home.

"Main aaunga. Discharge ke din." I'll come. On discharge day.

"Aana. Aur — Tarun? Article mein ek line thi — 'the beginning of the next chapter.' Woh line — mere baare mein bhi hai, na?" The question that was the personal reading of the professional text — the reading that found the personal in the public.

Come. And — that line — 'the beginning of the next chapter.' That line is about me too, right?

"Sab ke baare mein hai. Tere baare mein bhi." It's about everything. About you too.

"Achha. Toh next chapter mein main healthy hoon aur hum dinner pe jaate hain. Vaishali. Deal?" Good. Then in the next chapter I'm healthy and we go to dinner. Vaishali. Deal?

"Deal."

The deal being: the future. The future that the anomaly had made uncertain but that the uncertainty had not destroyed. The future that contained: Mansi's recovery, dinner at Vaishali, the investigation's next phase, the next chapter.

The next chapter that would determine: whether the mineral formation was self-limiting or progressive. Whether the ecosystem could recover. Whether the Western Ghats would be green again.

Whether the fireflies would come back.


  
    Chapter 20: Jugnu Wapas (The Fireflies Return)

    
    
  
  February. Day 210. Seven months since the fireflies stopped in Mulshi. Seven months since Bhushan watched a thousand bioluminescent insects go dark simultaneously and the simultaneously being the beginning of everything — the beginning of the investigation, the partnership, the crisis, the discovery, the love, the loss, the understanding.

February should have been: pre-spring. The pre-spring that Pune experienced as the first warm days after winter, the warm-days being the preamble to March's heat. But this February was no different from any month since July — warm, dry, the warm-dry that had become the baseline and the baseline being: the anomaly's normal.

Except: the EMF readings dropped.

Pankaj called Bhushan at 7:14 AM — the 7:14 being early enough to indicate urgency, the urgency being: data that could not wait for office hours.

"Dr. Kulkarni, EMF readings. All five stations. Drop. Significant. Overnight — from 340% to 290%. First decrease since the anomaly began."

290%. Still elevated — still far above the 100% baseline that normal represented. But: down. Down from 340%. The down being: the first reversal, the first indication that the upward trajectory that had continued for seven months was changing direction.

"Mineral formation slowing?" Bhushan — the hypothesis that the hypothesis was the hope: if the mineral's growth was slowing, the EMF would decrease, the decreasing would allow the ecosystem to begin recovery.

"Possibly. Or — the mineral formation may have reached a saturation point. Kavita's models predicted this as one possible outcome — the crystallisation reaching a natural limit. If the formation has peaked —"

"If the formation has peaked, then the EMF will continue to decrease." The completion that Bhushan spoke — the completion being the sentence that contained the hope and the hope being: scientifically grounded hope, not wishful hope, the grounded-hope being the ecologist's particular version of hope: hope with data.

"Monitor karo. Har ghante. Mujhe updates chahiye." Monitor hourly. I need updates.

"Kar rahe hain." We are.

Bhushan sat in the Kothrud flat — the flat that had been temporary and was now semi-permanent, the semi-permanent being the condition of a family displaced by electromagnetic fields. Charu was at KEM. Tanmay was at the neighbour's — the neighbour whose daughter was Tanmay's age and whose the-daughter being the playdate that kept Tanmay occupied while Bhushan processed the data.

Chitra was on the sofa. Drawing. The drawing being: always drawing, the always-drawing being the seven-year-old's constant, the constant that had not changed despite the cardiac compromise, the relocation, the months of medical monitoring. Chitra drew.

"Baba, kya hua?" Chitra — reading her father's face, the face that contained the information that the face always contained because children read faces better than adults and the better-reading being: the evolutionary advantage of small humans who depended on large humans for survival.

Baba, what happened?

"Kuch achha hua shayad." Something good may have happened.

"Kya?"

"Abhi nahi bata sakta. But — achha hai." The not-telling being the scientist's caution and the father's protection: don't give hope until hope is confirmed.

Can't tell you yet. But it's good.

Over the next week, the EMF readings continued to drop. 290% → 265% → 241% → 218%. The decreasing being: consistent, progressive, the progressive-decrease being the mirror image of the progressive-increase that had characterised the anomaly's first six months.

Kavita confirmed: "Crystallisation has peaked. The mineral formation appears to be reaching thermodynamic equilibrium. Growth is slowing. The piezoelectric output is decreasing proportionally."

Thermodynamic equilibrium. The two words that meant: the mineral was done growing. The done-growing meaning: the EMF would continue to decrease. The decrease meaning: the ecosystem might — might — begin to recover.

"Might" being the operative word. Bhushan, the ecologist who had spent thirty years with ecosystems, knew: damage at this scale did not reverse quickly. The mycorrhizal networks had degraded. The wildlife populations had crashed. The monsoon had failed for an entire season. Recovery — if it happened — would take years. Possibly decades.

But recovery required: the stressor to stop. And the stressor — the EMF — was stopping.

Week two of February: EMF at 195%. The 195% being still elevated but approaching the threshold — the threshold that Sharma's team had calculated (approximately 150%) below which ecosystem recovery became possible.

Week three: 167%.

The ecosystem began to respond. The responding being: subtle, not the dramatic reversal that television would have preferred, but the subtle signs that ecologists recognised because the recognising was: the expertise. Soil microbial activity — increasing slightly. Fungal growth in field samples — marginally improving. Bore well levels — stabilising (not recovering, but no longer dropping).

"Stabilising," Bhushan told Tarun. "Not recovering. Stabilising. Yeh pehla step hai — bleeding ruk rahi hai. Healing baad mein aayegi."

This is the first step — the bleeding is stopping. Healing will come later.

Week four: EMF at 148%. Below the 150% threshold.

It rained.

The rain came on February 27 — a date that was not monsoon season, that was not the normal rainfall window for the Deccan Plateau, that was: anomalous. But the anomalous-rain was the particular irony that the anomaly's resolution produced: the first rain was itself anomalous, falling in February when it should have fallen in June.

But it fell.

The rain falling on Pune at 4:17 PM — the 4:17 that Bhushan noted because the noting was the scientist's habit: record the time, record the date, record the event. The event being: rain.

It rained for forty-three minutes. The forty-three minutes depositing 8mm of rainfall — not significant by monsoon standards (monsoon rainfall was measured in hundreds of millimetres) but significant by February standards and by anomaly standards: the first meaningful rain in 228 days.

Bhushan was on the Kothrud flat's balcony when the rain started. The starting being: the first drops hitting the railing, the drops being heavy, the heavy-drops that Indian rain produced when the clouds were overloaded and the overloading was the atmospheric system's particular release mechanism: hold, hold, hold, release.

The sound of rain on the balcony railing — the metallic percussion that was: the sound, the sound that Pune had not heard for seven months, the sound that was: the most beautiful sound.

"CHITRA! TANMAY! AAO! BAARISH!" The shouting that Bhushan produced — the shouting of a man who had waited 228 days for rain and whose waiting had ended and the ending was: joy.

Come! Rain!

Chitra and Tanmay came running. The running being: children running to the balcony, the running that children did when something exciting happened and the exciting was: rain. Rain that they had not seen for seven months. Rain that Chitra had asked about every week — "Barish kab aayegi?" — and that the asking had been answered not by the father's "Jaldi, beta" but by the sky.

Chitra put her hands out. The hands extending beyond the balcony railing into the rain — the rain falling on her palms, the palms that were seven years old and that the seven-year-old's palms were the particular surface that rain fell on when children experienced rain as joy.

"BAARISH!" Chitra screamed. The scream that was: laughter, the laughter that was: happiness, the happiness being the pure, uncomplicated happiness of a child in rain.

Tanmay copied his sister. Hands out. Rain on hands. Laughter.

Bhushan called Charu. "Baarish aa gayi." Three words. The three words that contained: seven months of drought ending.

It's raining.

Charu — on the phone — the nurse whose clinical demeanour cracked: "Sach mein?" The two words that were: the disbelief, the disbelief that the disbelief was the response to the thing you had hoped for and had stopped believing would happen.

Really?

"Sach mein. Chitra baarish mein haath daal rahi hai. Hass rahi hai." Really. Chitra has her hands in the rain. She's laughing.

"Main — main aa rahi hoon." The voice breaking — the breaking being: the nurse-wife-mother whose clinical containment failed when the failure was: joy.

I'm coming.

He called Tarun. "Baarish." One word.

Rain.

"Pune mein?" Tarun — the question from Mumbai, the question that was: confirmation.

"Haan. 4:17 se. 8mm so far. First meaningful rain in 228 days." The data delivered with joy — the joy-data being the particular combination that the scientist produced when the data was: good news.

"Main likh raha hoon." The reporter's response — the response that was: professional (I will write the story) and personal (I am writing because this matters to me).

I'm writing.

Tarun wrote. The article being: short. 500 words. The shortest piece he had written on the anomaly — the shortest because the news required brevity and the brevity was: respect for the event. Rain. One word. The story.

IT RAINED TODAY

The headline that was: three words. The three words that needed no elaboration because the three words said everything and the everything was: the drought had broken, the drought that had lasted 228 days, the drought that had consumed the Western Ghats and that the consuming was beginning to reverse.

 * 

Mansi was discharged on March 1. The discharging being: the medical declaration that the hematoma had resolved, the fractures were healing, the healing being: the body's recovery that paralleled the ecosystem's beginning-of-recovery.

Tarun brought her home to the Koregaon Park flat. The bringing-home being: the particular tenderness of driving a recovering person home, the driving slow, the turns gentle, the gentleness being the love expressed through: careful navigation.

"Vaishali?" Mansi said. In the car. The one word that was: the deal, the deal they had made in the hospital — "next chapter mein main healthy hoon aur hum dinner pe jaate hain."

"Abhi?" Tarun — the surprise being: she had just been discharged.

Now?

"Haan. Abhi. Mujhe hospital ka khaana nahi chahiye. Mujhe Vaishali ka filter coffee chahiye. Aur tere saath dinner." Yes. Now. I don't want hospital food. I want Vaishali's filter coffee. And dinner with you.

They went to Vaishali. The going being: the deal fulfilled, the deal that the hospital had held in suspension and that the discharge released.

Vaishali at 7 PM. The restaurant that was: fuller than last time — the fuller being the rain's effect on the economy, the rain producing the particular optimism that sent people back to restaurants.

Filter coffee. Tumbler-and-davara. The stainless steel warm against fingers.

"Mansi, Bhushan sir ke ghar pe — Mulshi mein — EMF levels 130% tak aa gaye hain. Chitra ki ejection fraction 48% pe hai. Improving."

At Bhushan sir's house — in Mulshi — EMF levels have come down to 130%. Chitra's ejection fraction is at 48%. Improving.

"Achha. Sab theek ho raha hai." Good. Everything's getting better.

"Slowly."

"Slowly is fine. Slowly means it's real." The wisdom that was: Mansi's particular gift — the gift of the counsellor who worked with pregnancy and who the pregnancy-work taught: growth is slow, healing is slow, the slow being: the real.

They finished dinner. Walked outside. FC Road — the road that was coming back to life, the life being: the particular Pune street-life of students and couples and vendors and the life being: the recovery.

"Tarun?"

"Haan?"

"Emergency contact rakhna hai mera. Permanently." The statement that was: the declaration. The declaration being: I want you as my emergency contact not because of the accident but because I want you as my person. My person permanently.

Keep being my emergency contact. Permanently.

"Permanently. Done." The two words that were: the acceptance. The acceptance of the permanence.

 * 

March. Day 240. Eight months after the anomaly began.

Bhushan moved back to Mulshi. The moving-back being: the return, the return to the farmhouse that had been abandoned because the EMF was too high for Chitra's heart and the too-high being: no longer, the no-longer being: EMF at 115%, approaching normal, Chitra's cardiac function at 50% — not the pre-anomaly 55% but improving, the improving being the trajectory that Dr. Varma said would continue if the EMF continued to decrease.

The farmhouse. The garden. The tree line — the teak and jamun boundary that had been brown and dry and silent.

The tree line was: green. Not the lush green of monsoon — not yet, the not-yet being the timeline of recovery (years, possibly decades). But green. The green of new growth — shoots, leaves, the particular green that recovery produced: pale, tentative, the tentative-green being the colour of beginning.

The garden. The evening. Bhushan on the verandah. Charu bringing chai — two cups, the two-cups being the restoration of the pre-anomaly ritual, the ritual restored because the water crisis had eased, the easing being: three meaningful rainfalls in March, the three-rainfalls being the monsoon's pre-season contribution to the recovery.

Chitra in the garden. Drawing. Always drawing. But tonight — tonight, Chitra was not drawing. Chitra was watching.

"Baba!" The shout from the garden. The shout that was: not distress, the not-distress being the tone that parents recognised as: excitement.

"Kya hua, beta?"

Chitra pointed. The pointing being: the gesture toward the tree line. The tree line where, eight months ago, a thousand fireflies had stopped.

Fireflies. Not a thousand — not yet. Not the swarm that had filled the garden on July 14. But: fireflies. A handful. Perhaps twenty. The twenty being: the first, the first fireflies since the anomaly began, the first bioluminescent insects to return to the garden that had lost them.

Twenty fireflies in the tree line. Flashing. The flashing being: the rhythm, the rhythm that the Pteroptyx species produced — the synchronous flash that was the species' particular signature.

Synchronous. The twenty fireflies flashing together. The together-flashing being: the coordination that the bioluminescence required, the coordination that the EMF had disrupted and that the disruption's easing was allowing to return.

"BABA! JUGNU!" Chitra — the scream that was: the recognition, the recognition of the thing she had drawn every week for eight months, the thing she had asked about every week — "Jugnu kab wapas aayenge?" — and that the asking was answered not by the father but by the insects themselves.

Fireflies!

Bhushan set down his chai. Walked to the garden. Stood beside his daughter.

The fireflies flashing. Twenty points of light in the tree line. Twenty points that were: not a thousand, not the July night, not the before. But: twenty. Twenty that said: we are here. We are returning. The returning that was: slow, tentative, the particular pace of recovery that was real because the real was: slow.

Chitra reached up. Her hand — the same hand that had reached for a firefly in July, the reaching-hand that had been the last gesture before the anomaly began. Her hand reaching for a firefly that was just beyond her reach — the beyond-reach being: the distance that the firefly maintained because the firefly was not the pet that the reaching implied, the firefly was the wild thing that the wild-thing maintained its distance.

But the firefly was there. Beyond reach but: present. The present being: enough.

Bhushan knelt beside his daughter. His knees in the monsoon-soft earth — the earth that was soft again because the rain had returned and the rain's returning had softened what the drought had hardened.

"Dekh, beta. Wapas aa gaye." Look, sweetheart. They came back.

"Maine kaha tha." Chitra — the seven-year-old's particular certainty. I told you so.

"Haan. Tune kaha tha." Yes. You did.

The certainty that the child had maintained when the adult had doubted — the certainty being: the child's faith that the fireflies would return, the faith that was not based on data or evidence or investigation but on: belief. The belief that the world would correct itself. The belief that the green would return. The belief that the fireflies would come back.

The belief that was: correct.

Twenty fireflies. The tree line. The garden in Mulshi. The earth soft. The chai cooling on the verandah. The daughter's hand reaching.

The beginning of the recovery. The slow, tentative, real beginning.

Tarun would write the story. Mansi would continue the clinic. Bhushan would continue the research. The investigation would continue — because the EMF was not yet at baseline, the ecosystem was not yet recovered, the mineral beneath the Deccan Plateau was not yet fully understood.

But the fireflies were back.

And that was: enough. For now. Enough.
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