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    Prologue: The Last Vaidya

    
    
  
  The banyan tree at the edge of the Kulkarni property had been dying for eleven years before anyone noticed.

Not the villagers of Varandha Ghat, who walked past it every monsoon on their way to the temple at the top of the pass. Not the MSRTC bus drivers who used its shadow as a landmark — left after the big banyan, then two kilometres of hairpin turns before the plateau. Not even the forest department officials who catalogued it as Specimen 847-B in their biodiversity survey of 2019, noted its aerial root spread at fourteen metres, and moved on to the next tree without touching its bark.

Baban Kulkarni noticed.

He was eighty-three years old, and he noticed because the tree told him.

Not in words. Trees do not use words. Trees use a language older than Sanskrit, older than the cave paintings at Bhimbetka, older than the first Homo sapiens who pressed a palm against bark and felt something press back. Trees speak in volatile organic compounds — isoprene and monoterpenes and sesquiterpenes — released through stomata in concentrations that vary by the picogram depending on what the tree needs to say. They speak in mycorrhizal networks, fungal threads thinner than spider silk connecting root to root across hectares of forest floor, transmitting carbon and nitrogen and phosphorus and information at speeds that would embarrass the Jio network on a good day. They speak in electrical signals that pulse through phloem at centimetres per minute, slow by human standards, urgent by the standards of an organism that has been standing in the same spot for four hundred years.

Baban Kulkarni could hear all of it.

He had always been able to hear it. As a boy growing up in this same village in the 1940s, he had thought everyone could. He had assumed that the tingling in his fingertips when he touched the jamun tree behind their house was normal — that everyone felt the slow, deep pulse that rose through the bark like a second heartbeat. He had assumed that the headache he got every March, precisely when the teak trees began their annual leaf-drop, was a common ailment. He had assumed that his ability to walk into a forest and know — without looking, without thinking, just know — which trees were healthy and which were stressed, which had water in their roots and which were parched, which were in conversation with their neighbours and which had gone silent — was something all vaidyas could do.

It was not.

His father, also a vaidya, had the gift. His father's mother had it. Her father before her. Going back — if you believed the family's oral history, which Baban did, because the trees confirmed it — to a time before the Marathas, before the Yadavas, before the Chalukyas, to a small Adivasi settlement in these same hills where the first Kulkarni had been not a Brahmin record-keeper but a vanaspati-vakta. A speaker-to-plants. A person who stood at the boundary between the human world and the green world and translated.

The British had a word for people like Baban. They called them superstitious.

The forest department had a word too. They called them local informants and paid them ₹200 per day during field surveys, then ignored everything they said.

Baban had stopped trying to explain it by the time he was forty. He practiced his Ayurvedic medicine in the village — setting bones, treating fevers, making poultices from neem and turmeric and ashwagandha that he harvested from the forest at times the trees told him were right — and he kept his mouth shut about the rest. The trees didn't mind. The trees had been keeping secrets for four hundred million years. They were patient.

But the banyan was dying, and patience had limits.

He felt it first as an absence. A place in the network where signal used to flow and now didn't. Like a dead pixel on a screen, except the screen was three hectares of sacred grove — devrai, the villagers called it, the forest-of-the-gods — and the dead pixel was its oldest, largest, most deeply connected member.

The banyan's roots, which had once pulsed with the slow electric language of a tree in full communion with its neighbours, were going quiet. One by one, like lights switching off in a building at the end of a workday. The mycorrhizal threads that connected it to the surrounding forest were thinning, the fungal partners withdrawing their hyphae from roots that no longer offered adequate carbon exchange. The volatile compounds it released had shifted — less isoprene, more methyl salicylate. In the chemical vocabulary of trees, this was not a whisper. This was a scream.

I am sick. I am under attack. Help me.

Baban pressed his palms against the bark. The trunk was three metres in diameter at this point, the bark rough and ridged, warm from the afternoon sun. He closed his eyes. He breathed in through his nose — the sweet-rot smell of fallen figs, the mineral tang of laterite soil after rain, the faint acrid note that shouldn't have been there. The wrong note. The note that told him the tree's vascular system was compromised somewhere deep, somewhere he couldn't see or reach.

He stayed there for forty minutes. An auto-rickshaw passed on the road below and the driver slowed, watching the old man hugging a tree, then shook his head and accelerated. A langur troop moved through the canopy above, the dominant male barking once before leading his group onwards. A koel began its ascending call from somewhere in the understorey — ku-OO, ku-OO, ku-OO — the sound rising like a question that never gets answered.

When Baban finally stepped back, his eyes were wet.

The tree was dying because the grove was dying. The grove was dying because the water table had dropped — borewell after borewell drilled into the plateau above for the new resort development, each one sucking water from the same aquifer that fed the ancient root systems below. The trees could survive drought. They had survived droughts for centuries. They could not survive the systematic extraction of the water that connected them to each other — the water that carried their chemical messages, that fed their fungal networks, that kept the living internet of the forest operational.

Without water, the network fragmented. Without the network, the trees lost their collective intelligence. Without their collective intelligence, they were just wood.

And wood burns.

Baban Kulkarni died on a Tuesday in March 2015, eleven days after his eighty-third birthday. Heart attack, the doctor in Bhor said. Baban's grandson — a biochemist working at NCL in Pune, too busy with his mass spectrometer and his funding applications and his marriage that was falling apart to drive three hours for the funeral — arrived two days late and found a house full of mourning relatives, a kitchen full of food he couldn't eat because grief had sealed his throat shut, and a letter.

The letter was in Marathi, in Baban's trembling handwriting, on the back of a forest department survey form. It said:

Nikhi,

The devrai is dying. You are the last one who can hear it. I know you think I was a superstitious old man. I know your science says trees cannot speak. Your science is wrong, and I can prove it.

Come home. Touch the banyan. Listen.

If you hear nothing, burn this letter and forget. If you hear what I heard — God help you, because no one else will.

Your Ajoba

Nikhil Kulkarni folded the letter and put it in his wallet. He did not go to the banyan. He went back to Pune, back to his spectrometer, back to the apartment where his wife's absence was louder than any tree.

He kept the letter for eleven years.




  
    Chapter 1: The Retreat

    
    
  
  Nikhil Kulkarni was not running away.

He was making a strategic withdrawal from a life that had decided, systematically and without consulting him, to dismantle itself. His wife had left. His research funding had been cut. His paper on volatile organic compound signalling in tropical deciduous forests — three years of mass spectrometry data, four hundred samples, a methodology so rigorous it made his PhD supervisor weep with professional admiration — had been rejected by Nature Plants for the third time, this time with the helpful suggestion that he "consider the limitations of anthropomorphic framing when discussing plant chemical ecology."

Anthropomorphic framing. As if he had written that trees had feelings. He had written that trees transmitted chemical information through airborne terpene compounds in patterns that were statistically non-random and contextually responsive. Which they did. Which his data proved. Which the reviewers could not accept because accepting it would require them to revise their entire model of plant cognition, and revising models was harder than rejecting papers.

So. Not running away. Retreating to regroup.

The Kulkarni property in Varandha Ghat was a four-hour drive from Pune if you took the expressway to Bhor and then the state highway through the passes. Three hours if you drove like a local — which meant treating lane markings as decorative suggestions and treating MSRTC buses as slow-moving obstacles to be overtaken on blind curves with a hand on the horn and a prayer to whatever deity your family kept in the dashboard shrine.

Nikhil drove like a local. His Maruti Jimny — purchased six months ago with the last of his savings, because his ex-wife had kept the Creta in the divorce settlement and because a Jimny was the only vehicle that could handle the final two kilometres of unpaved track to the farmhouse — took the curves with the cheerful indifference of a vehicle designed for terrain worse than Maharashtra's. The steering wheel vibrated constantly. The suspension made sounds that suggested internal disagreement. The AC had stopped working somewhere around Bhor, and he'd rolled down the windows to let in the March air, which was already carrying the pre-monsoon humidity that turned the Western Ghats into a steam bath by June.

The smell hit him at the Varandha Ghat pass.

Not the smell of the passes — diesel and dust and the hot-brake smell of trucks that had been descending for twenty minutes in low gear. The other smell. The one underneath. The green smell. Chlorophyll and terpenes and the particular sweet-decay of leaf litter in a tropical forest, layered over the mineral sharpness of laterite soil and the wet-earth scent that the Marathi language had a word for — mati cha vaas — that English had never quite captured with its inadequate "petrichor."

His fingers tightened on the steering wheel.

It had been eleven years since he'd driven this road. Eleven years since Ajoba's funeral, since the letter, since he'd folded a dead man's words into his wallet and driven back to Pune and his marriage and his career and his determination to study trees with instruments rather than intuition.

The letter was still in his wallet. Wallet was in his back pocket. He could feel it — or imagined he could feel it — pressed against his body like a second pulse.

Come home. Touch the banyan. Listen.

He'd come home. He hadn't decided about the rest.



The farmhouse was smaller than he remembered.

This was not nostalgia's trick — the house was physically smaller. A section of the eastern wall had collapsed, the red laterite blocks tumbling inward to form a pile that was already being colonised by ferns. The tin roof had rusted through in two places, and he could see sky through the holes. The verandah — where Ajoba used to sit in the evenings with his brass tumbler of kokum sherbet, watching the sun set behind the Sahyadris — was intact but tilted, the wooden posts leaning at an angle that suggested structural opinions about gravity.

Nikhil stood in the overgrown yard and inventoried the damage.

Yard: waist-high grass, punctuated by a jasmine bush that had gone feral and was now the size of a small car. The smell of jasmine at this concentration was less pleasant than romantic — sweet to the point of nausea, like a perfume counter in a Pune mall.

Well: functional, he hoped. The rope was gone but the stone circle was intact, and when he dropped a pebble he heard the distant plonk of water. Good. The borewells on the plateau above might have lowered the water table, but the traditional well on the slope still reached the older, deeper aquifer.

Kitchen garden: gone. Whatever Ajoba had grown — the tulsi, the curry leaf, the drumstick tree, the chilli plants in their clay pots — had been swallowed by the forest's patient advance. Nature doesn't wait for probate.

The house itself: three rooms, a kitchen, a bathroom that was essentially a bucket under a tap. The doors were swollen with moisture and required shoulder-application to open. Inside, the air smelled of damp plaster and old wood and the particular musty sweetness of a space that had been breathed in only by geckos and spiders for over a decade.

Nikhil set his backpack on the stone floor of the main room. Dust rose. The afternoon light came in through the collapsed wall at an angle that turned the dust motes into a galaxy. He stood in the middle of his inheritance and felt the specific emotion that has no name in English but that Marathi handles with the word vishad — a sorrow that is also an emptiness that is also, confusingly, a kind of peace.

His phone had no signal. Of course. Jio's coverage map described this area as "developing," which was corporate language for "we put a tower on the highway and called it done." He'd have to drive back to the main road for even a single bar.

Good. He hadn't come here to be connected.

He'd brought supplies: rice, dal, oil, salt, red chilli powder, turmeric, a bag of onions, a bag of potatoes, tea powder, sugar, milk powder, a pressure cooker, a kerosene stove because the gas cylinder he'd ordered wouldn't arrive until tomorrow. Basic survival kit. An Indian man alone in a kitchen was either a disaster or an education, and Nikhil — who had lived alone for eight months since Aditi left — had progressed from disaster through incompetence into a grudging adequacy. He could make dal-rice that wouldn't kill him. He could make chai that his mother would describe as "drinkable, barely." He could fry an egg without setting off the smoke alarm.

He did not have a smoke alarm here. Small mercies.

The kerosene stove took three attempts to light. He set the pressure cooker with dal and water and turmeric, then went outside to watch it not boil while he sat on the tilted verandah and looked at the trees.

The devrai began forty metres from the house.

It was not a forest in the way city people imagined forests — a green wall of undifferentiated vegetation, a screensaver background. The devrai was a system. At the edge, the pioneer species: karvi bushes with their purple flowers that bloomed once every seven years (Ajoba's favourite fact — "imagine waiting seven years to say something beautiful, Nikhi"), lantana that the British had brought as an ornamental and that had become, like the British, an invasive presence that refused to leave. Then the understorey: wild turmeric with its yellow-green spikes, ran-haldi, and the pepper vines climbing the trunks of the medium trees — ain, jambhul, hirda — their bark mottled with lichen in shades of grey and pale green.

And behind them, rising above everything, the canopy trees. Teak, their broad leaves already beginning to brown and curl in the pre-monsoon heat. Pisa with its buttress roots that looked like the flying supports of a Gothic cathedral redesigned by someone who preferred curves. And the banyan.

Ajoba's banyan.

Even from here — forty metres away, across a yard of feral jasmine and collapsed wall — Nikhil could see it. The trunk. The aerial roots that had descended from branches and become secondary trunks, creating a tree that was also a colonnade, a single organism that covered an area the size of a badminton court. The canopy spreading above everything else, its leaves darker than the surrounding forest, its crown breaking the skyline like a green thunderhead.

He didn't go to it. Not today.

The pressure cooker whistled — one, two, three — and he went inside to make dal that his mother would describe as "edible, if you're desperate." He ate it with rice on a steel plate he'd brought from Pune, sitting on the verandah in the last light, watching the forest darken.

The sounds arrived in layers. First the birds — the evening shift taking over from the day shift, koels giving way to nightjars, the last mynas arguing their way to roost. Then the insects — the cricket orchestra tuning up, a sound so constant and so layered that it became a texture rather than a noise, something you wore rather than heard. Then, underneath everything, the sound he couldn't name and couldn't explain.

A hum.

Low. Below hearing, almost. The kind of sound you feel in your sternum before your ears register it. The kind of sound that resonates in the bones of your jaw.

Nikhil stopped chewing.

The hum was coming from the forest. From the direction of the banyan.

He put his plate down. He walked to the edge of the verandah. The jasmine smell was different now — evening chemistry, the flowers releasing a different volatile profile as temperature dropped, more linalool, more benzyl acetate, the scent shifting from aggressive to intimate. He breathed it in and the hum grew louder. Not louder. Closer. As if it was approaching.

Or as if he was finally letting himself hear it.

His hands were tingling. Both hands, from fingertips to wrists, a pins-and-needles sensation that was not unpleasant but was unmistakably there. The same tingling he'd felt as a child when he'd pressed his palms against the jamun tree in Ajoba's yard. The tingling he'd spent twenty years and a PhD in biochemistry trying to explain as a peripheral nerve response to bark texture and temperature differential.

It was not a peripheral nerve response to bark texture and temperature differential.

He knew that. He had always known that. His hands knew it. His instruments could not measure it, his papers could not describe it, his colleagues would not believe it. But his hands knew.

The hum shifted. Dropped a tone. Rose again. Pulsed. Like breathing. Like something enormous and ancient and patient, breathing in the dark.

Nikhil stood on the verandah of his dead grandfather's house, in a village with no phone signal and no neighbours within a kilometre, and felt the hair on the back of his neck rise.

He went inside. He closed the door — shouldering it into the swollen frame until it stuck. He unrolled his sleeping bag on the stone floor. He lay in the dark and listened to the hum until it blended with the insects and the nightjars and the distant sound of water in the well and the rushing of his own blood in his ears.

He did not sleep for a long time.

When he finally did, he dreamed of roots.




  
    Chapter 2: The Watching

    
    
  
  He woke to the sound of something that wasn't there.

Not silence — silence doesn't exist in a Western Ghat forest. The dawn chorus had begun: bulbuls first, their liquid two-note call slicing through the grey pre-light, then the barbets with their monotonous kutroo-kutroo-kutroo that sounded like a phone alarm someone refused to turn off. A Malabar whistling thrush — the forest's morning raga singer — was running through its improvised melody from a stream somewhere downhill, each phrase different from the last, as if the bird was composing in real time and was never quite satisfied with the result.

No, the sound that woke him was underneath all of that. The hum from last night, but different. Lighter. Higher. If last night's hum had been a drone — the tanpura string held beneath the melody — this morning's version was almost musical. Almost structured. Like someone humming a tune he should recognise but couldn't.

Nikhil lay in his sleeping bag on the stone floor and stared at the ceiling. A gecko regarded him from a crack in the plaster, its eyes black and unblinking, its throat pulsing with the small, urgent breaths of a cold-blooded creature warming itself in the first light through the roof holes.

His back hurt. His neck hurt. The stone floor had the comfort profile of a stone floor. He was thirty-eight years old and sleeping on the ground in a ruin, and some part of him — the part that had spent fifteen years in a Koregaon Park apartment with a foam mattress and a wife who ran the AC at 22 degrees — wanted to get in the Jimny and drive back to civilization.

The rest of him wanted chai.

He made it on the kerosene stove: water, milk powder (not the same, never the same, but functional), two spoons of tea powder, sugar. The flame was uneven and the pot was too small and the chai came out too sweet because he'd miscounted the sugar spoons while distracted by the hum. He poured it into a steel tumbler — Ajoba's tumbler, the one with the dent on the rim where Ajoba had dropped it on a rock in 1987 and never replaced it because "the chai tastes the same, Nikhi, the cup doesn't need to be perfect" — and took it to the verandah.

The morning was doing what Western Ghat mornings do in March: burning off the night mist in stages, revealing the landscape like a photographer slowly increasing exposure. First the nearest trees emerged — the jasmine bush, the lantana at the yard's edge, the pioneer species at the forest border. Then the canopy behind them, green going from grey-green to emerald as the sun climbed. Then the ridgeline across the valley, the Sahyadris showing their stratified cliff faces — black basalt and red laterite in alternating bands, like a geological argument about which rock type got to be on top.

And the banyan.

In daylight, it was larger than he'd registered last night. The central trunk — the original trunk, from which everything had descended — was massive, scarred, ancient. He'd never seen Ajoba measure it, but he guessed the circumference at nine or ten metres. The aerial roots that had become secondary trunks surrounded it like the pillars of a mandapa, a temple hall, creating a shaded space beneath the canopy that was cool and dark even at midday. The leaves — thick, leathery, dark green — overlapped so densely that the canopy was almost solid, only occasional coins of sunlight making it through.

Something moved in the canopy.

Not a bird. Not a monkey. Something larger, or something that moved differently — not the branch-to-branch swing of a langur or the hop-flutter of a bird, but a smooth, deliberate movement along a major branch, like a person walking on a path they knew well.

Nikhil squinted. The distance and the leaf-shadow made it impossible to see clearly. Whatever it was moved again, then stopped. Then was gone.

He put down his chai. He was a scientist. Scientists observe, record, hypothesize. They do not stand on verandahs inventing movement in trees because they slept badly and heard humming that was probably tinnitus and were drinking chai made with milk powder, which was itself a form of madness.

He picked up his chai. He drank it. It was terrible. He made another cup.



By noon he had established a base camp of sorts.

The eastern wall couldn't be repaired without materials and skills he didn't have, so he hung a blue tarpaulin over the gap — the kind sold at every kirana shop from Pune to Panjim, the kind that appeared on construction sites and monsoon-damaged houses across Maharashtra with the reliability of a seasonal crop. It kept the weather out and the geckos in, which was the important thing.

He swept the main room with a broom made from a khari bundle he found in the kitchen — still usable, if you accepted that it redistributed dust rather than removed it. He set up his laptop on the wooden table by the window, where Ajoba used to keep his vaidya's kit: the brass mortar and pestle, the cloth bags of dried herbs, the handwritten notebook of formulations that Nikhil had taken to Pune after the funeral and never opened. The laptop was useless without power — his solar panel and battery bank were still in the Jimny — but setting it up felt like claiming the space.

He brought in the solar panel. A 100-watt portable, enough to charge the laptop and his phone and the LED lantern. The phone was still useless — no signal — but the laptop held his data. Three years of spectrometry readings from the Sanjay Gandhi National Park in Mumbai, where he'd measured the terpene emissions of trees under various stress conditions: drought, insect attack, mechanical damage, proximity to pollution.

The data told a story. He knew it told a story. The patterns in the emission profiles were too consistent, too contextually specific, to be random. When one tree was attacked by insects, neighbouring trees — connected through root systems — upregulated their own defensive compound production before the insects reached them. Not after. Before. The signal was travelling underground, through mycorrhizal networks, faster than the insects could fly between trees.

The reviewers called this "overinterpretation of correlational data." The reviewers could go to hell.

He set up the solar panel on the roof — the intact section, which faced south-east and caught the morning sun. He ran the cable through a roof hole. He plugged in the battery bank. The little green LED lit up. Modern India: a man in a roofless house in the Sahyadri hills, charging lithium-ion cells with photovoltaic panels to power a machine that contained evidence of plant communication that no one would publish.

Ajoba would have found this hilarious.



He spent the afternoon exploring the property.

The Kulkarni land was substantial — twelve acres, according to the revenue records that his father had shown him once, in the context of an argument about selling it. "Barah ekad zamin, ani tyavar kai? Zhadach zhaad!" his father had said. Twelve acres of land, and what's on it? Trees and more trees. His father — an electrical engineer at Thermax in Pune, a practical man who measured value in square footage and resale price and proximity to good schools — had never understood why Baban refused to sell. "The developers in Mahabaleshwar will give us forty lakh easy," he'd said. "Fifty if we hold out."

Baban had held out. Not for fifty lakh. For the trees.

Now the trees had Nikhil, and Nikhil had the trees, and neither party was entirely sure what to do with the arrangement.

He walked the perimeter. The property was bordered on three sides by forest department land — protected forest that was protected in the way that Indian protected forests are protected, which is to say it had a signboard and occasional patrols and the trees were still being cut by locals for firewood because the alternative was buying LPG cylinders at prices that assumed everyone earned a city salary. The fourth side dropped steeply into a valley where a seasonal stream ran during monsoon and dried to a trickle by February.

The devrai — the sacred grove — occupied the central and eastern portion of the property. Traditional devrai were patches of forest that communities preserved as abodes of local deities, places where cutting trees was forbidden by religious taboo rather than government fiat. They were India's oldest conservation strategy, predating the Forest Department by millennia, and they worked — the devrai of the Western Ghats contained some of the last fragments of original climax vegetation in the region, biodiversity hotspots hiding in plain sight because no developer looked twice at a patch of trees protected by a story about a goddess who cursed anyone who swung an axe.

This devrai had a name. The villagers called it Vandevachi Rai — the grove of the forest goddess. Ajoba called it ghar — home.

Nikhil entered it from the north, where the forest edge was softest — lantana giving way to undergrowth giving way to the deeper shade of the canopy trees. The temperature dropped three degrees in ten metres. The light changed from Maharashtra-March-brutal to a filtered green dimness that made him think of being underwater. The sound changed too — the open-air noise of birds and wind replaced by the interior acoustics of a closed canopy, where sounds bounced off trunks and were absorbed by leaves and arrived at his ears with a quality that was muffled and intimate, like someone speaking in a library.

The hum was here.

Louder. Not louder — more present. As if the walls of the forest were amplifying it, the trunks acting as resonating columns, the leaf canopy as a ceiling that contained and reflected the sound back downward. It wasn't unpleasant. It was the opposite of unpleasant — it was the sonic equivalent of the temperature drop, a relief, a sense of entering a space that was working correctly, that was doing what it was designed to do.

His hands were tingling again.

Nikhil stopped walking. He was standing between two teak trees, their trunks smooth and pale, their broad leaves casting oval shadows on the forest floor. He looked at his hands. They looked normal. He flexed his fingers. The tingling didn't change — not affected by movement, not correlated with pressure or position. It was bilateral, symmetric, consistent.

He put his right hand on the nearest teak trunk.

The bark was smooth — teak bark in the dry season, before the monsoon rains roughened it. Warm on the south side, cool on the north. The texture under his palm was ridged and fine, like corduroy. Normal. Just bark. Just a tree. Just cellulose and lignin and suberin, organised into the familiar architecture of a dicot stem.

The tingling intensified.

Not painfully. Not even uncomfortably. It was more like — and he searched for the right analogy while his scientific mind screamed at him to remove his hand and check for contact dermatitis — more like tuning a radio. The static between stations that resolves, suddenly, into a clear signal. His hand on the bark was the dial. The tingling was the static clearing.

And then, for approximately two seconds, he heard it.

Not the hum. Something else. Something specific. A pattern — not musical, not rhythmic in any human sense, but organised. A sequence of chemical signals translated, somehow, through the contact between his skin and the bark, into something his brain interpreted as sound. Low. Complex. Layered. Like a chord played on an instrument he'd never encountered, with overtones that extended below and above human hearing into registers he could feel in his teeth and his sternum and the base of his skull.

Two seconds. Then it was gone.

Nikhil pulled his hand away. He was breathing hard. His heart rate was elevated — he could feel his pulse in his throat, could feel the adrenaline dump that his sympathetic nervous system had decided was appropriate for a man who had just experienced something that violated everything he believed about the boundary between plant biochemistry and human neurology.

He looked at his hand. It looked normal.

He looked at the tree. It looked normal.

He looked at the forest around him — the filtered light, the silent trunks, the carpet of dead leaves, the fern fronds uncurling from the undergrowth like green fists slowly opening — and felt, with a certainty that had nothing to do with data and everything to do with the part of his brain that was older than language, that he was being watched.

Not by a person. Not by an animal.

By the forest.

He walked back to the house faster than he'd walked in. He did not run. Scientists don't run from trees. But he walked very, very quickly, and when he reached the verandah he sat down and pressed his tingling hands flat against the stone floor and waited for his heart rate to return to something his cardiologist wouldn't worry about.

The sun was setting behind the Sahyadris. The sky was the colour of a bruise — purple and orange and yellow and a thin line of green at the horizon that lasted exactly four seconds before the sun dropped below the ridgeline. The evening shift of sounds began. The nightjars. The crickets. The distant bark of a dog in the village a kilometre away.

And the hum. Low. Steady. Patient.

Nikhil went inside. He made dal. He ate it. He didn't taste it.

He took Ajoba's letter out of his wallet and read it again by the light of the LED lantern:

Come home. Touch the banyan. Listen.

He had come home. He had touched a teak tree, not the banyan, and he had heard... something. Something his instruments couldn't measure. Something his papers couldn't describe. Something that the reviewers at Nature Plants would call "anthropomorphic framing" and his ex-wife would call "the reason you care more about trees than people" and his father would call "your grandfather's superstition finally catching up with you."

He lay on the stone floor in his sleeping bag and listened to the hum and the crickets and his own breathing.

Tomorrow he would touch the banyan.

Or he would pack the Jimny and drive back to Pune and apply for a corporate job at some pharma company and never think about trees again.

He fell asleep without deciding which.




  
    Chapter 3: The Meeting

    
    
  
  He chose the banyan.

Not because of courage, or scientific curiosity, or the dead man's letter in his wallet. He chose it because at 5:47 AM on his second morning in Varandha Ghat, the hum changed. It dropped — not in volume but in register, falling below the threshold of hearing into a frequency he felt rather than heard, a vibration that entered through the stone floor and traveled up his spine and settled in the space behind his eyes like a headache that wasn't quite a headache. Like a question his body was asking without his permission.

The banyan was calling him.

He could dress it up in biochemistry if he wanted to. He could say the tree was releasing a burst of volatile compounds — perhaps beta-caryophyllene, which studies had shown could cross the blood-brain barrier and interact with CB2 receptors — and that the wind patterns of the early morning had carried these compounds through the collapsed eastern wall and into his respiratory system, where they had triggered a neurological response that his subjective experience interpreted as a "call." He could write this up. He could submit it to Nature Plants with appropriate caveats and hedged language and the word "putatively" appearing every third paragraph.

He could also just walk to the bloody tree.

He went barefoot. This was not spiritual affectation — his hiking boots were still wet from yesterday's exploration and his chappals had a broken strap. But the moment his feet touched the red earth of the yard, he understood why Ajoba had always gone barefoot in the forest. The ground was alive. Not metaphorically alive — literally, physically alive. The soil teemed with organisms: mycorrhizal fungi, nematodes, springtails, mites, bacteria in concentrations of a billion per gram. His bare feet, with their 200,000 nerve endings per sole, could feel things that his boots blocked. The temperature variations where sun hit and shadow fell. The texture differences between compacted path and loose leaf litter. And something else — a faint, persistent electrical field that rose from the root zone like heat from a cooking surface, detectable only because the soles of human feet had evolved for precisely this kind of ground contact before civilisation decided shoes were necessary.

The jasmine bush. The lantana border. The forest edge.

Inside the devrai the air was different — cooler, wetter, thicker with volatile compounds. His nostrils flared. Pine-like scent from the terpenes. The sweet rot of decomposing figs. The sharp green note of fresh chlorophyll from leaves that had unfurled overnight. And underneath it all, something he couldn't identify — a compound or a blend of compounds that his trained nose couldn't place, something that smelled like wet stone and ozone and, absurdly, like the sandalwood incense Ajoba used to burn during his morning puja.

He navigated by memory and instinct. The path he'd taken as a child — Ajoba's hand warm and dry around his own, leading him through the trees with a sure-footedness that didn't need trails — was gone, overgrown, reclaimed. But his feet remembered. Left at the teak with the lightning scar. Right where the stream bed crossed (dry now, just a depression of smooth stones). Straight through the grove of hirda trees that Ajoba harvested for their astringent fruit. And then —

The banyan.

Up close, it was a cathedral.

The aerial roots that had become secondary trunks created a space that was enclosed without being confined, shaded without being dark. The light that filtered through the canopy was green-gold, shifting with the movement of leaves, creating patterns on the forest floor that changed constantly — a natural kaleidoscope, the kind of thing that would have been a screensaver if nature had a marketing department. The ground beneath the tree was bare earth — nothing grew in the deep shade except a few shade-tolerant ferns and a carpet of moss that was emerald where the light coins fell and almost black where it didn't.

The central trunk rose from this space like a column in a temple that had been designed by erosion rather than architecture. The bark was deeply ridged, grey-brown, scarred with age and weather and the claw marks of palm civets that climbed to the fruiting branches. Nikhil could see the places where village children had carved initials decades ago — the bark had healed over them, turning human graffiti into scar tissue, absorbing the marks into the tree's own history.

He put his hand on the trunk.

The bark was warm. Not sun-warm — the canopy blocked direct sunlight. A different warmth. An internal warmth, as if the tree's vascular system, pumping water from roots to crown at pressures that would burst a garden hose, generated enough metabolic heat to be detectable by human skin.

The tingling began immediately. Not the gradual build of yesterday. This was instant, total, bilateral — both hands, both arms, spreading up to his shoulders and down to his feet. As if the ground and the tree were connected through him, as if he'd become a wire completing a circuit.

And then the sound came.

Not two seconds this time. Not a fragment. The full signal.

It entered through his palms and his soles simultaneously, converging in his torso, rising to his skull, filling his auditory cortex with a pattern so complex and so dense that his first impulse was to pull away — the same impulse you have when you open a tap too far and the water pressure blasts the glass out of your hand.

He didn't pull away.

The pattern was — he groped for analogies, his scientific vocabulary crumbling under the weight of raw sensory input — it was like listening to an orchestra warm up, except each instrument was playing a different piece, and the pieces were in different time signatures, and somehow the cacophony resolved, as you listened, into something that was not music but was not noise either. It was information. Dense, layered, multiplexed information, transmitted through chemical and electrical channels simultaneously, encoded in a format that his human brain was not designed to decode but was, nonetheless, decoding. Partially. Imperfectly. Like hearing a conversation in a language you studied for two semesters in college — you catch words, fragments, emotional tone, but the full meaning slides away.

He caught fragments.

The water table. Dropping. The roots reaching deeper each year, the fungal networks thinning where the water had retreated, the signals that used to flow freely now stuttering, breaking, like a phone call cutting in and out in a bad coverage area.

The soil chemistry. Changing. Something was leaching into the aquifer from the resort development on the plateau — not a poison exactly, but a disruption, a shift in pH that was altering the microbial community in the root zone, changing the fungal species composition, replacing the ancient mycorrhizal partners with newer, less efficient ones.

And something else. Something the tree was transmitting with a urgency that Nikhil could feel as a physical pressure behind his eyes, a tightness in his chest, an emotion that was not his own but was flooding through the connection as if the tree had opened a valve.

Fear.

Trees do not feel fear. This was what his training told him. Trees are sessile organisms without nervous systems, without brains, without the neurological architecture required for subjective emotional experience. Trees respond to stimuli through chemical signalling pathways that are analogous to but categorically different from animal nervous systems. Trees do not feel fear.

But the banyan was afraid.

Not of dying — trees die, this is what they do, it is part of the cycle, and a tree that had lived for four centuries had made peace with its own mortality long before Nikhil's grandparents were born. The banyan was afraid of something worse than death. It was afraid of disconnection. Of the network failing. Of the slow, progressive loss of the web of relationships that connected it to every other tree in the devrai, that connected the devrai to the forest, that connected the forest to the mountain, that connected the mountain to the chain of Western Ghats running twelve hundred kilometres from Gujarat to Tamil Nadu.

The banyan was afraid of going silent.

Nikhil stood with his palms on the bark and his feet on the roots and tears on his face — tears that had arrived without permission, without the usual human precursors of sadness or grief, tears that were a physiological response to an emotional signal that was not human in origin — and understood, for the first time, what his grandfather had been trying to tell him.

The trees could speak. He could hear them. And they were asking for help.

He might have stood there for hours. He might have stood there until dehydration or hunger or the simple biological need to urinate broke the connection. He would never know, because the connection was broken by something else.

A voice. Human. Female. Behind him.

"You hear it."

Not a question. A statement. Flat, certain, with the absolute confidence of someone who already knew the answer.

Nikhil ripped his hands from the bark. The signal cut off like a radio losing power — instant silence, a void where the information had been, a disorientation so sudden that he stumbled sideways and caught himself on an aerial root. His vision blurred. His ears rang. The transition from full signal to no signal felt like surfacing too fast from a deep dive — the bends of the botanical world.

He turned around.

She was sitting on a root.

Not standing, not approaching, not doing anything that could be interpreted as threatening. Sitting on one of the banyan's massive surface roots, her back against an aerial trunk, her legs crossed in front of her, a notebook open on her lap. She was watching him with the calm, evaluative gaze of someone who had been watching for a while.

She was — his brain catalogued this with the automatic inventory-taking that human beings do when encountering strangers — in her early thirties. Dark skin, the shade that comes from months in the sun without sunscreen, not from a salon. Hair cut short — not fashionably short, practically short, the kind of cut a woman gives herself with kitchen scissors when long hair becomes a liability. She was wearing a kurta that had once been blue and was now a faded grey-blue, the colour of old denim, and pants that might have been cargo trousers in a previous life and were now held together by faith and a patch on the left knee. No shoes. Her feet, like his, were bare and dirty.

But her hands — this is what he noticed, what his eyes went to and stayed on — her hands were pressed flat against the root she was sitting on. And her expression, as she watched him, was the expression of someone who understood exactly what he had just experienced because she had experienced it herself.

"Who are you?" he said. His voice came out wrong — hoarse, cracked, as if he'd been screaming. He hadn't been screaming. He didn't think he'd been screaming.

"My name is Vanya," she said. "And you need to take three deep breaths and sit down before you fall down, because the first full contact is always the worst."

He sat down. Not because she told him to, but because his legs made the decision for him.

"How long have you been —" he gestured vaguely at the forest around them, at the banyan, at the impossible situation of finding a woman sitting calmly in a sacred grove on private property at six in the morning.

"On your land? Eight months." She said this without apology. "In this forest? Three years."

Three years. Three years living in a forest. Nikhil's brain, which was still rebooting from the banyan's signal, tried to process this. Three years without — what? Without shelter? Without food? Without human contact?

"You've been living in the devrai for three years."

"In and around it. There's a cave system in the cliff face half a kilometre east. Dry, south-facing. The tribals used them centuries ago." She paused. "I know this because the trees told me."

He stared at her.

She stared back. Her eyes were dark, nearly black, and steady. There was no madness in them. No wildness. No feverish gleam of a person who had disconnected from reality. If anything, she looked more grounded than anyone he'd met in years — the opposite of unmoored, the opposite of lost.

"The trees," he said carefully, "told you about caves."

"The trees tell me about everything. They told me about the caves, the water sources, the seasonal fruit, the animal paths, the weather patterns. They told me you were coming three days before you arrived. They said a Kulkarni was coming. The last one. They've been waiting."

The hum, which had been silent since she spoke, returned. Not loud. Not urgent. Something softer. Something that, if Nikhil was going to commit fully to anthropomorphism and destroy any remaining chance of academic credibility, he would describe as satisfied.

"I need chai," he said.

Vanya smiled. It was the first crack in her composure — a sudden, unexpected grin that transformed her face from watchful to warm, the kind of smile that arrived before she could stop it, like a reflex.

"I haven't had chai in three years," she said. "I would commit crimes."

They walked back to the house. Nikhil made chai — properly this time, with the last of the milk powder and extra sugar because some situations required extra sugar — and they sat on the tilted verandah and watched the morning burn off the mist, and Vanya told him what the trees had been saying for three years while nobody listened.




  
    Chapter 4: The Story She Told

    
    
  
  Vanya held the steel tumbler with both hands, like a person holding something precious, something that might be taken away. She drank the chai in small sips, her eyes closing with each one, and Nikhil watched a woman experience a hot beverage as if it were a religious event.

"You have no idea," she said, "what three years without chai does to a person. I've eaten raw turmeric root. I've chewed neem bark for toothache. I've drunk water filtered through charcoal and sand. But chai —" She took another sip. "Chai is the thing that separates us from the animals."

"Some would argue it's tool use and language."

"Some would be wrong."

She finished the cup. He poured her another from the pot without asking. She accepted it without thanking him, which he found oddly comfortable — the transaction stripped of social performance, reduced to its essentials. Person needs chai. Person receives chai. The universe is briefly in order.

"My full name is Vanya Kamat," she said, looking at the forest rather than at him. "Dr. Vanya Kamat. Ethnobotanist. I was a research fellow at ATREE — the Ashoka Trust for Research in Ecology and the Environment, Bangalore. Three years ago I was leading a field study on the sacred groves of the northern Western Ghats. Community-managed conservation, traditional ecological knowledge, the intersection of religious practice and biodiversity preservation. Standard stuff. Fundable stuff. The kind of research that gets you published in Conservation Biology and invited to conferences in Geneva where people eat tiny sandwiches and discuss deforestation."

She paused. The morning light was on her face now, and Nikhil could see the details the dawn dimness had hidden: the fine lines around her eyes (sun damage, not age), a scar on her left temple (old, healed, shaped like a crescent), the particular gauntness of a person who had been eating whatever the forest provided, which was enough to survive but not enough to thrive.

"I was surveying a devrai near Amboli — southern end of the Sahyadris, right on the Goa border. Old grove. The locals said it was sacred to Waghoba — the tiger deity. They said no one had entered the core in living memory because Waghoba would kill anyone who disturbed the trees."

"And you entered the core."

"I'm a scientist. I had GPS equipment and a species checklist and a complete disregard for local tiger deities." The smile again — quick, self-mocking, gone. "I entered the core and I found a tree. Not a banyan — a jambhul, wild jamun. Massive. Possibly the oldest individual of the species I'd ever documented. I was taking a core sample — boring into the trunk to count growth rings — and I..."

She stopped. Set the tumbler down. Pressed her palms flat against the stone floor of the verandah, the same gesture Nikhil had seen her make against the banyan root. As if she needed the contact. As if the ground was a reference point that kept her tethered.

"I heard it," she said. "The same thing you heard this morning. The signal. The network. Everything, all at once, pouring through the bore hole and into my hands and up my arms and into my head. Three hundred years of that tree's recorded experience — every drought, every monsoon, every fire, every animal that had sheltered in its branches, every tree it had spoken to through the root network — all of it, compressed into a few seconds of sensory overload so intense that I passed out."

Nikhil said nothing. The morning sounds filled the silence between them — bulbuls, barbets, the distant rumble of a truck on the ghat road.

"When I woke up," Vanya continued, "I could hear all of them. Not just the jambhul. All the trees in the grove. Hundreds of them, all transmitting, all connected, all part of a network that extended — I could feel it, Nikhil, like feeling the edges of a map — for kilometres in every direction. The devrai wasn't an isolated patch of forest. It was a node. One node in a network that stretched the entire length of the Western Ghats."

"A mycorrhizal network," he said, because the scientist in him needed to anchor this in known biology.

"Yes. And no. Mycorrhizal networks are the hardware — the physical wires, if you want the analogy. What I was hearing was the software. The information running through the hardware. And it was — it is — orders of magnitude more complex than anything mycorrhizal research has described. This isn't trees sharing carbon and phosphorus. This is trees sharing memory."

The word landed between them like a stone in still water.

"Memory," Nikhil repeated.

"Everything that happens in the root zone of a tree — every chemical change, every electrical signal, every interaction with every organism in the soil — is recorded in the growth patterns of the root tissue. Not just as rings — as molecular configurations. The cellulose structure in root cells varies in ways that correlate with environmental conditions at the time of growth. The lignin deposition patterns encode information about neighbouring trees, about seasonal patterns, about events. And when trees are connected through mycorrhizal networks, this information can be shared. Transmitted from one root system to another. Accumulated. Combined. A forest doesn't just grow — it remembers."

Nikhil's hands were tingling. He looked at them, pressed flat on the stone beside him. The stone floor of the verandah was laterite — a rock formed from the weathering of basalt, rich in iron and aluminium oxides, the red soil of the Deccan. Underneath the verandah, beneath the foundations of the house, the roots of the devrai extended. He could feel them. He could feel the network humming beneath him like a transformer behind a wall.

"Your grandfather knew," Vanya said. "The vaidyas — the traditional healers — they've always known. Not in scientific language. They didn't talk about mycorrhizal networks and volatile organic compounds. They talked about prana flowing through the forest. They talked about vanaspati — the lord of the forest — as a living consciousness. They called the devrai sacred because they could feel what it was, even if they couldn't explain the mechanism."

"Ajoba called it hearing the trees."

"That's as good a description as any. Better than most. The mechanism is chemical and electrical — terpene compounds entering the nasal epithelium and triggering olfactory bulb responses, root-zone electrical fields interacting with barefoot human neurology through the soles of the feet, volatile compounds crossing the blood-brain barrier and modulating neurotransmitter activity. All measurable. All publishable. Except —"

"Except nobody will publish it."

"I submitted a preliminary paper to Ecology Letters six months after my first contact. They rejected it without review. I submitted to Current Biology. Rejected. I submitted to PNAS. The editor — a woman I'd met at three conferences, who'd cited my work on sacred groves — wrote me a personal email saying she was 'concerned about the direction of my research' and suggested I 'take some time to consider the reputational implications.'"

Nikhil laughed. It was not a funny laugh. It was the laugh of a man who had received the same emails, the same polite concerns, the same academic euphemisms for "we think you've lost your mind."

"So you came here," he said.

"Not directly. First I went back to Bangalore. I tried to continue my research within ATREE's framework. I tried to design experiments that would isolate the mechanism — controlled studies, blind protocols, the whole apparatus. But the signal — once you've heard it, it doesn't stop. It's not something you tune in and out of. It's like — imagine you suddenly learned to see ultraviolet. You can't un-see it. It's there, all the time, in everything with chlorophyll. Walking through Lalbagh Garden in Bangalore became unbearable. Hundreds of trees, all transmitting, and the city noise — electromagnetic pollution, vehicle exhaust interfering with volatile compound transmission, concrete cutting off the root networks — it was like being in a room full of people screaming through gags."

She picked up the tumbler. Empty. She held it anyway.

"I left ATREE. I left Bangalore. I told my family I was doing extended fieldwork. I drove north — following the Ghats, following the network, following the signal. It led me here."

"To my grandfather's devrai."

"To the strongest node I've found in the northern Western Ghats. Your devrai isn't just a sacred grove, Nikhil. It's a relay station. The banyan is the hub — four hundred years old, root system extending into the aquifer, mycorrhizal connections to every tree in the grove and, through them, to the broader network. It's been accumulating and transmitting information for centuries. Maybe longer."

"Information about what?"

Vanya looked at him. The evaluative gaze from the forest was back — the gaze of a person deciding how much to reveal, how much the listener can absorb.

"About everything," she said. "The banyan remembers everything that has happened in this forest for four hundred years. The other trees in the network carry older memories — some of the teak are six hundred years old, some of the root systems are connected to stumps that are older still. The network has been recording since before the Maratha Empire. Since before the Bahmani Sultanate. Since —"

She stopped herself. Took a breath.

"Since the Adivasi settlements. The original inhabitants of these hills. The people who lived here before anyone else, who named the plants and the animals and the seasons, who developed the first systems of forest management, who understood the devrai not as superstition but as technology. Their knowledge — their entire civilisation's accumulated understanding of this ecosystem — is encoded in the root networks of the Western Ghats."

The hum, which had been a background texture throughout her story, shifted. Deepened. As if the forest was underlining her words.

"The Adivasi didn't have a written language," Nikhil said slowly. "The Warli, the Katkari, the Mahadeo Koli — their history was oral. Passed down through stories, songs, paintings."

"And through the trees." Vanya's voice was quiet now, nearly a whisper. "They passed their knowledge to the trees, and the trees kept it. For thousands of years. The sacred groves aren't just conservation strategies, Nikhil. They're libraries. Living libraries, encoded in root chemistry and fungal networks and the molecular structure of cellulose. And they're being destroyed."

The weight of this settled on the verandah like the humidity — invisible, pervasive, pressing.

"Every devrai that's cut down for development," Vanya said, "every sacred grove that's 'denotified' by a state government to make way for a highway or a resort or a mining operation — is a library burning. A thousand years of ecological data, gone. A civilisation's knowledge, erased. And no one — not the forest department, not the conservation NGOs, not the universities — no one knows what they're destroying, because no one can read the archive."

"Except us."

She looked at him.

"Except people like us," he amended. "People with — whatever this is. This ability."

"Your grandfather called it a gift. The Adivasi called it vanaspati-vakta. I call it a neurological sensitivity to plant chemical signalling that appears to have a genetic component and is concentrated in certain family lines, particularly those with historical connections to forest-dependent communities."

"That's less catchy."

"Science usually is."

They sat in silence. The sun was fully up now, the morning mist burned away, the forest standing sharp and green against the blue sky. A pair of Malabar grey hornbills flew overhead, their wingbeats producing the characteristic whooshing sound that made them sound like small helicopters powered by feathers.

"What do you want?" Nikhil asked.

The question was not philosophical. It was practical. A woman had been living on his property for eight months, in a forest for three years, and she had just told him that the trees of the Western Ghats contained a civilisation's worth of encoded knowledge. The question of what she wanted — from him, from the trees, from the situation — seemed relevant.

"I want to decode it," she said. "I want to build a bridge between what I can hear and what science can measure. I want to create an instrument — or a methodology — that can translate the network's signal into data that can be published, replicated, verified. I want to prove that the devrai are worth saving, not because of biodiversity metrics or carbon sequestration calculations or ecosystem services valuations, but because they contain knowledge. Human knowledge. Ancient, irreplaceable, encoded knowledge that we are losing with every acre of forest that falls."

She looked at him directly.

"And I need a biochemist to do it. Specifically, I need a biochemist who can hear the signal, who has access to laboratory equipment, and whose family has been connected to this forest for generations."

"You need me."

"The trees need you. I'm just the messenger."

Nikhil looked at the devrai. The banyan's crown rose above the canopy like a green dome, its leaves catching the morning light. The hum was there — steady, patient, waiting.

He thought about his apartment in Pune, sitting empty. His lab at NCL, where someone else had probably already been assigned his bench space. His ex-wife in her parents' house in Aundh, building a new life that had no room for a man who talked about trees the way other men talked about cricket.

He thought about his grandfather's letter.

If you hear what I heard — God help you, because no one else will.

"I'll need to get my equipment from Pune," he said.

Vanya's composure cracked for the second time that morning. She smiled — not the quick, controlled smile from before, but a real one, wide and startled and grateful, the kind of smile that rearranges a face and shows you what the person looked like before life taught them to be careful.

"I'll make a list of what we need," she said.

"We'll need more chai."

"Obviously."

They finished the pot. Nikhil went inside to find a pen and paper for the equipment list. When he came back, Vanya was standing at the edge of the verandah with her hand on the jasmine bush, her eyes closed, her lips moving.

"The jasmine says it's happy you came back," she said without opening her eyes.

"The jasmine is a bush."

"The jasmine is a node in a network that has been waiting eleven years for a Kulkarni to come home. It's happy. Accept the compliment."

He accepted the compliment. They made a list. It was a long list. Somewhere in the devrai, the banyan hummed.




  
    Chapter 5: The Drive Back

    
    
  
  The Jimny handled the ghat road like a goat handles a mountain — with more enthusiasm than grace, each pothole met with a jolt that traveled from the suspension through the seat and into Nikhil's spine with the directness of a message the vehicle wanted him to receive. You chose me over a sedan. Live with the consequences.

He was driving to Pune for equipment. Three days, Vanya had said. Three days to gather what they needed, and then back. She'd written the list on the back of a forest department survey form she'd pulled from somewhere in her kurta — the same kind of form Ajoba had used for his letter, which was either a coincidence or the universe's idea of thematic consistency.

The list was absurd. A portable gas chromatograph-mass spectrometer. An oscilloscope capable of measuring millivolt-range bioelectric potentials. Soil moisture sensors. Root-zone temperature probes. A portable PCR machine for field DNA extraction. Microphones with frequency response down to 5 Hz for infrasound recording. And — handwritten at the bottom in letters larger than the rest, underlined twice — chai. Real chai. Loose leaf. Not powder. At least two kilos.

The GC-MS alone cost ₹18 lakh. His savings, after the divorce and the Jimny and eight months of unemployment, stood at approximately ₹2.3 lakh. The math was unfavourable.

But the lab at NCL had a portable GC-MS. Model GCMS-QP2020, Shimadzu, purchased in 2019 with CSIR funding for a field study in the Andamans that had been cancelled when the principal investigator contracted dengue and decided trees weren't worth dying for. The instrument had been sitting in a storeroom since then, gathering dust and institutional resentment. Nikhil had used it twice for his own research before his funding was cut. He still had the storeroom key. Whether he still had the moral authority to borrow government equipment for an unsanctioned research project being conducted on private land with a woman who had been missing for three years — this was a question he chose to defer.

The phone picked up signal at the Bhor junction, and the device vibrated with the accumulated urgency of two days' worth of missed communications. WhatsApp messages: 14, mostly from the NCL group chat arguing about whose turn it was to clean the break room microwave. One from his mother: "Nikhi, have you eaten? Call me." One from his father: "When are you coming back to Pune? The Thermax HR head is willing to meet you for an informal discussion. Don't waste this." One from Bhaskar — Bear, as Nikhil had called him since they were four years old, because even at that age Bhaskar Patwardhan had been built like a bear and moved with a bear's deliberate, unhurried mass.

Bhaskar's message: "Bol. Kaay challay? Haven't heard from you in two days. If you're dead, let me know so I can have your Jimny."

Nikhil pulled over at a chai tapri outside Bhor. The tapri was the Platonic ideal of chai tapris — a wooden bench, a kerosene stove, a battered aluminium kettle, and a man named Ganpat who had been making chai at this specific spot for thirty-one years and whose chai was so good that MSRTC bus drivers planned their toilet breaks around it. Nikhil ordered a cutting and called Bhaskar.

"You're alive," Bhaskar said by way of greeting. His voice had the rumble of a man whose chest cavity was the size of a baritone drum. "Good. I was about to call the forest department to search for your body."

"I'm fine. I'm in Bhor. I need your help."

"The last time you said that, I ended up carrying a 40-kilo mass spectrometer up three flights of stairs because the NCL lift was broken."

"This is bigger than that."

"Bigger than 40 kilos?"

"Bigger than everything."

Silence on the line. Bhaskar — for all his bear-jokes and his laconic affect — had known Nikhil for thirty-four years. Since pre-school at Jnana Prabodhini, since the day four-year-old Nikhil had been overwhelmed by the noise of twenty children in a room and had retreated to the corner where the quiet, enormous boy was building a block tower in silence. They had been inseparable since. Cub Scouts, Boy Scouts, the geology-botany split at Fergusson College where Bhaskar went underground and Nikhil went into the canopy. Best man at each other's weddings — Bhaskar's still intact, Nikhil's in pieces.

Bhaskar knew the tones of Nikhil's voice the way a musician knows the tones of an instrument. And the tone he heard now was one he hadn't heard before.

"Tell me," he said.

"Not on the phone. Can you come to the farmhouse? This weekend?"

"Nikhi, what's going on?"

"I found something. In the devrai. Something Ajoba was trying to tell me about."

Another silence. Bhaskar had met Ajoba — many times, on many childhood visits to the farmhouse, where the old man had treated the two boys like a matched set and fed them thalipeeth with white butter until they were too full to move. Bhaskar had loved Ajoba. Bhaskar had also privately thought the old man was eccentric in the specific way that old men who spend too much time alone in forests become eccentric.

"Is this about the tree thing?" Bhaskar asked carefully.

"Yes."

"The tree thing that got your paper rejected three times?"

"Yes."

"The tree thing that Aditi said was the reason she —"

"Bhaskar."

"Sorry. Yes. OK. This weekend. I'll bring my ground-penetrating radar — I just finished a survey job in Lonavala and it's in the boot of my car. If you've got geological questions, I've got geological answers."

"Bring food too. There's a woman living in the forest and she hasn't had proper food in three years."

The silence this time had a different texture. The texture of a man revising his assessment of a situation.

"A woman," Bhaskar said.

"An ethnobotanist. She's been studying the devrai."

"A woman has been living in your forest for three years and you're just now mentioning this."

"I met her this morning."

"Naturally." The bear-rumble was back, tinged with something that was either amusement or concern. "I'll bring food. And beer. You sound like you need beer."

"I need a portable GC-MS."

"I'll bring that too. Somehow."



Pune hit him like a wall.

After two days in Varandha Ghat — the silence, the green, the air that tasted of oxygen instead of exhaust — driving into Pune on the Katraj bypass felt like being pushed face-first into a crowd. The traffic on Sinhagad Road was the usual 6 PM chaos: a PMPML bus occupying the centre of the road with the territorial confidence of a blue whale, two-wheelers threading through gaps that existed only in the minds of their riders, an auto-rickshaw driving in the wrong direction because the correct direction involved a U-turn the driver had philosophically objected to.

The noise. God, the noise. Horns were not communication in Pune — they were a form of emotional expression, a way of projecting one's inner state onto the acoustic environment. The bus honked to say I am large and I do not care about you. The Activa honked to say I am small but I am fast and I am coming through. The Innova honked to say I am an Innova and therefore entitled to more road than physics allows. And underneath all of it, the constant low drone of a city of seven million people and their engines and their air conditioners and their construction sites, a baseline noise so pervasive that residents no longer heard it, the way fish don't hear water.

Nikhil heard it. After two days of forest acoustics, he heard every decibel, and each one felt like a small violence against his eardrums.

And something else. Something he hadn't felt before leaving.

The absence.

In the forest, the hum had been constant — the network's background signal, the low-frequency communication of connected trees, a presence that had filled the sonic space the way warm air fills a room. Here, in Pune, there was nothing. The trees lining Sinhagad Road — neem, gulmohar, the occasional sad-looking ashoka — were isolated. Their roots, trapped in concrete-bordered tree wells, couldn't connect to each other. Their chemical signals, overwhelmed by vehicle exhaust, couldn't travel. They were mute. Disconnected nodes in a network that had been fragmented by asphalt and concrete.

Nikhil gripped the steering wheel and felt the absence like a missing limb.

He drove to NCL first. The campus was quiet — post-office-hours quiet, the kind of quiet that descends on government institutions at 5:31 PM with the precision of a bureaucratic sunset. His ID card still worked (HR had not yet processed his termination, because HR processing terminations required approximately the same time as geological processes). The storeroom was on the second floor of the Instrumentation Centre, behind a fire door that required both a key and a shoulder.

The GC-MS was where he'd last seen it, in its pelican case, gathering dust between a broken centrifuge and a box of expired chromatography columns. He checked the instrument — power supply intact, column installed, helium cylinder at 40% — and hefted it. Twenty-two kilos. Manageable, if he didn't think about the ethics of removing government property from a government building for a purpose that no government had authorised.

He also took: the oscilloscope from his old lab (signed out to him, technically still on loan), a box of soil sampling tubes, the portable PCR machine that nobody used because nobody could figure out the software, and three bottles of HPLC-grade methanol for sample extraction. He loaded everything into the Jimny in the staff parking lot, under the watchful eye of the security guard who was more interested in his phone than in the spectacle of a researcher loading laboratory equipment into an off-road vehicle at 7 PM.

His apartment was in Karve Nagar. A 2BHK on the fourth floor of a building called "Sahyadri Heights" — named, with the irony that Pune developers specialised in, after the mountain range that the building's construction had helped bury under concrete. The flat smelled of nothing. Not of food, not of perfume, not of the jasmine agarbatti that Aditi used to light every evening. Just nothing — the olfactory equivalent of silence, the smell of a space where a life used to be.

He packed quickly. Clothes — the minimum. His laptop charger. Two external hard drives containing his research data. A stack of reference papers — Simard's mycorrhizal network studies, Gagliano's plant acoustics research, the Mancuso lab's electrophysiology work — printed and annotated over years of reading. His copy of Wohlleben's The Hidden Life of Trees, dog-eared and underlined, the book that had first made him think that maybe Ajoba wasn't superstitious after all.

He went to the kitchen. Rice — 5 kg bag. Dal — toor, masoor, moong. Oil — groundnut, the kind Ajoba used. Spices — whole and powdered, more than he'd ever owned, because Vanya had been eating roots for three years and because he remembered Ajoba's kitchen, where the spice box had twelve compartments and each one held a universe. Tea — loose-leaf, Darjeeling, two packets. Sugar. A tin of shrikhand because some things cannot wait. Six eggs. A bag of pohe. Jaggery. Ghee.

He loaded the food into the Jimny beside the laboratory equipment. A ₹22-lakh mass spectrometer sitting next to a bag of toor dal. This was his life now.

His mother called while he was locking the flat.

"Nikhi, tu kuthay aahes? Your father says you haven't responded to the Thermax thing."

"I'm going back to the farmhouse, Aai. I'll be there for a while."

Silence. His mother's silences were not empty — they were loaded, compressed, full of the things she chose not to say because saying them would be nagging and she was not a woman who nagged, she was a woman who waited, which was worse.

"Varandha Ghat," she said finally. The way someone might say "the bottom of the ocean" or "the surface of Mars." "What are you doing there, Nikhi?"

"Research."

"Your father says —"

"I know what Baba says. Tell him I'm not interested in Thermax."

"He's worried about you. We both are."

The word hung in the air between Pune and wherever his mother's worry lived — in the prayer room of their flat in Kothrud, where she lit the diya every morning and asked Ganpati to look after her son who had lost his wife and his job and seemed to be losing his mind.

"I'm fine, Aai. I found something. In Ajoba's forest. Something important."

"Your Ajoba's forest." Said with the particular weight of a woman who had loved her father-in-law but had also watched him spend fifty years talking to trees while the family's twelve acres of prime Western Ghat real estate remained undeveloped. "Nikhi, beta, your Ajoba was —"

"I know. I know what everyone thinks he was. But he wasn't wrong, Aai. The trees —" He stopped. How do you tell your mother that trees can speak? How do you tell the woman who raised you on rational, Jnana Prabodhini, scientific-temper values that her dead father-in-law's superstition was, in fact, a sophisticated sensitivity to plant biochemical communication?

"The trees are important," he said lamely.

"Zhaadch zhaad," she murmured. Trees and more trees. His father's phrase. His father's dismissal.

"I'll call you when I can. The signal is bad there."

"Eat properly. Don't just eat dal-rice every day."

"I won't."

"And Nikhi — if you need anything — if you need to come home —"

"I know, Aai."

He hung up. He sat in the Jimny in the parking lot of Sahyadri Heights and looked at the neem tree growing in the concrete tree well between parking spot 7 and parking spot 8. The tree was twelve feet tall, its trunk barely a foot in diameter, its roots visibly cracking the concrete that confined them. It was trying to grow. It was trying to connect — to the other neem fifty feet away, to the gulmohar on the road, to anything — and it couldn't, because the city had encased it in stone.

He put his hand on the trunk. Briefly. Through the open window.

Nothing. No hum. No tingling. No signal.

Just a tree, trapped in concrete, screaming into a void that no one could hear.

Nikhil drove south. The Jimny's headlights carved tunnels in the dark. The ghat road was empty. By the time he reached Varandha, it was midnight, and the forest was a wall of black on either side of the road, and the hum — faint at first, growing as he climbed — welcomed him back like a pulse he hadn't known he'd been missing.

Vanya had left a kerosene lamp burning on the verandah.




  
    Chapter 6: The Tree's Story

    
    
  
  The GC-MS took forty minutes to calibrate.

Nikhil set it up on the verandah because the house had no flat surface large enough and because the verandah, for all its architectural opinions about gravity, was at least outdoors, which meant the instrument could sample ambient air directly. He connected the helium cylinder, ran the system check, waited for the column oven to reach operating temperature, and watched the baseline stabilize on the laptop screen — a flat green line that represented the chemical composition of unfiltered Western Ghat morning air.

The baseline was not flat.

Even before he ran the first targeted analysis, the total ion chromatogram showed a forest in conversation. Peaks at retention times he recognised: alpha-pinene, beta-pinene, limonene, myrcene — the standard terpene cocktail of a tropical deciduous forest in the dry season, nothing remarkable, nothing publishable. But scattered among the known peaks were others. Smaller. More numerous. At retention times that didn't correspond to any compound in his reference library.

Unknown compounds. Dozens of them. Trace concentrations — parts per trillion, below the detection limit of most field instruments but visible on the Shimadzu because the Shimadzu was a ₹18-lakh machine designed to find needles in chemical haystacks.

"What are those?" Vanya was behind him, looking at the screen with the expression of a person who had been waiting three years for someone to point an instrument at the air she'd been breathing.

"I don't know yet. Unidentified volatile organic compounds. The mass spec will give me molecular weights and fragmentation patterns, and from those I can infer structure. But —" He expanded a section of the chromatogram. Twelve unknown peaks in a four-minute window, their heights varying in a pattern that was not random. "There's structure here. These aren't just compounds being released passively. There's a sequence. A pattern."

"There's a language."

He looked at her. She was standing with her feet bare on the red earth, her hands at her sides, her face showing the particular expression of vindication that comes from having been right about something no one believed.

"Maybe," he said. Because he was a scientist, and scientists say maybe until the data says definitely.

He ran the analysis. The mass spec identified some of the unknowns — sesquiterpenes he'd never encountered in the literature, complex terpenoids with molecular weights suggesting they were biosynthesised through pathways that existing plant biochemistry didn't describe. Others remained mysteries — compounds with fragmentation patterns that didn't match any database entry, that seemed to be entirely novel, that the forest was producing and releasing into the air for purposes that no published study had ever considered.

While the GC-MS processed samples, Nikhil set up the oscilloscope.

The oscilloscope measured electrical potential. In a laboratory, you'd use it to look at nerve signals or electronic circuits. In a forest, with electrodes pushed into the soil at the base of a tree, you could measure the bioelectric potentials generated by root activity — the slow, millivolt-level electrical pulses that trees produced as part of their signalling systems. Previous studies — Mancuso's work in Florence, Volkov's electrochemistry at Oakwood University — had measured these potentials and found them to be real, consistent, and responsive to environmental stimuli. What nobody had done was correlate them with the volatile compound emissions measured simultaneously.

Nikhil pushed two electrodes into the soil at the base of the nearest teak, ran a wire back to the verandah, and watched the oscilloscope screen.

The trace was not a flat line. It was a slow, rhythmic oscillation — a pulse, about one cycle every forty seconds, with an amplitude of two to three millivolts. As he watched, the pulse changed. The amplitude increased. The frequency shifted — from one cycle per forty seconds to one per thirty, then twenty. As if the tree, registering the presence of the electrodes in its root zone, was responding. Investigating. Sending a query down its roots to the foreign objects that had just been inserted into its soil.

"It knows we're measuring it," Vanya said.

"It's responding to the electrode insertion. That's a known phenomenon — mechanical disturbance triggers electrical signalling in root systems. Volkov documented it."

"It's not just responding to the disturbance. It's responding to you. Watch."

She walked to the teak. She knelt and put both palms flat on the ground between the electrodes. The oscilloscope trace went wild — the amplitude spiking to eight, ten, twelve millivolts, the frequency increasing until the individual pulses blurred into a rapid oscillation that looked less like a tree and more like a mammalian EEG.

"Now you try," she said.

Nikhil walked to the teak. He knelt. He put his hands on the ground.

The effect was different from Vanya's — less dramatic, but more structured. The oscilloscope showed a pattern that emerged from the baseline like a melody emerging from noise: a repeating sequence, complex, multi-layered, that ran for approximately fifteen seconds before cycling back to the beginning. He could feel it in his hands — the tingling, the vibration, the sense of information flowing upward through the soil and into his body. And simultaneously, the GC-MS showed a burst of the unknown compounds — the trace concentrations spiking by an order of magnitude as the tree released a chemical signal in synchrony with the electrical one.

Two channels. Electrical and chemical. Both carrying information. Both responsive to human contact. Both part of a system that was more sophisticated than anything the plant science literature had described.

Nikhil sat back on his heels and looked at the data on the two screens — the oscilloscope and the GC-MS laptop — and felt the familiar rush that scientists feel when the universe shows them something new. Not excitement exactly — more like vertigo. The ground shifting under your feet. The models you've built your career on proving insufficient. The terrifying, exhilarating moment when the data says: everything you thought you knew is incomplete.

"We need to measure the banyan," he said.



They spent the next three hours wiring the banyan.

Twelve electrode pairs, pushed into the soil at intervals around the central trunk and extending outward along the major root paths to the aerial trunks that formed the tree's colonnade. Each pair connected to the oscilloscope through a multiplexer that Nikhil jury-rigged from components in the instrument box — not elegant, but functional. The GC-MS he positioned under the canopy, its sampling inlet pointed at the trunk at a height of two metres, where the concentration of bark-emitted volatiles would be highest.

The banyan's data was an order of magnitude more complex than the teak's.

The electrical signals from the twelve electrode pairs, displayed simultaneously on the laptop, created a pattern that looked like a musical score — twelve lines of oscillating traces, each slightly different, each with its own rhythm and amplitude, but all clearly related. Coordinated. Not identical — more like twelve instruments in an ensemble, each playing its own part but following the same composition.

And the chemical data — Nikhil stared at the chromatogram and felt the hairs on his arms rise — the chemical data showed over a hundred distinct compounds, many of them unknown, released in patterns that correlated with the electrical signals with a precision that eliminated any possibility of coincidence.

"It's multiplexed," he said. His voice sounded strange in his own ears — too quiet, too awed. "The tree is running multiple communication channels simultaneously. Electrical through the roots, chemical through the air, and — I'd bet anything — chemical through the mycorrhizal network as well. Each channel carries different information. The electrical is fast — real-time signalling, like a nervous system. The chemical is slower but more complex — higher information density, like writing versus speech."

Vanya was sitting against an aerial trunk with her eyes closed, her hands on the roots, her face showing the same expression of concentration that a musician shows when listening to an orchestra — not playing, just receiving, parsing the complexity into its component streams.

"There's a third channel," she said. "Below the chemical. Below the electrical. Something I can feel but you probably can't yet because you've only just started hearing. The tree is also signalling through its physical structure — the pattern of root growth, the angle of branches, the placement of aerial roots. It's slow — it plays out over years, decades — but it carries the deepest information. The memory channel."

"The structural encoding."

"Yes. The banyan's architecture isn't random. The pattern of its aerial roots, the shape of its canopy, the distribution of its root system in the soil — these encode historical data. Environmental conditions, seasonal patterns, the identities of neighbouring trees, the history of the grove. It's a three-dimensional, living record. An archive in wood."

Nikhil looked up at the canopy. The sunlight filtering through the leaves created patterns on the ground that shifted with the breeze — green and gold, constantly moving, like a projection from an infinitely complex projector.

"If the structural encoding is real," he said slowly, "then a core sample from the trunk — counting growth rings, analysing wood density variations, measuring isotope ratios in the cellulose — would contain a readable record."

"It would. If you had the key to decode it."

"The electrical and chemical signals are the key."

"The electrical and chemical signals are the legend on the map. The real-time signals tell you the encoding protocol. Once you understand how the tree is currently encoding information — the relationship between what's happening now and how it's being recorded in the growth tissue — you can extrapolate backward. Read the historical record. Decode the archive."

They looked at each other across the banyan's root space. Filtered light. The hum, which had been elevated since they began measuring — the tree's response to being listened to, perhaps, or its response to being understood — filled the space between them with a sound that was almost a chord.

"How far back?" Nikhil asked.

"The banyan is four hundred years old. Its root system is connected to trees that are older. The mycorrhizal network carries shared memories — data that has been replicated across multiple trees, the way data is distributed across nodes in a computer network. The oldest data I've been able to sense — not decode, just sense, the way you sense a shape in fog — is much older than the individual trees. Centuries older. Possibly millennia."

"Millennia."

"The network preserves data even when individual trees die. When a tree falls, its root system persists for decades. The fungal network maintains the connections. The data migrates — copied to neighbouring trees through the mycorrhizal links. It's distributed storage. Redundant. Resilient. The network in this devrai has been continuously operational for — I don't know. Thousands of years. Maybe longer."

The weight of this was physical. Nikhil felt it in his chest, in his shoulders, in the way the air seemed to thicken around them.

"The Adivasi were here for thousands of years," he said. "They managed these forests. They — you said they passed knowledge to the trees."

"They understood the encoding. They knew how to write to the network — how to plant trees in specific patterns, how to manage root connectivity, how to use the chemical and electrical channels to input information. The sacred groves aren't just preserved forests. They're maintained databases. The rituals the communities performed — the offerings at the base of specific trees, the songs sung in specific groves at specific times of year, the prohibition against cutting certain species — these weren't superstition. They were database maintenance procedures."

Nikhil started to laugh. Not at the absurdity — at the beauty of it. At the idea that thousands of years of indigenous practice, dismissed by colonisers and scientists alike as primitive animism, was in fact a sophisticated information management system using biological substrates that no Western technology had replicated.

"If we can decode this," he said, "if we can build the translation layer between the network's signal and human-readable data — we'd have access to an unbroken environmental record going back thousands of years. Climate data. Ecological data. Species distribution data. And — if the Adivasi actively wrote to the network — cultural data. Their knowledge. Their history. Their understanding of these ecosystems."

"All stored in the roots of trees that developers want to cut down for a resort."

The sentence landed like a slap. Nikhil remembered what Ajoba's letter had not said — what Ajoba had died before he could say: that the resort development on the plateau above the devrai was not just lowering the water table. It was killing the network's central node. The banyan. The hub. The library's main server.

"How long?" he asked. "How long before the water table drops too far?"

Vanya opened her eyes. In the green light under the canopy, her face was unreadable.

"The banyan's deepest roots reach the aquifer at approximately forty metres. Current depth to water table: thirty-six metres. The resort has three borewells pumping year-round. Based on the rate of decline I've observed over three years — about one and a half metres per year — the roots will lose aquifer contact in approximately two to three monsoons."

"Two years."

"At most. And when the banyan loses the aquifer, the network fragments. The relay station goes down. The data becomes inaccessible. Four hundred years of the tree's own memory, plus whatever the network has accumulated from the broader forest — all of it, locked in root tissue that will desiccate and decay without the water that maintains the chemical signalling medium."

Two years. Two years to decode a library that had taken millennia to write.

The hum shifted. Lower. A tone Nikhil hadn't heard before — not the patient background signal of the forest at rest, not the elevated frequencies of a tree being measured. Something darker. Something that pressed against his ribcage and tightened his throat.

The banyan was afraid. He'd felt this before, the first time he'd touched it. But now, with three hours of data on his screens and a timeline on his lips, the fear had context. The tree wasn't afraid of dying. It was afraid of forgetting.

Four hundred years of memory. Thousands of years of network data. Civilisations' worth of encoded knowledge.

Two years.

Nikhil looked at Vanya. Vanya looked at Nikhil.

"We need help," he said. "We need funding, equipment, people. We need —"

"We need Bhaskar," Vanya said.

"You've never met Bhaskar."

"The trees have. He visited this property as a child. The network remembers him. They say he was the one who always fell asleep under the pisa tree after lunch."

That was accurate. That was disturbingly, specifically accurate.

"He's coming this weekend," Nikhil said.

"I know. The tree on the roadside at the Bhor junction felt his car vibrate the soil two hours ago. He's already on his way."

Nikhil stared at her. She shrugged — the shrug of a woman who had stopped being surprised by trees three years ago.

"It's a network," she said. "Networks transmit data. This particular network transmits very specific data about every large mammal that walks, drives, or sleeps within its root zone. Your friend is in a heavy vehicle, probably overloaded, and he drives like someone who learned on a tractor."

"He learned on a tractor."

"The trees know what they know."

Somewhere down the ghat road, getting closer, a Mahindra Thar was grinding through the hairpin turns with the mechanical patience of a vehicle whose driver had, indeed, learned to drive on an agricultural tractor in Sangli district. In the back seat: a ground-penetrating radar unit, three bags of groceries from Dorabjee's in Pune, a case of Kingfisher, and a man who had no idea that his childhood afternoon naps had been recorded in the root tissue of a tree he barely remembered.

Bhaskar was coming. The network knew. The banyan hummed.




  
    Chapter 7: The Bear Arrives

    
    
  
  Bhaskar Patwardhan did not fit through the farmhouse door.

This was not a metaphor. The door frame, built in an era when Maharashtrian farmers were leaner and shorter, was approximately five feet eight inches tall and two feet four inches wide. Bhaskar was six feet two inches tall and approximately two feet four inches wide at the shoulders, which meant he had to turn sideways AND duck, a manoeuvre he performed with the resigned grace of a man who had been too large for Indian infrastructure his entire life.

"Your house is trying to eat me," he said, straightening up inside and immediately hitting his head on a ceiling beam. "Aai zhavli."

"Ajoba was five-four."

"Ajoba was a sensible height for a sensible house. I am an unreasonable height in an unreasonable situation. Where's your forest woman?"

"She's not my forest woman."

"Where is the woman. Who lives. In your forest."

Vanya appeared in the collapsed eastern wall — the tarpaulin-covered gap that she apparently used as her preferred entrance, because doors were a convention she had abandoned along with shoes and regular meals. She was carrying a moringa branch heavy with drumstick pods.

"You must be Bhaskar," she said.

Bhaskar looked at her. Then at Nikhil. Then at the moringa branch. Then back at Vanya.

"The trees told you my name," he said. It was not a question, and the flatness with which he delivered it suggested Nikhil had briefed him, but the briefing had not adequately prepared him for the reality of a woman emerging from a wall holding a tree branch with the casual authority of someone who had been living this way for years.

"Nikhil told me your name. The trees told me you'd arrive at approximately 3:47 PM, that you're carrying something heavy in your vehicle — I assume the radar equipment — and that you stopped twice on the ghat road. Once for the bathroom, once because you saw a raptor you wanted to photograph."

Bhaskar's mouth opened. Closed. Opened again.

"It was a crested serpent eagle," he said. "I got a good shot."

"The trees near the road felt the vibration pattern of your vehicle stopping and a large mammal exiting. The raptor had been hunting in the canopy above — the trees track large predators because raptor presence indicates healthy rodent populations, which indicates healthy soil ecology. When you stopped, the raptor stayed, which is unusual — they normally flee from vehicles. The trees noted this as an anomaly."

"The trees noted my birdwatching as an anomaly."

"The trees note everything. That's rather the point."

Bhaskar looked at Nikhil again. His expression was the one he'd worn at age twelve when they'd found a cave in the Sinhagad hills that wasn't on any map — half terror, half the particular joy of a person who has stumbled into something bigger than themselves.

"I need beer," he said.

"Beer is in your car," Vanya said. "Along with three bags from Dorabjee's, the radar unit, and a bag that smells like kerosene — probably a camping stove."

"She can smell my car."

"The trees can smell your car. I'm just translating."

Bhaskar went to get the beer.



They sat on the verandah as the afternoon light softened. Bhaskar drank Kingfisher from the bottle — he'd brought twelve, which suggested he'd anticipated needing them — and listened as Nikhil walked him through the data. The GC-MS chromatograms. The oscilloscope traces. The correlation between chemical and electrical signals. The unknown compounds. The timeline — two years, maybe less, before the water table dropped below the banyan's root zone.

Bhaskar was a geologist. He understood water tables the way Nikhil understood volatile compounds — in his bones, in the way he could look at a landscape and read its hydrological history the way other people read road signs. He looked at the valley, at the plateau above where the resort's construction cranes were visible against the sky, and his face went through a series of expressions that ended somewhere between professional assessment and personal outrage.

"They're pumping from the phreatic zone," he said. "Unconfined aquifer in the laterite cap. Those borewells — how deep?"

"I don't know. Sixty, eighty metres?"

"If they're pulling from the deep laterite, they're draining the same aquifer that feeds the perennial springs on this slope. The devrai's water supply isn't surface water — it's spring-fed. The trees' root systems have adapted over centuries to a specific water table depth. Drop that depth by four metres and you don't just stress the trees — you collapse the entire subsurface ecology. The mycorrhizal networks, the soil biome, the whole system."

"That's what's happening," Vanya said quietly. "I've felt it happening for three years. The network is fragmenting. Nodes going silent one by one. The trees on the periphery — the ones with shallower root systems — lost aquifer contact two years ago. Their mycorrhizal connections are severed. They're still alive, but they're isolated. Deaf and mute."

Bhaskar put down his beer. He was quiet for a long time. The evening sounds were starting — the shift change, day birds to night insects, the slow crescendo of the cricket orchestra tuning up.

"Can you actually hear them?" he asked. Not challenging. Not disbelieving. The voice of a man who needed to know, who was going to make decisions based on the answer.

"Yes," Nikhil said.

"Both of you?"

"Both of us. Differently — Vanya's sensitivity is more developed, she's had three years of constant contact. Mine is — newer. Rawer. But yes."

"And the instruments confirm it? This isn't —" he hesitated, choosing his words with the care of a man who didn't want to insult his best friend, "this isn't subjective? Interpretive?"

Nikhil turned the laptop toward him. The dual-channel data — oscilloscope and GC-MS — displayed side by side.

"Look at the correlation," he said. "Every electrical pulse from the root system corresponds to a chemical emission event within a two-second window. The chemical compounds are novel — not in any database. The electrical patterns are structured — not random noise. And both channels respond to human contact in ways that are consistent, repeatable, and specific to the individual human. When Vanya touches the soil, the signal profile is different from when I touch it. The tree distinguishes between us."

Bhaskar studied the data. He was not a biochemist, but he was a scientist, and scientists read data the way musicians read scores — looking for pattern, structure, meaning.

"The unknown compounds," he said. "You said they're novel. Not in any database."

"Over a hundred distinct peaks that don't match any known plant VOC."

"Could they be artifacts? Contamination? Decomposition products?"

"Possible but unlikely. They appear consistently across multiple sampling sessions. They correlate with the electrical data. They respond to experimental manipulation — when Vanya or I make physical contact with the root zone, the emission profile changes in specific, reproducible ways."

"And the structural encoding Vanya mentioned? The idea that the tree's physical architecture contains historical data?"

"That's where I need you," Nikhil said. "Core samples from the trunk would give us growth ring data — wood density, isotope ratios, cellulose structure at annual resolution going back four hundred years. Your ground-penetrating radar could map the root system without disturbing it — give us the three-dimensional architecture that Vanya says encodes deeper information. If we can correlate the real-time signal data with the structural data, we might be able to build a decoder."

Bhaskar was silent again. He was looking at the banyan — or rather, at the canopy of the banyan, visible above the forest edge, dark against the darkening sky. The first stars were appearing. Jupiter, bright and steady, above the Sahyadri ridgeline.

"You realise," he said slowly, "that if this is what you say it is — if trees really are running a distributed communication and memory network, if sacred groves really are living archives — then it's not just a discovery. It's a paradigm shift. It would rewrite plant science, ecology, conservation biology, anthropology, archaeology. It would change how we understand indigenous knowledge systems. It would change how we understand intelligence."

"Yes."

"And you want to do this from a farmhouse with no electricity, no internet, borrowed lab equipment, and a two-year deadline before the whole system goes offline."

"Yes."

"With a team of three people, one of whom has been living in a cave."

"The cave is actually quite comfortable," Vanya said.

Bhaskar looked at the sky. He looked at the forest. He looked at his beer, which was empty.

"I have three weeks of leave saved up at the GSI," he said. "I'll tell them I'm doing a personal research project on laterite geomorphology. Which is technically true — the laterite is very much involved." He stood up, his head narrowly missing the verandah's roof beam. "But first we eat. I didn't carry three bags from Dorabjee's up a ghat road to watch them spoil."

He went to the Thar and came back with grocery bags. Onions, tomatoes, potatoes, cauliflower, paneer, a bag of fresh chapati flour, ghee, and — Nikhil saw the package and felt something in his chest that he refused to call emotion — a box of Kayani Bakery Shrewsbury biscuits from Pune.

"You brought Shrewsbury biscuits."

"Your Ajoba always had Shrewsbury biscuits. You think I forgot?"

Nikhil had not brought Shrewsbury biscuits. He had brought dal and rice and tea and efficiency. Bhaskar had brought Shrewsbury biscuits and memory.

They cooked together. Bhaskar made bhaji — the aloo-gobi that his wife Trisha had taught him, seasoned with the Sangli confidence that more chilli is always the answer. Nikhil made chapatis — flat, round, puffed on the flame, the way Ajoba used to make them. Vanya, who had not cooked with spices or oil or anything that wasn't foraged in three years, stood at the kitchen doorway and breathed in the smell of mustard seeds popping in hot oil with an expression that was closer to grief than hunger.

"Sit," Bhaskar told her, handing her a plate. "Eat. Then we talk about saving the trees."

They ate on the verandah. The Shrewsbury biscuits came out with the chai afterward, dipped and softened and consumed with the reverence reserved for food that carries memory. The forest hummed. The stars multiplied. The banyan's canopy was a dark shape against the Milky Way, and Nikhil thought — not for the first time, not for the last — that his grandfather had been the smartest man he'd ever known, and that it had taken the rest of the world thirty years to start catching up.

"OK," Bhaskar said, brushing biscuit crumbs from his beard. "Start from the beginning. Tell me everything. And don't leave out the parts you think I won't believe, because I've spent twenty years studying rocks that are four billion years old, and if rocks can surprise me, trees definitely can."

They told him everything. The night grew deeper. The hum grew stronger. And somewhere in the root network of the Western Ghats, data moved.




  
    Chapter 8: The First Readings

    
    
  
  Dawn in the devrai arrived not as light but as sound.

The Malabar whistling thrush — the bird Nikhil had begun to think of as the forest's alarm clock, reliable and unsnooze-able — began its improvised raga at 5:23 AM. By 5:30, the bulbuls had joined. By 5:40, the barbets, the drongos, the treepies, and a bird Nikhil couldn't identify that made a sound like a rusty hinge being operated by someone with strong opinions. The forest woke in layers, each species adding its voice to the accumulating chorus until the silence of night was replaced by a wall of sound so dense it was almost physical — you could lean into it, push against it, feel its edges.

Bhaskar slept through all of it.

This was not surprising. Bhaskar slept through everything — alarm clocks, phone calls, minor earthquakes. In college, their hostel room had caught fire during a late-night experiment gone wrong (Nikhil's, involving a volatile solvent and a miscalibrated hot plate), and Bhaskar had slept through the alarm, the shouting, and the fire extinguisher. He had woken only when the fire department's hose sprayed water through the window onto his bed, at which point he had said, "Is it raining?" and gone back to sleep.

Vanya was already awake. She was sitting at the edge of the devrai, cross-legged, her palms flat on the ground, her eyes closed. Nikhil watched her from the verandah with his chai — she did this every morning, she'd told him. Morning communion. The network was most active at dawn, when the soil temperature differential between night-cooled surface and warmer depths created thermal gradients that drove water movement in the root zone, which in turn drove chemical signalling. Dawn was when the forest talked most.

He brought her chai. She took it without opening her eyes, drank half in one long pull, and said: "The banyan has a message for you."

"Trees don't send messages."

"The banyan has a structured information packet directed at your specific neurological signature. Better?"

"Marginally."

"Go touch it. Before the day heats up. The signal clarity degrades after about 10 AM — something to do with atmospheric terpene concentrations increasing with temperature, which creates noise in the chemical channel."

He went.

The walk through the devrai was different this morning. Not because the forest had changed — the trees were the same trees, the light the same filtered green-gold — but because he had changed. Three days of contact had done something to his perception. The tingling in his hands, which had started as an intermittent response to direct bark contact, was now a low-level constant — a background sensation, like the awareness of your own heartbeat that arrives when you're very quiet and very still. He could feel the network. Not hear it, not yet, not the way Vanya could. But feel it — a presence in the soil beneath his feet, a connectivity in the air around him, a sense that every tree he passed was not just an organism but a node, aware of him, registering his passage, transmitting his presence along the fungal wires.

The banyan waited.

He pressed his palms to the bark. The signal came faster this time — less static, clearer, as if the tree had calibrated its output to his receiving capacity. The chemical compounds flooded his nasal epithelium. The electrical pulses entered through his soles and his palms simultaneously. And the information — dense, layered, complex — began to flow.

It was different from before. The first contact had been overwhelming — a firehose of undifferentiated signal, every channel at once, no structure he could parse. This time, the signal had shape. Direction. Intent.

The banyan was showing him something.

Not telling — showing. The difference was important. Telling would be language, and what the tree used was not language. It was something closer to direct experience transfer — as if the tree was sharing a memory, and his brain, receiving it through channels that evolution had designed for chemical and electrical input from the environment, was rendering the memory as sensory experience.

He saw — felt — experienced — the following:

Water. Deep underground. Not the surface water of rain and streams, but the ancient water of the aquifer — water that had been filtered through forty metres of laterite and basalt, that had been in the ground for decades, maybe centuries, moving at the pace of geology. The tree's roots, reaching down through soil and rock, touched this water. And through the water, the roots connected to other roots — not just nearby trees, but distant ones, kilometres away, the water table acting as a transmission medium, a subterranean ocean that carried signals the way the atmosphere carried sound.

The water was receding.

He could feel the recession as a physical sensation — a drying, a tightening, like skin shrinking over bone. The deepest roots, the ones that had always been submerged, were beginning to find air instead of water. The chemical signals they transmitted through the aquifer were attenuating — growing weaker, noisier, corrupted. Connections that had been stable for centuries were flickering.

And then the banyan showed him something else. Something that made his hands clench involuntarily against the bark.

The network was not just losing signal. It was losing memory. The data stored in the root tissue of trees that had lost aquifer contact was degrading. Without water to maintain the chemical medium, the encoded information — the molecular configurations in the cellulose, the patterns in the lignin, the entire archive — was breaking down. Literally decomposing. The library was not just closing. The books were rotting on the shelves.

Nikhil pulled away. His face was wet. His chest hurt. The signal-to-no-signal transition was less disorienting than the first time — his brain was adapting, learning to handle the shift — but the emotional residue was fierce. The banyan's fear was in him now, metabolised into human grief, processed through human neurology into something that sat behind his sternum like a stone.

He walked back to the house on legs that felt uncertain.

Bhaskar was awake. Standing on the verandah in boxers and a faded NDA Pune t-shirt, holding a cup of chai like a person holding a weapon, squinting at the morning sun with the expression of a man whose body had been forced into consciousness against its will.

"You look terrible," he said.

"The water table is killing the network. The tree showed me. The archive is degrading — the stored data is decomposing as the roots lose aquifer contact."

Bhaskar's squint resolved into focus. The geologist in him — the part that understood water, rock, and the relationship between them with the intimacy of a person who had spent twenty years in the field — engaged.

"Show me the oscilloscope data from this morning's contact," he said. "And get me the topographic map of the property. I want to know exactly where the aquifer boundaries are."



By noon, they had a picture.

Bhaskar's ground-penetrating radar — a Malå ProEx, borrowed from the GSI pool with the same creative interpretation of "personal research" that Nikhil had applied to the GC-MS — could image the subsurface to a depth of twenty metres. For the deeper aquifer, he'd brought a hand-held seismic refraction kit — two geophones, a sledgehammer, and a steel plate. You hit the plate with the hammer, the geophones measured the arrival time of the seismic waves reflected from subsurface interfaces, and from the travel times you could calculate the depth to rock boundaries, water table, and bedrock.

Bhaskar spent the morning hitting things with a hammer and looking satisfied about it.

The results were mapped on a sheet of plotter paper that he spread across the verandah floor, weighting the corners with rocks. The devrai's hydrology was revealed in cross-section: the thin laterite soil cap, the weathered basalt beneath, the fractured zone where water accumulated, and the deep aquifer at thirty-six to forty metres — confirming Vanya's estimate with geological precision.

"Here's your problem," Bhaskar said, pointing with a thick finger. "The resort's borewells are here — " he indicated the plateau to the north, "pulling from the same fractured basalt aquifer. The cone of depression from their pumping extends at least five hundred metres in every direction. Your devrai is within the cone. The water table under the banyan has dropped four metres in the last decade."

"Can we stop them? Legally?"

"The borewells are on private land. The Maharashtra Groundwater Act theoretically regulates extraction, but enforcement is —" he made a gesture that conveyed, more eloquently than words, the relationship between environmental law and environmental enforcement in rural Maharashtra.

"What about the sacred grove protection? The devrai has been in the village records as a sacred site for —"

"Sacred grove protection is community-managed, not legally binding. The forest department can notionally protect devrais under biodiversity heritage site provisions, but the process takes years and the resort's lawyers take days. And the borewells are already drilled. Stopping extraction means compensating the resort for their investment, which means money we don't have."

Vanya, who had been listening from her usual position at the edge of the verandah, spoke. "The legal route is too slow. Even if we could get an injunction — which we can't, without evidence that a court would accept — the timeline is wrong. Two years to degradation. Legal processes in Maharashtra take five to fifteen years."

"Then we need a different approach," Nikhil said.

"We need the data," Vanya said. "We need to decode enough of the archive to prove what's stored in it. If we can demonstrate — with publishable, peer-reviewed evidence — that the devrai contains an irreplaceable knowledge archive, the case for protection becomes overwhelming. Not just legal protection. International attention. UNESCO recognition. The kind of pressure that makes a resort developer rethink their borewell strategy."

"So we're racing," Bhaskar said. "Racing the water table. Decoding an archive that's stored in root chemistry, using instruments designed for something else entirely, on a two-year timeline that may be optimistic."

"Yes."

He looked at his beer. It was 11 AM and he was on his second.

"I've always wanted to do something that mattered more than writing reports for the GSI that nobody reads," he said. "When do we start?"

"We started three days ago," Nikhil said. "We're behind schedule."

Bhaskar drained the beer, stood, cracked his knuckles — a sound like small-calibre gunfire — and said, "Show me the banyan. And bring the electrodes. If the tree talks to geologists, it's going to hear some opinions about its aquifer management."

They walked into the devrai. The sun was high, the air thick with terpenes and humidity. The banyan waited. The hum was there — steady, patient, carrying data at the speed of chemistry through channels that had been operational for four hundred years.

Two years. Maybe less.

They got to work.




  
    Chapter 9: The Core Sample

    
    
  
  The drill bit entered the banyan's trunk at a height of one and a half metres, and Nikhil felt it in his teeth.

Not metaphorically. The moment the increment borer — a hollow steel tube, twelve millimetres in diameter, designed to extract a pencil-thin core of wood without killing the tree — bit into the bark, a pulse of electrical signal shot through the root network with enough intensity that Nikhil, standing barefoot on the soil three metres away, felt a jolt travel from his soles to his jaw. The signal was unmistakable in its character: alarm. Distress. The biochemical equivalent of a scream.

"Stop," he said.

Bhaskar, who was operating the borer with the careful precision of a man who had cored hundreds of rock samples and exactly zero living trees, stopped. "What?"

"It felt that."

"It's a tree, Nikhi."

"It's a tree that's connected to my nervous system through a mycorrhizal network, and it just sent a pain signal that I felt in my jaw. Give me a minute."

He walked to the trunk. He pressed his palms against the bark — not on the borehole, but beside it, on smooth, undamaged bark. He closed his eyes. The signal flooded in — the usual dense, layered information stream, but overlaid with something new. Something hot and sharp and immediate, like a note played too loud on an instrument.

I know,* he thought. Not in words — trees didn't process words. In intention. In the chemical and electrical language that his body was learning to produce, the way a child learns to babble before it learns to speak. He pushed the intention through his palms: *We need to see your rings. Your history. We're trying to help.

The alarm signal didn't stop, but it — shifted. Modulated. The sharp edge softened. The frequency dropped from the panic register into something that Nikhil could only describe as wary acceptance. The way an animal holds still for a veterinarian: not comfortable, not willing, but understanding that the discomfort has a purpose.

"OK," he said, stepping back. "Go ahead. Slowly. And I'll stay in contact — I think it helps."

He kept one hand on the bark while Bhaskar cored. The borer turned, the steel entering the wood with a grinding sound that made Nikhil's hand vibrate against the trunk. He could feel the tree's reaction to the intrusion — layer by layer, as the drill passed through bark, then phloem, then sapwood, then heartwood, each layer generating its own response signal, as if the tree was narrating its own violation.

The core came out in a single piece: a cylinder of wood forty centimetres long and twelve millimetres in diameter, pale at the outer edge (new growth) and darkening toward the centre (old growth). Bhaskar held it up to the light, turning it slowly.

"This is gorgeous," he said. His voice had the reverence of a geologist holding a core sample from a formation he'd been wanting to see for years. "Look at the ring density. Look at the colour variation. There's a story in here."

There were stories in there. Nikhil could feel their echoes — the core sample, removed from the trunk, still carried residual charge, fading but detectable. Each ring was a year, and each year was an entry in the banyan's ledger: rainfall, temperature, soil chemistry, stress events, growth periods, dormancy. Standard dendrochronology. What dendrochronology didn't capture — what the science hadn't yet developed the tools to read — was the finer structure within each ring. The cellulose microfibrils. The lignin deposition patterns. The molecular configurations that Vanya said encoded the deeper information.

"I need to analyse this under the microscope," Nikhil said. "But I don't have a microscope."

"You have a GC-MS and an oscilloscope but not a microscope?"

"The microscope was too heavy to steal."

"We'll improvise. My field loupe does 30x magnification. For the molecular analysis, we dissolve sections in methanol and run them through the GC-MS. Different solvent for different analyses — cellulose structure, lignin composition, isotope ratios. The mass spec can handle all of it."

They set up a laboratory in the banyan's shade. Bhaskar's camping table — folding, metal, military surplus — served as a bench. The GC-MS hummed beside the oscilloscope. Nikhil sectioned the core with a razor blade, separating individual growth rings with the precision of a surgeon. Each ring was approximately one to three millimetres thick — wider in good monsoon years, thinner in drought years, the tree's metabolism written in wood the way a seismograph writes earthquakes in ink.

He dissolved the first section — the outermost ring, representing the current year's growth — in HPLC-grade methanol and injected it into the GC-MS.

The chromatogram was dense. Hundreds of peaks — cellulose breakdown products, lignin fragments, waxes, sugars, terpenes trapped in the wood during the growing season. Standard wood chemistry. But scattered among the known compounds were the unknown peaks — the same unidentified compounds he'd found in the air, now present in the wood itself, incorporated into the growth tissue during the ring's formation.

"The signalling compounds are being recorded," he said. "They're not just transmitted through the air and soil — they're incorporated into the wood. The tree is literally writing its chemical communications into its own structure as it grows."

"Like a flight recorder," Bhaskar said.

"Exactly like a flight recorder. Every compound the tree produced and received during a given growing season is preserved in that year's ring. The core sample isn't just a growth record — it's a communication log."

He dissolved the next section. Year minus one. The compound profile was different — different ratios, different concentrations, some compounds present that weren't in the current year, others absent. Each ring was a unique chemical fingerprint, a snapshot of that year's communication activity.

Section by section, ring by ring, Nikhil worked backward through the core. The GC-MS ran continuously, the laptop accumulating data, the chromatograms scrolling across the screen like a chemical autobiography.

At ring fifty — approximately 1976, based on the count — the profile changed dramatically.

The unknown compounds, which had been present in trace amounts in the modern rings, were suddenly abundant. The chromatogram showed peaks that dwarfed the known compounds, a chemical vocabulary that expanded by an order of magnitude. As if the tree, fifty years ago, had been communicating at a level of complexity that made its current output look like baby talk.

"What happened in 1976?" Nikhil asked, looking at Bhaskar.

Bhaskar, who had been studying the core sample under his field loupe, looked up. "Geologically? The Koyna earthquake was in '67. No major events in '76 that I know of. Agriculturally — that was around the time the Green Revolution reached Maharashtra. New farming techniques, fertilisers, irrigation. The plateau above this forest was agricultural land before it was a resort."

"Fertilisers," Vanya said. She'd been sitting against the trunk with her eyes closed, monitoring the network's response to their activities. Now she opened her eyes. "Chemical fertilisers. Urea, diammonium phosphate, potash. They change soil chemistry. The mycorrhizal fungi that facilitate tree communication are sensitive to phosphorus levels — add too much synthetic phosphorus and the fungi decline. The trees lose their communication infrastructure."

"So the forest was more communicatively active before modern farming on the plateau?"

"Much more. The rings before 1976 should show a communication network at full capacity. What you're measuring in the modern rings is a degraded system — like measuring internet speed in a building where half the cables have been cut."

Nikhil went deeper. Ring one hundred — approximately 1926. Ring one-fifty — approximately 1876. The compound profiles grew progressively richer, more complex, more dense with the unknown signalling chemicals. The tree's communication capacity had been declining for a century and a half — not all at once, not catastrophically, but in a slow, steady erosion that mapped, with painful precision, onto the history of land use change in the Western Ghats.

The British period. Teak extraction. Forest clearance for plantations. The systematic dismantling of the indigenous forest management systems — the devrais, the community forests, the traditional practices that had maintained the network for millennia — and their replacement with plantation forestry that treated trees as timber rather than organisms, as commodities rather than communities.

At ring two hundred — approximately 1826 — Nikhil stopped.

The chromatogram was unlike anything he'd seen. The known compounds — the standard wood chemistry peaks — were almost invisible, overwhelmed by a forest of unknown peaks that filled the chromatogram from beginning to end. The chemical diversity was staggering. Hundreds of distinct compounds, many of them at concentrations that suggested the tree was saturated with signalling molecules, every cell in its growth tissue functioning as both receiver and recorder for a network running at a capacity he hadn't imagined possible.

"This is the network at full strength," he whispered. "Before the British. Before the plantations. Before the borewells and the fertilisers. This is what the devrai sounded like when it was whole."

He put his hand on the core sample — the section representing 1826 — and felt it.

The residual charge was almost gone. Two centuries of stored signal, faded to a whisper. But even the whisper was more complex, more layered, more rich than the full-strength signal from the living tree. It was the difference between hearing a symphony through a closed door and standing in the concert hall. The same music. But the concert hall version was immersive — it surrounded you, entered you, became you.

For a fraction of a second, through the fading residue of a two-hundred-year-old chemical memory, Nikhil felt the network as it had been. Thousands of trees, all connected, all communicating simultaneously, a web of information so dense and so active that it constituted something he could only call consciousness — not human consciousness, not animal consciousness, but a distributed, collective, ancient awareness that encompassed the entire mountain range.

The Western Ghats had been alive. Not just biologically alive — aware. A single organism made of millions of trees, thinking thoughts that took decades to complete, remembering things that had happened before human civilisation existed, communicating at a speed that was geological in human terms but perfectly adequate for an organism that measured its lifespan in centuries.

And it was dying. Ring by ring, decade by decade, century by century, the great consciousness of the Western Ghats was being reduced, fragmented, silenced. Cut off from its own memory. Disconnected from its own intelligence. Turned, tree by tree, into wood.

Nikhil put the core sample down. His hands were shaking.

"We need to go deeper," he said. "We need cores from the oldest trees. The teak. The root wood. If the network's memory extends back millennia, there's an archive in there that makes everything we've found so far look like a table of contents."

"And we need to go wider," Vanya said. "This is one node. The banyan is the hub of this devrai, but it's connected to other devrais. Other sacred groves, some of them older, some of them more intact. If we can map the network — identify the other nodes, measure their connectivity, assess which ones still have archival data —"

"We could build a picture of the whole system," Bhaskar finished. "The entire Western Ghat network. The distribution of nodes, the connectivity map, the archival depth at each location."

"And prioritise what to decode before it's lost," Nikhil added.

They looked at each other — three people under a banyan tree, covered in sawdust and methanol, surrounded by scientific instruments that cost more than the farmhouse, staring at data that no one in the history of plant science had ever seen. The banyan hummed above them. The network carried their discovery along its roots, transmitting — Nikhil could feel it — transmitting the information that something had changed, that someone was listening, that the archive might, after centuries of accumulating in silence, finally be read.

"We need more help," Bhaskar said. "We need a mycologist for the fungal networks. We need a linguist or cryptographer for the encoding patterns. We need a dendrochronologist who won't laugh us out of the room."

"We need one more thing first," Vanya said.

"What?"

She looked at Nikhil. The evaluative gaze. The gaze of a woman who had been waiting three years to say what she was about to say.

"We need to tell you about Ms. D."

Bhaskar looked at Nikhil. Nikhil looked at Vanya.

"Who is Ms. D?" Bhaskar asked.

The hum changed. Nikhil felt it — a shift, a darkening, a new frequency entering the signal that carried an emotion he hadn't felt from the network before. Not fear. Not alarm. Something colder. Something that, if he'd felt it from a human, he would have called warning.

"Ms. D," Vanya said quietly, "is the reason I've been hiding in this forest for three years."




  
    Chapter 10: The Woman Behind the Curtain

    
    
  
  Vanya told the story the way scientists present findings — methodically, with evidence, without embellishment. Which made it worse.

"Dr. Meera Deshpande. Retired principal of Jnana Prabodhini Vidyalaya in Pune. Age seventy-three. Runs a private research foundation called the Vanaspati Trust, funded by — well, that's the question, isn't it. The funding sources are opaque. Charitable trusts with innocuous names. Corporate social responsibility arms of companies that don't otherwise care about forests. Government grants that were approved through channels that don't appear in public records."

They were sitting under the banyan. Bhaskar had opened his third Kingfisher and was holding it without drinking, which was unusual enough to signal that even his famously unshakeable composure was being tested.

"She approached me at a conference in Bangalore," Vanya continued. "This was four years ago — a year before I went into the field. A conference on traditional ecological knowledge and conservation. I'd presented a paper on the sacred groves of northern Karnataka. Nothing controversial — community management practices, biodiversity assessments, standard conservation ecology."

"She came up to you after the presentation?"

"During the tea break. She was — impressive. White sari. Perfect posture. The kind of presence that makes an entire room aware that someone important has entered it. She knew my work. Not just the published papers — the unpublished data, the preliminary results I'd shared only with my supervisor, the field notes from my early surveys. She knew things about my research that she shouldn't have known."

Nikhil felt a chill that had nothing to do with the canopy shade. "How?"

"I didn't ask then. I should have. She said she'd been studying plant communication for forty years. She said she had evidence — unpublished, private — that the sacred groves of the Western Ghats contained information storage systems based on mycorrhizal networks. She said she needed field researchers with specific qualifications."

"What qualifications?"

Vanya's jaw tightened. A tendon stood out in her neck — the visible evidence of a woman controlling her anger with the precision of someone who had practiced the control for years.

"She said she needed researchers who could 'hear the trees.' Her words. She said it ran in families. She said she had been tracking families with this sensitivity for decades — mapping bloodlines, testing children, identifying carriers of what she called 'the botanical aptitude.' She had records going back three generations."

The silence under the banyan was total. Even the birds seemed to pause.

"She had records of our families?" Nikhil said.

"She had records of your grandfather. Baban Kulkarni, vaidya of Varandha Ghat, identified in 1978 as a 'confirmed auditory-chemical sensitive' — her terminology. She had records of your father — tested in 1982, classified as 'carrier, non-expressing.' And she had records of you. Born 1988, identified in 1993 at age five during a Jnana Prabodhini assessment — a standard cognitive screening that included, buried in the sensory processing section, a test for response to plant volatile compounds."

"I was tested at Jnana Prabodhini. When I was five."

"You were tested at the school where Meera Deshpande was principal. She designed the test. She administered it through the school's existing cognitive assessment framework, so no parent would think twice about it. A five-year-old sits in a room with a plant. The plant is stressed — mechanically, a clamp on a leaf. A stressed plant emits specific volatile compounds. Most children show no response. Some children — a very small number — show measurable physiological changes: skin conductance, heart rate variability, pupil dilation. These children are 'identified.'"

"Identified for what?"

"For monitoring. For long-term tracking. For inclusion in a database that Meera Deshpande has been building for forty years. She calls it the Vanaspati Register. It contains the names, genealogies, and sensitivity profiles of every person in India she's identified as having the botanical aptitude."

Bhaskar put his beer down. "How many people?"

"I've seen fragments of the database. Not the whole thing — she showed me sections during our initial meetings, enough to recruit me, not enough to give me the full picture. Based on what I saw, the Register contains at least four hundred families. Concentrated in the Western Ghats, the Eastern Ghats, the Northeast. Communities with historical connections to forest management — Adivasi groups, vaidya families, traditional healers, forest-dwelling communities."

"Four hundred families," Nikhil repeated. "With a genetic sensitivity to plant communication."

"She believes it's genetic. She's been — this is the part that made me run — she's been running a breeding programme."

The word landed like a hammer on a bell. The overtones rang in the silence.

"Breeding," Bhaskar said. The word came out flat, stripped of inflection, the way you say something too large for tone.

"Not forced. Not — she's not kidnapping people and putting them in labs. It's subtler than that. Matchmaking. She identifies 'sensitives' — people who carry the aptitude — and she arranges for them to meet. Social events. Academic conferences. Community functions. She introduces a young man from a vaidya family in the Western Ghats to a young woman from a traditional healer family in the Eastern Ghats. She facilitates connections. She funds scholarships that bring carriers to the same universities. She endows prizes that bring them to the same conferences."

"She's playing matchmaker with people's genetics."

"She's been doing it for forty years. She's tracked the results. The children of two sensitives have a higher probability of being sensitive themselves — she has the data, the pedigrees, the expression rates. And the children of highly sensitive parents — parents who can hear the full signal, not just feel the tingling — are almost always highly sensitive themselves."

Nikhil's mind was racing. Connections forming. Patterns emerging.

"My parents," he said slowly. "My mother is from a Kulkarni family in Wai. Her family's village — it's surrounded by devrais. Her grandfather was the village vaidya."

"Both your parents carry the aptitude. Your mother is a non-expressing carrier — she has the genetics but not the sensitivity. Your father is the same. But when two carriers have a child —"

"The child can express."

"You express. Strongly. Meera Deshpande knew you would. She's been watching your career for twenty years. Every paper you published on plant VOC signalling, every grant application, every conference presentation — she was in the audience, or she had someone in the audience. When you applied for the NCL position, she wrote a recommendation letter. You didn't know that."

"I didn't know that."

"When your marriage fell apart and you retreated to your grandfather's farmhouse — a property she knew about because it's in the Register, associated with the Kulkarni family's three-generation sensitivity record — she considered intervening. Sending someone to make contact. Recruiting you."

"Why didn't she?"

"Because I was already here. And I had — complicated things."

Vanya stopped. She pressed her palms against the root she was sitting on, the way she always did when she needed grounding. The hum beneath them shifted — the network responding to the emotional charge of the conversation, amplifying the frequencies associated with distress, with disclosure, with the chemical signature of a human body processing difficult truth.

"She recruited me four years ago," Vanya said. "I joined the Vanaspati Trust as a field researcher. She gave me equipment, funding, access to the Register. She told me the mission was noble — decode the sacred grove archives before they were destroyed. Preserve indigenous knowledge. Prove that plant communication was real. I believed her. I wanted to believe her because the work was exactly what I'd been trying to do on my own, with university funding that couldn't pay for decent boots, let alone a GC-MS."

"What changed?"

"I found the breeding records. Not the matchmaking — I might have tolerated the matchmaking, in a dark-moral-ambiguity way, if the goal was really just to increase the number of sensitives for conservation work. What I found was worse."

She looked at them — at Nikhil, at Bhaskar, at the instruments arrayed around the banyan like offerings at a shrine — and her face showed something Nikhil had not seen in her before. Fear. Not the banyan's fear. Her own.

"She's not just breeding for sensitivity. She's breeding for capacity. She wants to create people who can not just hear the network but control it. People who can write to the network as well as read from it. People who can encode information in the tree archives, not just decode it. She wants to create a human interface for the forest — a person who can operate the network the way you operate a computer. Input, output, storage, retrieval."

"That's —" Nikhil started.

"That's insane? That's impossible? That's a seventy-three-year-old woman's delusion?"

"I was going to say that's dangerous."

"It's extremely dangerous. Because the network isn't just an information storage system. The network is the forest's nervous system. If someone could control it — send signals, alter the chemical communications, override the trees' own decision-making — they could control the forest itself. They could tell trees where to grow. They could tell trees to die. They could weaponise the mycorrhizal network, turning it from a cooperative communication system into a command-and-control structure."

The implications unfolded in Nikhil's mind like a map being unrolled — each fold revealing new territory, each territory more alarming than the last.

"The resort," he said. "The resort on the plateau. The one draining the aquifer."

"The resort is owned by a company called Vanamitra Developments. Vanamitra. Friend of the forest. Cute, right? Vanamitra is a subsidiary of a trust. The trust is managed by — "

"The Vanaspati Trust."

"Meera Deshpande is draining the devrai she claims to protect. She's creating urgency — the archive is degrading! We must decode it now! She's driving sensitives like you and me toward the forest in crisis, knowing that the pressure of the timeline will push us to develop our abilities faster, push deeper, connect more fully with the network. She's using the ecological destruction as a training programme."

Bhaskar stood up. He was a large man, and when he stood in anger, the space around him seemed to shrink. "She's destroying the forest to force people to connect with it."

"She's destroying this forest. This devrai. This node. She's sacrificing the Varandha Ghat hub to create pressure on the sensitives associated with it — your family, Nikhil. Specifically you. She's been engineering this crisis for a decade."

The hum beneath them was deep now. Low. The tone Nikhil had come to associate with the network's distress — the frequency of roots losing water, of connections failing, of memory degrading. But now it carried another layer. Something directed. Something that, when he pressed his palms to the root beside him and listened, resolved into a message that was simpler and clearer than anything the tree had transmitted before.

She is watching. She has always been watching.

Nikhil looked at the forest — the filtered light, the ancient trunks, the mycorrhizal web beneath his feet that connected this tree to the next to the next to the next, stretching for kilometres, carrying data that was older than civilisation. He looked at this with new eyes. Not just a forest in crisis. A forest being manipulated. By a woman who had spent forty years studying the same thing they were studying, who had arrived at the same conclusions they were arriving at, and who had decided that the power this knowledge offered was more important than the lives — human and arboreal — that would be spent to obtain it.

"We're still doing this," he said. "We're still decoding the archive. We're still trying to save the devrai."

"She wants us to do this," Vanya said. "That's the trap. Everything we do advances her research as much as ours."

"Then we do it better. We do it first. We publish the findings before she can control them. We make the science public, peer-reviewed, open-access. She has power because the knowledge is secret. We take the secrecy away."

Bhaskar, still standing, still radiating the particular energy of a large man whose protective instincts had been activated, cracked his knuckles.

"And the breeding programme?"

"We expose it. All of it. The Register, the matchmaking, the genetic tracking. We take it public."

Vanya was quiet for a long moment. The hum filled the space — the forest's voice, carrying data that didn't stop for human drama, that continued its ancient work of recording and transmitting regardless of what the small, short-lived mammals beneath the canopy chose to do about their small, short-lived problems.

"There's one more thing," she said. "One more thing you need to know before you decide."

"What?"

She looked at Bhaskar. Then at Nikhil. The evaluative gaze was gone. In its place was something softer, something that might have been compassion, or might have been pity.

"Meera Deshpande's breeding programme didn't just match strangers. She also facilitated relationships between people who already knew each other. People who were already in each other's social circles. She arranged — very subtly, very carefully — for carriers to form romantic attachments that would produce sensitive offspring."

The forest was very still. Even the hum seemed to hold its breath.

"Your parents, Nikhil. The Kulkarnis of Varandha Ghat and the Kulkarnis of Wai. Two carrier families in the Western Ghats, both in the Register. Their marriage wasn't arranged in the traditional sense. But the introduction — the social event where your father met your mother — was organised by the alumni association of Jnana Prabodhini."

"Where Meera Deshpande was principal."

"Where Meera Deshpande was principal."

The stone in Nikhil's chest had been there since the banyan's first fear-signal. Now it grew heavier. Not because the revelation changed who his parents were — they loved each other, he knew that, their marriage was real even if its inception was engineered. It grew heavier because of what it implied about everything else. Every connection, every meeting, every relationship in the Register — all of it potentially shaped by a woman with a forty-year plan and a database of bloodlines.

"And Bhaskar," Vanya said quietly.

Bhaskar, who had been standing very still, went very stiller.

"My parents weren't in a Register," he said.

"Your mother was. Savita Patwardhan, née Joshi. The Joshi family of Sangli — traditional vaidyas, three generations documented. Your mother is a carrier. Non-expressing. Your father —" She hesitated. "Your father is Sadashiv Patwardhan. A geologist. He is not in the Register. He is not a carrier."

"Then why —"

"Because your biological father is not Sadashiv Patwardhan."

The sound that Bhaskar made was not a word. It was a sound from the chest, involuntary, the sound a man makes when the ground drops from under him.

"Your biological father," Vanya said, and her voice was gentle now, stripped of the scientist's detachment, carrying the weight of what she was saying, "is Narayan Kulkarni. Nikhil's father."

The forest was silent. The hum was silent. The birds were silent. The world was silent, because the world knew — the trees knew, the network knew, the entire ancient intelligence of the Western Ghats knew — that the two men sitting under the banyan, who had been friends since they were four years old, who had been inseparable for thirty-four years, were brothers.

Half-brothers.

Conceived because a woman with a Register and a plan had arranged for a carrier mother to conceive with a carrier father, producing a child whose combined genetic heritage would — she hoped — express the botanical aptitude at a level neither parent possessed.

Bhaskar sat down. Heavily. The aerial root he sat on creaked under his weight.

"Tell me she's lying," he said to Nikhil.

Nikhil couldn't. He couldn't because the trees were humming again — the signal returning, carrying data that confirmed what Vanya had said. The network had records. The network remembered. The banyan, which had been alive when Meera Deshpande began her programme, which had been alive when Narayan Kulkarni visited this property and stayed in this house and touched this bark — the banyan confirmed it.

"I'm sorry," Vanya said.

Bhaskar pressed his palms to the root beneath him. He closed his eyes. His face — broad, bearded, built for weather and laughter — showed nothing. His body, massive and still, showed nothing. But his hands, pressed against the root, were trembling.

"Can he hear them?" Nikhil asked Vanya.

"I don't know. He's a carrier's son. If Meera Deshpande's genetics are right —"

"I can feel something," Bhaskar said. His voice was hoarse. "Something under the root. A vibration. It feels —" He opened his eyes. They were wet. "It feels like a heartbeat that's not mine."

The banyan hummed. Two brothers. Two carriers' sons. The network registered them both — different signatures, different intensities, but both readable, both part of the system, both capable of hearing what the forest had been saying for centuries.

Meera Deshpande had planned this. Engineered this. Used human lives like variables in an experiment, produced children like outputs of a breeding programme, and waited forty years for the results to converge in a sacred grove in the Sahyadri hills.

And now the results had converged. Two brothers and an ethnobotanist, sitting under a four-hundred-year-old banyan, with a two-year deadline and a seventy-three-year-old adversary.

The game had changed.




  
    Chapter 11: The Brothers

    
    
  
  They didn't talk about it for three days.

This was not avoidance. This was the Maharashtrian male processing protocol — a culturally specific method of handling emotional devastation that involved, in sequence: silence, physical labour, food preparation, more silence, alcohol consumed without eye contact, and eventually, sideways conversation that approached the topic through a series of increasingly direct tangents, the way a dog approaches a suspicious object: circling, sniffing, circling again, never charging straight in.

Bhaskar threw himself into the geological survey. He mapped the entire devrai subsurface — root systems, water channels, bedrock fractures, the aquifer boundary — with the obsessive thoroughness of a man who needed the ground beneath his feet to be knowable, measurable, definite. He woke before dawn and worked until dark, driving survey stakes, running seismic lines, recording data in the field notebook he'd used for twenty years, his handwriting growing more precise as his emotional state grew less so.

Nikhil ran the GC-MS. Core samples from seven trees — the banyan, three teak, two jambhul, one ain — each one sectioned ring by ring, dissolved, analysed, the chromatograms accumulating on his hard drive like pages in a book written in a chemical language he was slowly learning to read. He worked in the banyan's shade, his laptop balanced on Bhaskar's camping table, the mass spectrometer humming beside him, the tree humming above him, and between the two hums — mechanical and biological — he found a focus that kept the other thoughts at bay.

Vanya moved between them like a diplomat between warring states — carrying data, translating signals, making chai. She had the emotional intelligence to know that the bomb she'd detonated needed time to settle, and the practical intelligence to know that the research couldn't stop while it did. She fed them. She maintained the equipment. She monitored the network. She said nothing about fathers or brothers or a seventy-three-year-old woman with a database of bloodlines.

On the fourth morning, Bhaskar broke the silence.

They were on the verandah. Dawn light. Chai. The Malabar whistling thrush running through its morning raga. Nikhil was reviewing the previous day's chromatograms. Bhaskar was eating a chapati with the mechanical chewing of a man who was fuelling a body rather than enjoying a meal.

"I called my mother," Bhaskar said.

Nikhil's hands stopped moving on the keyboard.

"She didn't deny it." Bhaskar's voice was level. Too level. The voice of a man who had ironed all the creases out of his tone so that nothing — no tremor, no crack, no hint of the seismic event occurring in his interior — could be detected by outside instruments. "She said she'd been waiting for me to find out. She said she'd been waiting for thirty-four years."

"Bhau —"

"Let me finish." The nickname — Bhau, big brother, which Nikhil had called him since childhood despite Bhaskar being younger by two months — landed differently now. "She told me everything. The introduction at the Jnana Prabodhini event. The — she didn't call it an affair. She called it 'a connection she didn't expect and couldn't stop.' Your father — Narayan — was at the event because Meera Deshpande invited him. My mother was there because her sister was on the alumni committee. They met. They —" He paused. "She said she loved him. Briefly, intensely, the way you love someone when you're twenty-three and the world hasn't yet taught you that love has consequences."

"And my father?"

"She didn't know he was married. He didn't tell her. She found out when she was already pregnant. By then —" Another pause. Bhaskar was looking at the forest, not at Nikhil. His profile was granite — the heavy brow, the strong jaw, the broad nose that Nikhil now saw, with the horrifying clarity of new knowledge, bore a resemblance to his own father's that thirty-four years of friendship had never made him notice. "By then, Sadashiv uncle — the man I've called Baba for my entire life — had proposed. He knew. She told him everything. He married her anyway. He raised me anyway. He never — not once, Nikhi, not one single time in thirty-four years — did he treat me as anything other than his son."

Nikhil's throat was closed. The chai was cooling in his hands. The morning light was doing its thing with the mist, revealing the landscape in stages, and he watched it because looking at the landscape was easier than looking at the man beside him and seeing the father they shared.

"Do you want to —" he started.

"What? Talk about our feelings? Process our trauma? Have a moment?" The level voice cracked, just slightly, a hairline fracture in the granite. "I've been your friend for thirty-four years, Nikhi. You're the person I call when something good happens and when something bad happens and when nothing happens and I'm just bored. You're my person. Finding out that you're also my brother doesn't change that. It just — explains some things."

"What things?"

"Why we fit. Why we always fit. Why your Ajoba treated me like a grandson, not like a friend's grandson. Why I could never explain to Trisha why you mattered more than anyone except her and the kids. Why —" His voice broke completely. He put down his chapati. He pressed the heels of his hands against his eyes. "Why I can feel the bloody trees."

Nikhil reached out and put his hand on Bhaskar's forearm. The gesture was not dramatic — not a hug, not a tearful embrace, not the kind of emotional performance that films require and real Maharashtrian men rarely deliver. Just a hand on an arm. Contact. Connection. The same thing the trees did through their roots — not language, not explanation, just the steady, quiet transmission of presence.

I'm here. You're not alone.

Bhaskar lowered his hands. His eyes were red. His beard was wet. He looked at Nikhil's hand on his arm and then at Nikhil's face and something passed between them that was older than their friendship and deeper than their brotherhood and had probably been there since they were four years old in a classroom at Jnana Prabodhini, one boy overwhelmed by noise and the other building a tower in silence.

"The trees say we look alike," Vanya said from the doorway.

"We do not look alike," Bhaskar said. "I am large and handsome. He is small and needs a haircut."

"The root network's biometric signatures for you two are nearly identical. Heart rate variability, skin conductance patterns, body temperature — the trees think you're the same organism. They've been confused about it since you arrived."

"The trees are confused about many things. They don't even have eyes."

"They have chemical senses more acute than a dog's nose, electrical senses more sensitive than a shark's ampullae, and a networked intelligence that has been processing environmental data for longer than human civilisation has existed. But sure. They don't have eyes."

Bhaskar picked up his chapati. He chewed. He swallowed. He said, "Make me a list of everything Meera Deshpande has on the Patwardhan-Joshi family. I want to know what she knows about my mother. About Sadashiv Baba. About whether my — whether Narayan Kulkarni knows."

"He knows," Vanya said quietly. "He's in the Register. He's been in contact with Ms. D since before you were born."

The granite cracked again. A larger fracture this time. But Bhaskar held. He was built for load-bearing — physically, emotionally, structurally. He took the weight and he held it and he said, "Then we have two projects. Save the forest. And burn Meera Deshpande's programme to the ground."

"Those might be the same project," Nikhil said.

"Good. I like efficiency."

They finished chai. They went to work. But something had shifted — not just in the emotional architecture of two men who had discovered they were brothers, but in the physical architecture of the research team. Bhaskar, who had been the supportive friend, the skilled helper, the bear who carried heavy things and asked sharp questions — Bhaskar was now a principal investigator. His investment was personal. His anger was fuel. And his emerging sensitivity — the tingling in his hands, the faint pulse he felt through the roots, the growing ability to sense the network that he was only beginning to acknowledge — added a third data stream to their research.

Three sensitives. Three perspectives on the same signal. Three different neurological profiles processing the same biochemical input.

Vanya heard the network as music — complex, layered, harmonic. She'd had three years of constant contact, and her perception had refined to the point where she could distinguish individual trees in the chorus, identify their species, assess their health, read their emotional states.

Nikhil heard the network as data — structured, quantifiable, amenable to analysis. His scientific training shaped his perception, turning the signal into patterns he could map, chart, and correlate with his instrumental measurements.

Bhaskar heard the network as geology — deep, slow, tectonic. The vibrations in the roots translated, through his geologist's brain, into subsurface images — the water table, the rock layers, the fungal networks mapped in three dimensions like the seismic data he'd spent his career interpreting. He couldn't hear the trees' chemical communications. He could feel the earth they grew in.

Together, they were three angles on the same object. Triangulation. The fundamental technique of surveying — measure from three known points, and you can locate anything.

The banyan hummed. The research continued. And somewhere, in a comfortable office in a comfortable house in a comfortable neighbourhood in Pune, Meera Deshpande — who had spent forty years positioning chess pieces on a board the size of the Western Ghats — watched her pieces converge on the square she had chosen, and smiled.

She did not yet know that the pieces had learned to play their own game.




  
    Chapter 12: The Decoding

    
    
  
  The breakthrough came on a Tuesday, at 3:17 AM, because breakthroughs have no respect for circadian rhythms.

Nikhil had been running a correlation analysis on the core sample data — comparing the chemical profiles of individual growth rings with the simultaneous electrical recordings from the banyan's root system. The hypothesis was simple: if the tree encoded its real-time communications in its growth tissue, then the encoding protocol — the rules by which chemical signals were translated into structural patterns — should be consistent across time. Find the protocol in the current year's ring, and you could apply it backward to read older rings.

The analysis required computing power that his laptop strained to provide. The dataset was enormous — twelve electrode channels, over a hundred chemical compounds, sampled at five-second intervals for seventy-two hours, cross-referenced with growth ring chemistry at annual resolution for four hundred years. He'd written the correlation script in Python, cursing the language's speed with every iteration, wishing he'd learned Fortran, wishing he'd learned anything faster than a language designed for readability rather than raw number-crunching.

At 3:17 AM, the script finished.

The output was a correlation matrix — a grid of numbers showing the statistical relationship between every chemical compound and every electrical channel for every time interval. Most of the matrix was noise — correlations below the significance threshold, random co-occurrences that meant nothing. But in one section — the section corresponding to the twelve unknown compounds that appeared in the highest concentrations in the pre-colonial growth rings — the correlations were not noise.

They were perfect.

Not statistically significant. Not "p less than 0.05." Perfect. Correlation coefficients of 0.99 and above. The twelve compounds correlated with the twelve electrode channels in a one-to-one mapping so precise that it could not be coincidence, could not be artifact, could not be anything other than a deliberate, designed encoding system.

Each compound corresponded to a specific electrical channel. Each channel corresponded to a specific root path. Each root path connected to a specific neighbouring tree. The encoding was not random — it was addressed. The banyan was sending specific chemical signals to specific trees through specific root connections, and each signal was tagged with a molecular address that identified both the sender and the recipient.

It was a postal system. A chemical postal system, running through the roots, delivering addressed messages between individual trees in the network. And the addresses — the molecular tags — were the unknown compounds. The compounds that didn't appear in any database because no one had ever thought to look for an addressing protocol in a forest.

Nikhil sat in the dark on the verandah, the laptop's blue light on his face, and felt the world rearrange itself.

He woke Vanya first. She was sleeping in her cave — the south-facing overhang in the cliff face half a kilometre east, which she'd made habitable with a bedroll, a water filter, and the accumulated indifference to comfort that three years of forest living produced. He shouted from the cliff base. She appeared in the entrance, hair vertical, expression murderous.

"This had better be —"

"I found the addressing protocol. The twelve unknown compounds are molecular addresses. Each one identifies a specific tree in the network. The banyan uses them to route messages."

The murderous expression transformed. She was down the cliff face and at his side in thirty seconds, barefoot, wearing a kurta that served as both sleepwear and daywear, her eyes wide and dark and burning with the particular fire of a scientist who has been vindicated after years of being told she was wrong.

They woke Bhaskar by throwing a pebble at his sleeping form. He sat up with the instantaneous alertness of a man whose geological fieldwork had trained him to wake at the sound of rockfall.

"Addressing protocol," Nikhil said.

"Explain."

"Coffee first," Bhaskar said.

"Chai."

"Whatever. Explain while you make it."

Nikhil made chai and explained. The kerosene stove's flame flickered in the pre-dawn dark. The chai boiled. The science boiled faster.

"The twelve compounds aren't signalling molecules," he said. "They're tags. Think of them like IP addresses. Each tree in the network produces a unique combination of these twelve compounds — a molecular fingerprint that identifies it on the network. When the banyan wants to send a message to a specific tree, it tags the message with that tree's molecular address. The mycorrhizal network routes the tagged message to the correct destination."

"How many unique addresses can twelve compounds create?" Bhaskar asked, accepting his chai with the gravity of a man accepting communion.

"If each compound can be present or absent, that's 2-to-the-12 — 4,096 unique addresses. But the compounds aren't binary — they're present at varying concentrations. If each compound can exist at even ten distinguishable concentration levels, that's 10-to-the-12 — a trillion unique addresses."

"More than enough for every tree in the Western Ghats."

"More than enough for every tree on the planet."

Vanya was pacing. She paced when she was thinking — short, rapid circuits of the verandah, her bare feet silent on the stone, her hands moving in gestures that seemed to be conducting an invisible orchestra.

"The addresses explain the specificity," she said. "When I communicate with the banyan, the signal I receive is different from when I communicate with the teak or the jambhul. Different trees, different voices, different information content. I assumed it was because each species produced different compounds. But it's not species-specific — it's individual-specific. Every tree has its own address, its own voice, its own identity on the network."

"And the core sample data," Nikhil continued, "shows that the addressing compounds are recorded in the growth rings along with the message content. Which means every ring contains not just what was said, but who said it and who it was addressed to. The archive isn't just a recording — it's a complete communication log with headers. Sender, recipient, timestamp, content."

"Like email," Bhaskar said.

"Like email if email had been running for four hundred years and nobody had ever deleted their inbox."

The first light of dawn was appearing above the Sahyadris — not the sun itself, but the announcement of the sun, the sky shifting from black to grey to the particular blue-purple that lasted only a few minutes before the orange began. The forest's dawn chorus started. The whistling thrush. The bulbuls. The barbets.

And the hum. The hum, which had been a constant background since Nikhil's arrival, was different this morning. Not louder. Not more complex. Organised. As if the network, sensing that someone had finally cracked its addressing protocol, was reorganising its output — shifting from the equivalent of a crowded room where everyone talks at once to an orderly queue where each voice speaks in turn.

Nikhil put his hand on the verandah floor. The signal came through immediately — clear, addressed, individual. Not the undifferentiated wall of information he'd experienced in his first contacts, but a single stream from a single source. The banyan. Transmitting directly to him, using his neurological signature as the recipient address.

Welcome,* the signal said. Not in words. In the chemical-electrical language that his brain was learning to parse. *You have found the protocol. Now find the archive.

"It knows," he said. "The banyan knows we've decoded the addressing system. It's — it's changing how it communicates with me. It's using addressed messages now. Direct transmission. Like switching from a broadcast to a phone call."

Vanya stopped pacing. She pressed her palms to the floor. Her eyes closed. After a moment, she said, "It's doing the same with me. Separate channel. Different content. It's — Nikhil, it's offering to teach us. It's sending structured information about the encoding protocol. How the content is structured, how the memory system works, how to read the archive. It's been waiting for someone to find the addressing layer, and now that we have, it's opening the next level."

"Like a tutorial," Bhaskar said.

"Like a tutorial designed for beings with limited lifespans and crude sensory apparatus, yes."

"Trees are condescending."

"Trees have been doing this for four hundred million years. They're entitled."



The tutorial took six days.

Six days of twelve-to-sixteen-hour sessions under the banyan, hands on bark, feet on roots, the signal flowing in a structured curriculum that the tree had apparently prepared — or was generating in real time, adapting to their learning speed, adjusting the complexity as their comprehension grew. It was the most intensive educational experience of Nikhil's life, and he had survived a PhD in biochemistry under a supervisor who believed that rest was a character flaw.

Day one: the content encoding. How the tree translated environmental information into chemical patterns stored in the cellulose matrix. The code was not digital — not ones and zeros — but analogical. Continuous variables encoded in continuous molecular configurations. The concentration of a specific terpene in a cellulose microfibril didn't represent a number. It represented a state — a point on a multidimensional spectrum that included temperature, humidity, soil chemistry, light levels, and the health status of every connected tree, all compressed into a single molecular configuration the way a hologram compresses a three-dimensional scene into a two-dimensional pattern.

Day two: the temporal encoding. How the tree marked time. Not in years — growth rings were the crudest measure, the equivalent of chapter headings. Within each ring, finer temporal markers existed — seasonal variations in isotope ratios, monthly variations in lignin chemistry, daily variations in cellulose orientation. The tree's internal clock was not mechanical — it was chemical, driven by the same circadian rhythms that governed all biological systems, but operating at a resolution of hours rather than the annual resolution of ring counting.

Day three: the network encoding. How information from other trees was stored. Each addressed message received through the mycorrhizal network was recorded in the recipient tree's growth tissue — tagged with the sender's address, timestamped with the chemical clock, and integrated into the growth ring's holographic record. A single ring from the banyan contained not just the banyan's own environmental record but the records of every tree that had communicated with it during that growing season.

Day four: the deep archive. How older data was stored and maintained. Trees that died did not take their data with them — the mycorrhizal network copied critical data to neighbouring trees before the dying tree's root system failed. The data migrated through the network like files backed up to a cloud server. And the network maintained a distributed index — a directory of what was stored where, which tree held which records, how to navigate the archive to find specific information.

Day five: the Adivasi layer. This was the day that changed everything.

The Adivasi — the indigenous peoples of the Western Ghats — had not merely understood the network. They had contributed to it. Using techniques that the banyan showed Nikhil in sensory fragments — rituals that were not religious ceremonies but data input procedures — the Adivasi had encoded their own knowledge into the forest's archive. Medicinal plant data. Seasonal migration patterns. Ecological management protocols. Weather prediction models. And histories — the stories of their communities, their conflicts, their innovations, their lives, encoded in the roots of trees that were still alive, still transmitting, still maintaining the data after centuries of the human communities that created it being displaced, marginalised, and forgotten.

Day six: the request.

The banyan's final lesson was not information. It was a message.

Nikhil sat with his palms on the bark, the signal flowing through him with a clarity that six days of immersion had made almost comfortable — the way a language becomes comfortable after weeks of total immersion, the way a swimmer becomes comfortable in water after enough time submerged. The banyan's voice was distinct now — he could recognise it the way you recognise a friend's voice in a crowd, by its timbre, its rhythm, its personality.

The message was simple.

The archive contains knowledge that your species has forgotten. Knowledge that your species needs. The forest is dying. When the forest dies, the knowledge dies. We cannot save ourselves. We have no legs. We have no voices that your kind can hear without help. We have been waiting for someone who can hear. You can hear. Decode the archive. Save the knowledge. Tell the world what the trees remember.

And beneath the message, like a bass note beneath a melody:

Hurry.

Nikhil removed his hands. He looked at Vanya and Bhaskar, who had been monitoring their respective channels throughout the session. Vanya's face was streaked with tears — not the involuntary tears of signal overload, but the tears of a person who had just heard something unbearably beautiful say something unbearably sad.

Bhaskar's face was stone. The geological face. The face of a man who dealt in millions of years and who understood, better than anyone, what it meant for something ancient to be destroyed.

"We decode it," Nikhil said. "We start now. We decode everything we can reach, we document it, we publish it, and we use it to save this forest."

"And Meera Deshpande?"

"She wants us to decode it too. Let her think she's controlling the process. Let her think we're her instruments. We decode the archive on our terms, publish on our terms, and when the science is public — when the world knows what the sacred groves contain — she loses her leverage. You can't control knowledge that everyone has."

The plan was not perfect. The plan had holes the size of the Varandha Ghat pass. But the plan was all they had, and the banyan was afraid, and the water table was dropping, and somewhere in the root network of the Western Ghats, an archive that was older than writing was slowly, irreversibly decomposing.

They got to work.




  
    Chapter 13: The Visitor

    
    
  
  She came on a Sunday.

The network felt her before anyone saw her — a disturbance propagating through the root zone from the north, from the direction of the ghat road, carried tree to tree like a wave. Nikhil was under the banyan, mid-session, hands on bark, when the signal interrupted itself. The banyan's teaching stream — they were three weeks into the decoding work, and the tree had been guiding him through the deep archive's indexing system — cut off and was replaced by something sharp, urgent, the chemical equivalent of a siren.

She comes.

Nikhil pulled away from the trunk. "Someone's approaching."

Vanya was already on her feet. She'd felt it too — her face had gone tight, the colour draining from her sun-darkened skin. "It's her."

"You're sure?"

"The network has her signature on file. Forty years of visits to devrais across the Western Ghats. The trees know her the way they know a monsoon — something large and regular that arrives and leaves and changes the landscape."

Bhaskar, who had been running a seismic survey fifty metres into the forest, emerged from the trees with his sledgehammer over one shoulder and his field notebook in his hand and the expression of a man who had been informed by the vibrations in the ground that company was coming.

"I heard her car," he said. "Through the soil. Diesel engine, heavy vehicle, new tyres. Two kilometres out, coming up the ghat road."

They had discussed this scenario. Three weeks of working in the devrai, knowing that Meera Deshpande was out there, that she had been watching for forty years, that the research they were conducting was exactly what she wanted them to conduct — they had discussed what to do when she arrived. The plan was: be civil, reveal nothing about what they knew of the breeding programme, learn what she wanted, and give her nothing she could use.

Plans are what people make when they've never met Meera Deshpande.

The car was a Toyota Fortuner — white, immaculate, the kind of vehicle that announced its owner's relationship with money in the particular language of Indian automotive hierarchy. It navigated the unpaved track to the farmhouse with a suspension that handled the potholes as if they were personal insults it chose to ignore. It stopped in the yard. The driver's door opened. A man got out — young, fit, the build and haircut of someone with military or security training. He opened the rear passenger door.

Meera Deshpande stepped out of the car the way a queen steps off a throne — without looking down, without adjusting to gravity, as if the earth had been waiting for her foot.

She was seventy-three years old and she looked like a weapon.

White sari — the handwoven Paithani silk that costs more than a month's salary for most Indians, draped with the precision of a woman who had been draping saris for fifty years and had opinions about every fold. Silver hair, cut short and swept back. A face that was handsome rather than beautiful — strong jaw, high cheekbones, dark eyes that assessed the world the way a raptor assesses a field: calculating distances, identifying targets, estimating the energy required to close the gap. She wore no jewellery except a single gold chain and a pair of reading glasses on a beaded chain around her neck.

She carried nothing. No bag, no file, no phone. Her hands were empty and she held them at her sides with the relaxed readiness of a person who was accustomed to having everything she needed brought to her.

"Nikhil," she said. Her voice was low, clear, and carried across the yard with the authority of a woman who had spent decades commanding classrooms. "You look like your grandfather. The same eyes. The same way of standing with your weight on one foot, as if you're always about to walk into the forest."

"Dr. Deshpande." He kept his voice neutral. Professional. The voice of a scientist meeting a colleague, not the voice of a man confronting the woman who had engineered his parents' marriage.

"Meera aunty," she corrected. "I've known your family since before you were born. We are past formalities." Her eyes moved to Bhaskar. Something flickered in them — recognition, assessment, a calculation being performed behind the pleasant mask. "Bhaskar. You are larger than I expected. Your mother's build is delicate."

The mention of his mother landed like a slap. Bhaskar's jaw tightened. His hand, which was holding the sledgehammer, shifted its grip.

"And Vanya." Meera Deshpande's gaze settled on the ethnobotanist with the particular expression of a person encountering a subordinate who had gone AWOL. "Three years. I thought you were dead. I nearly informed your parents."

"But you didn't," Vanya said. "Because informing them would have required explaining what I was doing in the field, and explaining that would have required disclosing the Vanaspati Trust's research, and disclosing the research would have required acknowledging that you knew I was alive and had chosen not to retrieve me."

"I chose not to interfere. Your development was proceeding exactly as I'd hoped." She turned back to Nikhil. "May I come inside? I've been driving for four hours and I would appreciate chai."

Nikhil wanted to refuse. The refusal was right there, loaded and aimed. But the plan said: be civil. Learn what she wants. Give nothing.

"The house doesn't have much," he said. "But there's chai."

"Chai is sufficient. The house —" she looked at the collapsed wall, the tarpaulin, the tilted verandah, "— has character."

They sat on the verandah. Nikhil made chai. His hands were steady because he willed them to be steady, but the tingling — the constant low-level network connection that had become his baseline — was elevated. The trees were agitated. The hum had shifted from its usual patient frequencies to something that vibrated with a tension he'd come to associate with the network's response to perceived threat.

Meera Deshpande accepted the chai in Ajoba's dented tumbler and held it without drinking, studying the three of them with the evaluative patience of a woman who had been studying humans for longer than most of them had been alive.

"You've decoded the addressing protocol," she said.

It was not a question. Nikhil felt the ground shift under him — not literally, not seismically, but strategically. She knew. How she knew, he couldn't tell. Had she monitored their research? Had she hacked his laptop? Had she — and this was the possibility that chilled him — simply asked the trees?

"The network is observable," she said, reading his expression with the ease of a woman who had been reading people for seventy-three years. "When someone decodes a fundamental communication layer, the network's behaviour changes. The addressing system becomes active in ways that are detectable from any node in the Western Ghats. I have nodes. I have instruments. I have been doing this for forty years." She sipped the chai. "The chai is good. Your grandfather's recipe — extra ginger, less sugar."

"What do you want, Dr. Deshpande?"

"I want what I have always wanted. I want to decode the archive. I want to understand what the trees remember. I want to use that understanding to build something that has never existed — a working interface between human intelligence and botanical intelligence. A way for our species to access the accumulated knowledge of the planet's oldest information network."

"And you want to control it," Vanya said.

"Control is the wrong word. Management. Stewardship. The network is the most valuable information system on Earth. It contains data that could revolutionise agriculture, medicine, ecology, climate science. It contains indigenous knowledge that has been presumed lost. It contains — and this is what you haven't yet decoded, so I will tell you — it contains a complete environmental record of the Indian subcontinent going back approximately eight thousand years."

The number landed. Eight thousand years. Not centuries. Not millennia, plural but vague. Eight thousand years. The entire span of Indian civilisation, from the Indus Valley to the present, recorded in the roots of trees.

"That knowledge," Meera continued, "is too important to be published in a journal and forgotten. Too important to be reduced to a dataset on someone's hard drive. Too important to be left in the custody of three researchers with no funding, no institutional backing, and a two-year timeline before the primary node fails."

"The primary node is failing because you're draining the aquifer," Nikhil said.

The mask didn't slip. Not a millimetre. She drank chai. She looked at the forest. She was, he realised, genuinely comfortable. This was her terrain — manipulation, revelation, the careful deployment of truth and omission to achieve desired outcomes. She had been doing this longer than he'd been alive.

"The Varandha Ghat node is one of many," she said. "It is the one closest to your family's property, which makes it personally significant to you. It is also the one I chose to put under hydrological stress, deliberately, because stress drives adaptation. The trees in this devrai are communicating more actively than trees in any other sacred grove I've monitored. They are fighting for survival. And in fighting, they are revealing capabilities that unstressed trees do not exhibit."

"You're torturing them," Bhaskar said. "You're torturing an ecosystem to see what it does under duress."

"I'm doing what every scientist does. I'm creating experimental conditions that reveal system behaviour. The difference between me and your peer reviewers, Nikhil, is that I'm willing to acknowledge what the data shows."

"The difference between you and a scientist," Vanya said, "is that scientists don't breed their experimental subjects."

The mask slipped. Not much. A tightening around the eyes. A micro-expression that lasted half a second and was replaced by the practised calm. But it had been there, and they had all seen it.

"The Vanaspati Register," Meera said, "is a genealogical study. A mapping of a naturally occurring genetic trait in the Indian population. I have facilitated introductions between individuals who carry the trait, yes. I have encouraged relationships that might produce sensitive offspring, yes. But I have forced nothing. Every marriage in the Register is a real marriage between real people who chose each other. I created opportunities. I did not create obligations."

"You created me," Bhaskar said. His voice was quiet. The dangerous quiet. The quiet before geological events. "You arranged for my mother to meet a married man. You — designed me. As an experiment."

"I identified two carriers and facilitated a meeting. What happened between them was their choice. You are not an experiment, Bhaskar. You are a person. A person with a gift that I helped bring into existence, yes. But a person. With agency. With choices."

"Choices you've been shaping for thirty-four years."

"Choices I've been enabling for thirty-four years. I ensured you received a good education. I ensured you had access to fieldwork that developed your geological skills. I ensured that your path and Nikhil's path remained intertwined, because the two of you together — with your complementary sensitivities, your trust, your combined ability to hear the network from different angles — are the best chance this archive has of being decoded."

The candour was disarming. She was admitting everything — the manipulation, the breeding programme, the decades of invisible management — without shame, without apology, with the calm certainty of a person who believed that the ends justified the means and was willing to say so.

"What do you want?" Nikhil asked again. "Specifically. Today. Why are you here?"

"I want to offer you what you need. Funding. Equipment. Institutional protection. Access to the full Vanaspati Register — four hundred families, three generations, the complete map of botanical sensitivity in India. Access to my research — forty years of data that confirms and extends everything you've found. And access to the other nodes. Sacred groves across the Western Ghats, each one a hub, each one containing its own archival data. I have teams at six other devrais. I can give you the network."

"In exchange for?"

"In exchange for nothing. The work you're doing is the work I've been building toward for my entire life. I want you to succeed. I am, despite what Vanya believes, not the villain of this story. I am the person who built the infrastructure for the hero's journey. I am the person who made it possible for you to be here, in this forest, with these abilities, doing this work."

The silence stretched. The hum filled it — the network's constant background, carrying data that didn't stop for human negotiations, that continued its ancient work regardless.

"No," Nikhil said.

One word. The most important word he'd ever spoken. Said quietly, without drama, without righteousness, without the moral superiority that would have been easy and satisfying and wrong.

"No, because your infrastructure was built on deception. No, because your research methodology involves ecological destruction. No, because your breeding programme treats human beings as genetic resources. No, because accepting your help means accepting your framework, and your framework is that this knowledge should be managed, controlled, stewarded — by you. By a single person with a single vision, accountable to no one."

"The knowledge —"

"The knowledge belongs to the trees. And through them, to the Adivasi communities who contributed to it, to the ecosystems that generated it, to the planet that sustained it. It does not belong to you. It does not belong to me. And when we decode it — and we will decode it — it will be published. Open access. Free. Available to every scientist, every community, every person on earth. Because that's what the trees want. That's what the archive was built for. Not control. Not management. Sharing."

Meera Deshpande set down the tumbler. Her face was unreadable — the mask back in place, seamless, the professional face of a woman who had been told no before and had not let it change her plans.

"You are idealistic," she said. "Like your grandfather. He also refused my help. In 1985. In this same house. Over chai made with the same recipe."

"Ajoba knew."

"Baban knew everything. He heard the trees before I had instruments. He understood the archive before I had a framework. And he refused me, as you are refusing me now, because he believed that the knowledge should remain in the forest, not in human hands."

"He was right."

"He was dead within thirty years, and the knowledge stayed in the forest, and the forest started dying, and no one heard it." She stood. The sari fell in perfect folds. The morning light caught the silver in her hair. "You have two years. Less, now. The water table is dropping faster than my models predicted — the resort's water usage exceeded projections this summer. When the banyan loses the aquifer, you lose the hub. When you lose the hub, you lose the network index. When you lose the index, the archive becomes unnavigable. Eight thousand years of knowledge, locked in roots that no one can read."

She walked to the car. The driver opened the door. She paused before getting in.

"I will not force my help on you," she said. "But I will not stop my work, either. My teams are decoding the other nodes. When we succeed, we will publish — on our terms, through our channels, with our interpretation. You can race us or you can join us. The trees don't care who decodes the archive. They care that it gets decoded."

The Fortuner's engine started. The vehicle reversed, turned, navigated the track with its borrowed grace. The sound of the diesel faded into the distance. The dust it raised settled slowly in the still air.

The three of them sat on the verandah in the silence she left behind.

"That went well," Bhaskar said.

Nobody laughed.




  
    Chapter 14: The First Translation

    
    
  
  The archive opened on a Thursday.

Not dramatically — no shaft of light, no choral swell, no cinematic moment of revelation. It opened the way a door opens when you've been pushing it for weeks and finally find the right angle: quietly, completely, as if it had been waiting for you to stop forcing and start understanding.

Nikhil was alone under the banyan. Vanya was at the cliff cave, transcribing the network monitoring data into her notebooks — she kept handwritten records alongside the digital ones, a redundancy protocol born from three years of living without reliable power. Bhaskar was in Pune, filing the leave extension paperwork that would turn his three-week absence into three months, and also — though he hadn't told the others — visiting his mother in Sangli for a conversation that would either heal something or break something, and either way needed to happen.

The solitude helped. Three people under the banyan created three signal streams — three sets of bioelectrical noise, three breathing patterns, three metabolic signatures that the tree had to process alongside its own transmissions. Alone, the signal-to-noise ratio was cleaner. The tree could focus. He could focus.

He placed his palms on the bark and dropped into the signal the way you drop into sleep — not by trying, but by stopping trying. Three weeks of immersion had taught him this. The harder you reached for the signal, the more it receded. The trick was to become passive. Receptive. To let the boundaries between his neurochemistry and the tree's biochemistry soften until the signal flowed through him the way water flows through sand — not because the sand invites it, but because the sand doesn't resist it.

The banyan's current-year transmission was familiar now — the real-time data stream, the network status updates, the addressed messages flowing through the root system like packets through fibre optic. He let this layer pass through him without engaging it, the way you let background noise in a café wash over you while you focus on the conversation at your table.

Beneath the current layer was the archive. The deep storage. The growth rings that contained four centuries of chemical memory, compressed and indexed and waiting.

He had been learning to navigate it for days — following the banyan's tutorial, learning to read the addressing tags, learning to parse the temporal markers, learning to distinguish between the tree's own records and the data it had received from the network. It was like learning to read in a language that used no alphabet and had no grammar in the human sense — a language of concentrations and gradients and molecular configurations that his brain translated, imperfectly, into sensory experience.

Today, for the first time, he went deep.

Past the current year. Past the last decade. Past the century of declining network activity that mapped onto colonial and post-colonial land use changes. Down into the dense, rich strata where the addressing compounds were abundant and the communication traffic was enormous — the pre-colonial network at full capacity.

He found a message.

Not a general broadcast. A specific, addressed communication, sent approximately three hundred years ago from a tree that no longer existed — its addressing signature was in the banyan's directory, marked as inactive, the network's equivalent of a deceased contact in your phone. The message had been routed through the banyan's hub and recorded in the growth tissue of the ring corresponding to approximately 1726.

The content was — and Nikhil's scientific mind struggled with the implications even as his body received the data — the content was human.

Not human language. Not words. But human knowledge, encoded in the botanical signalling system. The message described a plant. Its chemical composition, rendered in the tree's molecular vocabulary: the specific terpenes, alkaloids, flavonoids, and other compounds that made up the plant's biochemical profile. Its growth requirements: soil type, water needs, light levels, seasonal timing. Its medicinal applications — and here the encoding became complex, layered, because the tree was translating human therapeutic concepts into its own framework, describing the compounds' effects on human physiology in terms of the chemical signatures they produced when metabolised.

It was a prescription. A medicinal plant prescription, encoded in a tree's root network three hundred years ago by someone who understood both the human body and the botanical communication system well enough to write the information in a format that the network could store, replicate, and transmit.

An Adivasi vaidya. A healer who had used the devrai the way a modern researcher used a database — inputting knowledge, tagging it, storing it for future retrieval.

Nikhil's hands were shaking against the bark. Not from cold. Not from fatigue. From the recognition that what he was reading was not just data. It was a message in a bottle, thrown into a green ocean three centuries ago by a person who trusted that someone, someday, would find it and know what to do with it.

He pulled away from the trunk. His notebook — the physical one, the paper one — was beside him on the root. He wrote, as fast as his hand could move, everything he'd decoded.

Message origin: Tree address 847-gamma-12 (inactive). Approximate date: 1726 CE (±10 years). Content type: medicinal plant data. Plant identified by chemical signature — cross-reference needed with ethnobotanical databases. Compounds include: multiple terpenoids (anti-inflammatory profile), two alkaloids (analgesic/sedative profile), flavonoid complex (antioxidant). Application: encoded as response to inflammatory condition — possibly joint disease, possibly autoimmune. Dosage: encoded as concentration gradients — need calibration against known plant concentrations to convert to human-applicable quantities.

He read the entry back. His handwriting was terrible — the handwriting of a man whose hands were still vibrating from three centuries of compressed information. But the content was clear. He had decoded the first message from the archive. The first translation from the world's oldest library.

It was a recipe for medicine. Written by a healer. Stored in a tree. For three hundred years.



Vanya cried when he told her.

She didn't cry often — three years in the forest had baked most of the easy tears out of her. But she sat on the verandah with Nikhil's notebook in her hands and the evening light on her face and tears running down her cheeks, and she said, "It's real. It's actually real. I spent three years hearing the signal and never being sure — never being certain — that the human-encoded data was there. I could sense it. I could feel the difference between the trees' own data and the overlaid information. But I couldn't decode it. I couldn't read it. I could only know it was there the way you know there's a conversation happening in the next room — you hear the voices, but not the words."

"The words are there," Nikhil said. "And there are thousands of them. The banyan's archive is indexed — the tree showed me the indexing system during the tutorial. The human-encoded messages have a different tagging structure than the trees' own data. They're flagged. Marked as external input. The tree knows which memories are its own and which were written by humans."

"How many?"

"I can't estimate yet. The section of the archive I accessed — approximately 1700 to 1750 — contains at least two hundred flagged messages. If that density is consistent across the full depth of the archive —"

"Thousands. Tens of thousands."

"More. The archive depth at this node extends well beyond the banyan's own four hundred years. The network has replicated older data from trees that predate it. The banyan is storing information that was originally recorded by trees that lived and died centuries before the banyan itself was a seed."

Vanya put the notebook down. She pressed her palms flat on the stone floor — her grounding gesture, her connection to the network, the thing she did when the world got too large and she needed the trees' slow patience to anchor her.

"The Adivasi used the network for — how long?"

"The indexing system has temporal markers going back approximately three thousand years. But the index itself is incomplete — there are references to older data that the index can't locate, either because the storage nodes have been destroyed or because the data has degraded beyond the network's error-correction capability."

"Three thousand years of human knowledge. Stored in trees. In sacred groves that are being cut down for shopping malls and highways."

"Yes."

She was quiet for a long time. The sunset was doing its thing — the Western Ghats speciality, the sun dropping behind the ridge and painting the sky in colours that existed in no paint box, the kind of sunset that made you understand why ancient peoples thought gods lived in the mountains.

"The first thing we decode," she said, "should be the medicinal data. It's the most immediately valuable — new drug candidates from a three-thousand-year-old pharmacopeia. It's the most publishable — molecular structures, pharmacological profiles, testable hypotheses. And it's the most politically powerful — if we can show that the sacred groves contain undiscovered medicines, the conservation argument becomes economic as well as ecological."

"Agreed. But we need to decode more than prescriptions. The archive also contains ecological data — forest management protocols, seasonal patterns, species interactions — and historical data. Stories. The Adivasi didn't just store practical knowledge. They stored their history."

"Their history will make this personal. Politicians can ignore ecological data. They can argue about economic value. But when you tell them that cutting down a sacred grove is burning the only record of an indigenous civilisation's history — that's a different conversation."

Nikhil thought about this. About the Warli and the Katkari and the Mahadeo Koli — the Adivasi communities of the Western Ghats, pushed to the margins of Indian society for centuries, their cultures diminished, their knowledge dismissed, their forests taken. And all along, beneath their feet, in the roots of the trees they'd been told to stop worshipping, their ancestors' knowledge had been waiting.

"We need to involve them," he said. "The Adivasi communities. This is their knowledge. Their heritage. We can decode it, but we have no right to publish it or use it without their participation and consent."

"Meera Deshpande would disagree."

"Meera Deshpande views indigenous knowledge as a resource to be extracted. That's colonialism in a white sari."

Vanya looked at him. The evaluative gaze — but softer now, coloured by something warmer. "You sound like your grandfather."

"I am my grandfather. One generation removed, with a mass spectrometer and worse knees."

She laughed. The first laugh he'd heard from her — a real one, sudden and uncontrolled, the kind of laugh that surprises the person laughing. It transformed her face the way rain transforms a landscape — everything the same, but everything different.

"We'll need to contact the local Katkari community," she said. "The settlement in Bhor taluka. I've had — indirect contact, through the network. The trees have been transmitting to me about the community for years. Their movements, their foraging patterns, their seasonal rituals. But I've never approached them directly."

"Because?"

"Because I'm a woman who lives in a cave and talks to trees. That's either a goddess or a madwoman, and I wasn't sure which label would be more useful."

"It might be both."

"In Maharashtra, it often is."

They made plans. The chai was finished. The stars came out — more stars than Pune had shown in decades, the Milky Way a river of light across the sky, the kind of sky that made you feel very small and very temporary and very urgently alive. The hum was there. The network was there. The archive was there, waiting with the patience of a thing that had been waiting for three thousand years and could wait a little longer, but not much longer, because the water was going and the memory was going and there was so much still to say.

Nikhil sat on the verandah after Vanya went back to her cave. He held Ajoba's dented tumbler and looked at the dark mass of the devrai and felt the hum in his bones and thought about the vaidya who had written a prescription in the roots of a tree three centuries ago. Had the vaidya wondered if anyone would ever read it? Had they trusted the trees to keep their knowledge safe? Had they imagined that their descendants would need what they'd stored?

He thought about his own descendants, if he ever had any. About what he would store for them, if he could. About what was worth saving.

The banyan hummed its answer: Everything. Save everything. There is nothing that is not worth remembering.




  
    Chapter 15: The Katkari

    
    
  
  The Katkari settlement was seven kilometres from the farmhouse, on the other side of the ridge, in a valley that the ghat road bypassed because nobody who built roads thought about the people who lived where roads didn't go.

Nikhil drove the Jimny as far as the track allowed — about four kilometres — and walked the rest. Vanya came with him. Bhaskar stayed at the devrai, monitoring the instruments and pretending he wasn't also monitoring his phone for a response from his mother, who had listened to his questions in Sangli with a silence that was heavier than anything the forest produced.

The walk was steep. The trail — not a trail, really, more a consensus among feet about which route was least likely to end in a sprained ankle — wound through dry deciduous forest that was less dense than the devrai. The trees here were younger, thinner, recovering from a logging event that Vanya dated to approximately 2005 based on the growth rings she could sense through the root network. The stumps were still visible — grey and weathered, surrounded by coppice growth, the trees regrowing from old roots with the stubborn patience of organisms that had been cut down before and would probably be cut down again.

The Katkari were one of Maharashtra's Particularly Vulnerable Tribal Groups — a designation that sounded like protection and functioned like bureaucratic abandonment. Their settlements were listed in government databases. Their welfare was theoretically the responsibility of the Tribal Development Department. Their children theoretically had access to education. Their healthcare was theoretically covered. The word "theoretically" did a lot of heavy lifting in Indian tribal policy.

The settlement was a cluster of fifteen houses — jhopdi, the traditional Katkari huts made from bamboo frames and plastered with mud and cow dung, roofed with karvi straw. They were arranged in a loose semicircle around a cleared area that served as common space: the place where food was prepared communally, where children played, where elders sat in the evenings and told stories that had been old when the Mughals were young.

A dog barked at their approach. Not aggressively — the bark of a dog fulfilling its contractual obligation to announce visitors while simultaneously communicating, through body language, that it would prefer to go back to sleep. Two children appeared from behind a hut, saw the strangers, and disappeared again with the high-speed teleportation that children in every village in India have mastered.

An old woman emerged from the nearest hut. She was small — perhaps five feet, perhaps less — with the wiry, compact body of a person who had spent seven decades walking hills and carrying loads and eating whatever the forest provided. Her face was a landscape: dark, weathered, lined with rivers of expression that told of seasons endured and children raised and forests walked. She wore a cotton sari — green, faded, wrapped in the style particular to the Katkari women, without a blouse, the way it had been done for centuries before modernity decided that bare shoulders were immodest.

She looked at them. Her eyes — dark, sharp, undimmed by age — moved from Nikhil to Vanya and back. She said something in Katkari — a dialect of Marathi so old and so distinct that even Nikhil, who spoke Marathi as a mother tongue, caught only fragments.

Vanya responded. In Katkari.

Nikhil stared. Vanya spoke Katkari. Of course she did. Three years in the forest, with the network carrying the sounds and rhythms and chemical signatures of the nearby human community — she had absorbed their language the way she had absorbed everything else. Through the trees.

The old woman's expression changed. The wariness that greets all outsiders — the wariness that centuries of exploitation by moneylenders, government officials, and well-meaning NGOs had baked into the DNA of tribal communities across India — softened. Not into trust. Into curiosity.

She spoke again. Longer this time. Vanya listened, nodded, replied. The exchange went on for several minutes — the old woman's voice rising and falling with the cadences of a language that had been spoken in these hills for millennia, Vanya's responses careful, respectful, using the honorifics that the Katkari language encoded differently from standard Marathi.

"Her name is Hirabai," Vanya said to Nikhil. "She's the settlement's eldest. She says she knows who you are. She knew your grandfather."

"Ajoba?"

"She says Baban vaidya used to come here. For medicines. He would walk from his farmhouse to this settlement — the same path we just walked — to collect plants that the Katkari women knew and he didn't. He would bring sugar and tea and cloth. He would sit where we're standing and talk to the elders about the devrai."

Nikhil felt something in his chest — not the network's signal, not the biochemical hum, but something older and simpler. The recognition that his grandfather's life had been larger than the family had known. That the old man who talked to trees had also talked to the people who lived among them.

"She wants to know why we're here," Vanya continued. "She wants to know if we've come about the water."

"The water?"

"Their spring has gone dry. The spring that fed this settlement — that has fed it for as long as anyone remembers — stopped flowing six months ago. They're carrying water from a stream two kilometres away. The children make the trip twice a day. The stream is seasonal — it'll dry up by April. After that, they don't know."

The water table. The resort. The borewells. The cone of depression that Bhaskar had mapped, extending five hundred metres in every direction. This settlement was within the cone. Their spring — fed by the same aquifer that fed the devrai — had been drained by the same pumps that were killing the banyan.

"Tell her we know about the water," Nikhil said. "Tell her it's the same problem that's affecting the devrai. Tell her — tell her about the borewells."

Vanya translated. Hirabai's expression didn't change — the face of a woman who had survived too much to waste energy on surprise. She spoke. Vanya translated.

"She says she knows about the borewells. She says the men went to the taluka office to complain. The taluka officer said the borewells are on private land and there is nothing to be done. She says the men went to the MLA's office. The MLA's assistant said the resort creates jobs and development and they should be grateful."

The familiar Indian story. The story of power and powerlessness, of development that develops some at the expense of others, of democracy that functions perfectly for those with resources and not at all for those without.

"Tell her about the trees," Nikhil said. "Tell her what we've found. The archive. The encoded knowledge."

Vanya hesitated. "Nikhil —"

"Tell her. This is their knowledge. Their ancestors put it there. They have every right to know."

Vanya turned to Hirabai and spoke. Not quickly — slowly, carefully, choosing words that the Katkari language could hold without distortion. She spoke about the devrai. About the network. About the trees that stored memories. About the ancestors' knowledge, encoded in roots and rings, waiting three thousand years to be read.

Hirabai listened. Her face did not change. When Vanya finished, the old woman was silent for a long time. The settlement sounds filled the gap — children's voices from behind the huts, a rooster that had misjudged the hour, the rhythmic thud of someone grinding grain.

Then Hirabai spoke. And as she spoke, something happened that Nikhil had not expected.

The trees responded.

The settlement was at the edge of the forest — secondary growth, young trees, thinned by logging. But the root network extended here — Bhaskar's radar had mapped it, a web of mycorrhizal connections stretching from the devrai's core outward for kilometres, attenuated but present, like the outer spiral of a galaxy. And as Hirabai spoke — her voice old and sure, carrying cadences that sounded like they had been passed down through generations unchanged — the network... activated.

Nikhil felt it through the ground. A pulse. A recognition signal. The network identifying something in Hirabai's voice — not the words, but the pattern, the rhythm, the frequency — and responding to it the way a lock responds to a key.

"She's singing," Vanya whispered. Her eyes were wide. Her hands, pressed against the earth where she sat, were trembling. "It's not just speech — it's a song. An old song. The kind the Katkari sing at the devrai ceremonies. And the network — Nikhil, the network is recognising it. It's an access code."

Hirabai continued. The song — because it was a song, now, the speech rhythms resolving into a melody that was ancient and simple and carried in its intervals the mathematical relationships that music shares with chemistry — rose from her small body with a force that seemed disproportionate to her size. The other settlement residents had appeared — women from the huts, men from the fields, children from their hiding places — and they stood and listened, not surprised, because they knew this song, had always known it, had heard their grandmothers sing it without understanding what it did.

The network opened.

Not the archive — something else. Something deeper. A layer beneath the archive, beneath the indexed human-encoded data, beneath even the trees' own four-hundred-year memory. A layer that the banyan's tutorial had not shown them, that the indexing system had not referenced, that had been sealed — protected, walled off, accessible only through the specific vocal-chemical key that Hirabai was providing.

Nikhil felt it as a vast space — the architectural metaphor was all his brain could manage — a vast underground cathedral of data, extending downward through the root network like an inverted mountain. The scope was — he couldn't measure it. The addressing tags were different here. Older. The encoding was denser, more complex, using molecular configurations he hadn't seen in the upper archive. And the data was not medicinal, not ecological, not practical.

It was narrative.

Stories. Thousands of them. Encoded over millennia by generations of Katkari and their predecessors — the even more ancient peoples who had lived in these hills before the Katkari, before the modern tribal classifications, before the names that contemporary India used. Their histories. Their cosmologies. Their understanding of the world, the forest, themselves. All of it, stored in a living medium that had preserved it through centuries of invasion, colonisation, deforestation, and neglect.

The Katkari's song was the password. And the archive it unlocked was not a database. It was a civilisation.

Hirabai stopped singing. The network held its breath — the data visible, accessible, waiting.

The old woman looked at Nikhil. Her eyes — sharp, ancient, carrying knowledge that predated science — held his for a long moment.

Then she spoke, and Vanya translated, and the words were:

"Baban vaidya told me, before he died, that someone would come. Someone from his family. Someone who could hear what we sing to the trees. He said to give them the song." She paused. "He said to tell them: the trees remember everything. Even the things we have forgotten. Even the things we were told to forget."

Nikhil knelt on the red earth of the Katkari settlement, barefoot, his hands on the ground, the network humming beneath him with the voices of three thousand years, and felt the weight of what had been entrusted to him settle on his shoulders like a mantle he had not asked for and could not refuse.

"We'll need your help," he said, looking at Hirabai. "To decode it. To understand it. To make sure it's preserved — not just in the trees, but in a form that survives even if the trees don't."

Vanya translated. Hirabai listened. Then she smiled — a smile that was missing teeth and full of something larger than warmth, something that had survived everything this country had thrown at its oldest people.

She said a word. Vanya translated it.

"Yes."




  
    Chapter 16: The Race

    
    
  
  They had a system now.

Mornings: Nikhil under the banyan, decoding. Hands on bark, feet on roots, the signal flowing through him with increasing clarity as his brain adapted — neural pathways forming, strengthening with each session, the biological equivalent of upgrading from dial-up to broadband. Each session yielded ten to fifteen decoded messages from the archive — medicinal formulations, ecological observations, seasonal calendars, species inventories. He transcribed everything into notebooks and simultaneously onto the laptop, building a database entry by entry, message by message.

Midday: analysis. The GC-MS running continuously, processing core sample sections, identifying the chemical signatures that corresponded to specific data types. Vanya worked alongside him, cross-referencing the decoded messages with her three years of network monitoring data, identifying patterns in the addressing system that allowed them to navigate the archive more efficiently. What had started as random access — pulling whatever message happened to be closest to the section of the growth ring he was analysing — was becoming targeted search. They could query the archive now. Ask the tree for specific data types. Request messages from specific time periods.

Afternoons: Bhaskar's geological survey, expanding outward from the devrai, mapping the aquifer boundary with increasing precision. And — this was new, this was the thing that had changed since the brotherhood revelation — Bhaskar was learning to listen.

His sensitivity was different from Nikhil's. Where Nikhil perceived the signal as chemical information — patterns of compounds that his biochemist's brain translated into data — Bhaskar perceived it as vibration. Subsurface movement. The slow pulse of water through fractured rock, the microscopic shifting of root systems in soil, the seismic micro-events that the forest generated through its daily biological activity. He couldn't hear the trees speak. He could feel the ground they grew in breathe.

This was useful. More than useful — it was essential. Bhaskar's geological perception gave them a three-dimensional map of the network's physical infrastructure: where the roots went, how deep the mycorrhizal connections extended, which pathways were active and which had gone dormant as the water table dropped. He was mapping the plumbing while Nikhil read the messages flowing through it.

Evenings: the Katkari.

Hirabai sent her grandson — a boy of twelve named Raju, with the quick dark eyes and boundless energy of a child who had grown up climbing trees and running ridgelines — to the farmhouse every evening with a message. Sometimes the message was practical: a plant identification, a seasonal observation, information about a spring or a trail or a fruiting tree that the settlement's knowledge could supplement with context that the archive didn't provide. Sometimes the message was a song.

The songs were the keys. Each one — passed down through generations, mother to daughter, elder to child, in a chain of oral transmission that had been unbroken for centuries — opened a different section of the deep archive. The melodies contained frequency patterns that the network's access-control system recognised as authentication credentials. The Katkari didn't know this. They knew that the songs were sacred, that they were to be sung only at the devrai, that they had power. They didn't know the power was chemical. They didn't need to.

In three weeks, with Hirabai's songs and Nikhil's decoding and Vanya's translation and Bhaskar's mapping, they decoded four hundred and twelve messages from the archive. The messages spanned approximately eight hundred years — from the most recent (a forest management directive from approximately 1750, instructing that specific trees be left uncut during a logging event) to the oldest (a narrative fragment from approximately 950 CE, describing a drought and the community's response).

The data was extraordinary.

Nikhil catalogued it in a spreadsheet that grew daily:

Medicinal formulations: 89. Plant-based treatments for conditions ranging from fever to joint disease to what appeared to be descriptions of diabetes and hypertension — chronic conditions that modern medicine considered lifestyle diseases of modernity but that, evidently, had been observed and treated by Adivasi healers a millennium ago. Many formulations used plant species that were still present in the devrai. Several used species that no longer existed in the Western Ghats — extinct or locally extirpated — but whose chemical profiles were preserved in the archive with enough precision that a synthetic biologist could, theoretically, recreate the active compounds.

Ecological management protocols: 67. Detailed instructions for forest management that read like a pre-industrial operations manual. When to harvest specific species. When to burn undergrowth (controlled burning, centuries before modern forestry rediscovered the practice). How to maintain water sources. How to manage the mycorrhizal network itself — and this was stunning, this was the data that would rewrite textbooks — active, intentional management of the fungal infrastructure that connected the trees. The Adivasi had understood the network and had maintained it the way modern IT departments maintained servers: monitoring, repairing, upgrading.

Seasonal calendars: 23. Not the simple solstice-equinox calendars of agricultural societies, but complex, multi-variable calendars that tracked the interactions between weather patterns, plant phenology, animal migration, soil conditions, and water availability. Each calendar was specific to a micro-region — a valley, a ridgeline, a specific devrai — and was calibrated to local conditions with a granularity that modern climate science, with its satellite data and computational models, had not yet achieved for these specific locations.

Historical narratives: 41. The most difficult to decode, the most imperfect in translation, and the most emotionally devastating. Stories of communities. Migrations. Conflicts. Alliances. The rise and fall of kingdoms that the Adivasi observed from their forest hilltops — the Chalukyas, the Rashtrakutas, the Yadavas — not as subjects or citizens but as witnesses, recording the movements of armies and the changes in trade routes and the arrival of new crops and new diseases with the detached precision of organisms that measured time in centuries and judged events by their effects on the forest.

Species inventories: 192. Complete catalogues of the plant and animal species present in specific locations at specific times. These were the archive's most quantitatively valuable data — baseline biodiversity measurements going back centuries, showing the composition of Western Ghat ecosystems before deforestation, before the British teak plantations, before the modern agricultural expansion that had reduced forest cover to a fraction of its historical extent. Ecologists would sell their grant funding for data like this.

Four hundred and twelve messages. A fraction of what the archive contained. A taste. A proof of concept.

And they were running out of time.



Bhaskar brought the news on a Wednesday.

He'd been in Pune for two days — equipment maintenance, he said, and GSI paperwork, which was true, but also: surveillance. He'd been watching Meera Deshpande. Not personally — he'd asked a friend at the GSI, a hydrogeologist named Kavita who owed him a favour and had access to the Maharashtra Groundwater Information System database, to pull the pumping records for the Varandha Ghat plateau.

"The resort increased pumping," he said. His face had the granite quality that meant he was containing something explosive. "Doubled it. They drilled two new borewells in the last month. The extraction rate is now estimated at 400 kilolitres per day."

Vanya, who understood hydrology the way she understood botany — through years of immersion rather than formal training — went pale. "That's —"

"That's four times what they were pumping when we started. The cone of depression is expanding. My latest seismic data shows the water table under the banyan has dropped another sixty centimetres in the last three weeks."

"Meera Deshpande," Nikhil said. Not a question.

"The new borewells were approved by the taluka office in forty-eight hours. Normal approval takes six months. Someone facilitated it."

The timeline had just compressed. Not two years. Not eighteen months. If the pumping continued at the new rate, Bhaskar estimated the banyan's deepest roots would lose aquifer contact in six to eight months.

Six months. September, maybe October. Before the next monsoon could recharge the aquifer. The monsoon — the annual deluge that had sustained the Western Ghats for millions of years — might not be enough to compensate for pumping at this rate.

"She's accelerating," Vanya said. Her voice was flat. The voice of a person facing a deadline that has just been cut in half. "She visited us. She made her offer. We refused. Now she's increasing the pressure."

"She wants us to decode faster."

"She wants us to decode — and then she wants us to come to her because we've run out of time and she's the only one with the resources to save the node. She's creating dependency. The same strategy she used with the breeding programme — create a crisis, offer the solution, collect the debt."

Nikhil stood up. He walked to the edge of the verandah. The devrai was visible — the dark canopy of the banyan rising above the forest edge, the green dome that had been there for four hundred years and might not be there in six months.

"We change the plan," he said.

"To what?"

"We stop trying to decode the entire archive. We can't — not in six months, not with three people and borrowed equipment. Instead, we decode enough to prove the archive exists, we document the decoding methodology, and we publish. Immediately. Not in Nature Plants. Not through peer review. Pre-print servers. Open access. Social media. Every channel simultaneously. We blow the story wide open."

"A pre-print won't save the forest."

"A pre-print will attract attention. A pre-print showing that sacred groves contain an ancient knowledge archive will make international news. Environmental groups, indigenous rights organisations, academic institutions — they'll all want in. And Meera Deshpande's cozy arrangement with the taluka office and the resort developers becomes a lot harder to maintain when the whole world is watching."

"She'll discredit us. She'll call us pseudoscientists. She'll use her institutional connections to bury the story."

"Then we need evidence she can't bury." Nikhil turned to face them. "We need to take someone else into the devrai. Someone with credentials. Someone who can independently verify what we've found. Someone whose reputation makes them impossible to dismiss."

"Who?"

"Dr. Suzanne Simard."

The name landed. Suzanne Simard — the Canadian forest ecologist who had spent thirty years proving that trees communicated through mycorrhizal networks. The woman whose work had transformed forestry science. Whose TED talk had been viewed twenty million times. Whose book had made "the wood wide web" a household phrase.

"She'll think we're crazy," Vanya said.

"She'll think we're crazy until she sees the GC-MS data. Then she'll think we're onto something. Then we bring her here, let her touch the banyan, and let the tree do the convincing."

"And if the tree doesn't convince her?"

"The data will. Four hundred decoded messages. Chemical evidence of an addressing protocol. Correlation coefficients of 0.99 between electrical and chemical channels. This is the kind of data that made Simard's career — she spent decades proving something half as radical as what we've found."

Bhaskar, who had been listening with his arms crossed and his geologist's brain running calculations, said: "How do we contact her? We have no institutional affiliation. No funding. No credentials that haven't been damaged by rejected papers and professional ostracism."

"I have one credential that matters," Nikhil said. "I have data."

He pulled up the laptop. The database — four hundred and twelve decoded messages, chemical profiles, electrical correlations, the addressing protocol documentation, the core sample analysis. Months of work, compressed into files and spreadsheets and chromatograms that told a story no one had ever told before.

"I'll write the pre-print tonight," he said. "Vanya, you write the ethnobotanical section — the Katkari connection, the access codes, the deep archive. Bhaskar, you write the geological section — the aquifer data, the pumping records, the timeline to failure. We submit to bioRxiv tomorrow. And I'll email Simard directly, with the pre-print attached and an invitation to visit."

"Tomorrow?"

"We don't have time for perfect. We have time for true."

They worked through the night. The kerosene stove kept chai flowing. The laptop battery ran down and was replaced by solar-charged backup. The pre-print took shape — not elegant, not polished, not the kind of document that passed peer review with ease. But complete. Rigorous. Honest. Every claim supported by data. Every data point referenced to its source. Every limitation acknowledged. The document said: Here is what we found. Here is how we found it. Here is what it means. Come and see for yourself.

At dawn, Nikhil drove to the ghat road. Where the phone signal reached — one bar, unreliable, the digital equivalent of a whisper — he uploaded the pre-print to bioRxiv and sent an email to Dr. Suzanne Simard at the University of British Columbia.

The email was three paragraphs. The first described the discovery. The second attached the pre-print. The third said: The forest is dying. The archive is degrading. We need help. Come if you can.

He drove back to the farmhouse. He made chai. He sat on the verandah and watched the sunrise and felt the banyan hum its ancient, patient, increasingly urgent hum.

The race was on.




  
    Chapter 17: The Response

    
    
  
  The internet discovered the pre-print on a Friday.

Not immediately — bioRxiv pre-prints are uploaded by the hundreds daily, and most vanish into the academic void, read by their authors and their authors' mothers and nobody else. But someone at the science desk of The Hindu had a news alert set for Western Ghats ecology papers, and someone at NDTV's environment beat had been following the sacred grove denotification controversy in Karnataka, and someone at Nature India — the Indian edition of the journal that had rejected Nikhil's papers three times — saw the pre-print title and experienced the particular journalistic instinct that tells an editor: this is either the biggest story of the year or the biggest embarrassment, and either way it's worth covering.

The title was: "Chemical Evidence for an Addressable Information Storage and Retrieval System in the Mycorrhizal Networks of Western Ghat Sacred Groves (Devrai)."

The subtitle was: "Including Preliminary Decoding of Human-Encoded Data Dating to Approximately 950 CE."

The abstract was: restrained. Professional. Every sentence backed by data. Nikhil had learned, from three rejected papers, that the wilder the claim, the calmer the prose must be. He had written the abstract the way a bomb disposal expert handles a device — with steady hands and minimal flourish, letting the explosive content speak for itself.

The Twitterverse — or whatever it was calling itself this week — exploded.

Nikhil didn't see any of this. He was under the banyan, decoding, his hands on bark, the signal flowing, the archive yielding its treasures message by message while the internet argued about whether he was a genius or a lunatic. He had no phone signal. He had no Wi-Fi. The digital world and its opinions existed on the other side of the ghats, in the flatlands, where trees were decorations and not databases.

Bhaskar saw it. He was in Pune — another equipment run, another round of GSI paperwork, another silent dinner with Trisha who was patient but whose patience was beginning to show hairline fractures under the strain of a husband who had been absent for weeks and who, when present, talked about trees with an intensity that bordered on the unsettling.

"You're trending," Bhaskar said on a scratchy phone call from the Bhor junction, where Nikhil had driven for signal. "On Twitter. On Reddit. On three different science subreddits. The pre-print has been downloaded four thousand times in forty-eight hours."

"And?"

"And the reactions are — mixed. The ecology community is cautiously intrigued. The mycorrhizal network people — Simard's academic ecosystem — are downloading the data and running their own analyses. The botany old guard is calling it pseudoscience. The science journalists are calling it the biggest claim since —"

"Since?"

"Since Suzanne Simard's original 1997 paper proving trees share nutrients through fungal networks. Which was also called pseudoscience. By the same people."

"Has Simard responded?"

"Not publicly. But — Nikhi. You have an email."

Nikhil opened his phone's email app. The one bar of signal struggled to load the inbox. Messages piled up — hundreds, from addresses he didn't recognise, media requests and academic queries and people offering help and people offering opinions and people calling him a fraud and people calling him a prophet. He scrolled past them, looking for one name.

There.

From: suzanne.simard@ubc.ca Subject: Re: Invitation — Western Ghat devrai network discovery

Dr. Kulkarni,

I have read your pre-print three times. I have spent thirty years working with mycorrhizal networks. I have been told, regularly and by confident people, that the phenomena I study are "overinterpreted." I know what it feels like to have data that says something the field is not ready to hear.

Your chemical addressing protocol data is compelling. Your correlation coefficients would make a statistician weep. Your claim about human-encoded data is extraordinary and requires extraordinary evidence, but the methodology you describe for accessing and decoding the archive is testable, which is the only thing that matters.

I am coming to India. I will be in Mumbai on 15 April for a lecture at TIFR. I can come to Varandha Ghat on 17 April if you can accommodate a visitor.

I have one condition: I want to touch the tree myself.

— Suzanne

Nikhil read the email three times. Standing at the side of the ghat road, one bar of signal, the Jimny's engine ticking as it cooled, the afternoon sun turning the asphalt into a heat mirage. He read it three times and then he called Bhaskar.

"She's coming. April 17th."

"That's three weeks."

"Three weeks to prepare a demonstration that will either validate everything we've found or prove to the world's foremost mycorrhizal expert that we're delusional."

"No pressure."

"No pressure."



The three weeks were the most intense of Nikhil's life.

Not because of the science — the science was working, the decoding was progressing, the archive was yielding data at an increasing rate as their skills improved. Not because of the media attention — he ignored it, operating in the blessed information vacuum of a forest with no signal, letting Bhaskar handle the few carefully worded statements they released.

The intensity came from the forest itself.

The network was changing. The banyan — and through it, the connected trees of the devrai — was responding to the decoding work the way a patient responds to a doctor who finally speaks their language. The signal was getting stronger. Clearer. More organised. As if the trees, sensing that communication was possible, were reorganising their output to be more readable, more accessible, more human-compatible.

New sections of the archive were opening without the Katkari access songs. The deep archive — the layer that Hirabai's singing had unlocked — was beginning to surface on its own, as if the network had decided that the authentication system was an obstacle to the urgent goal of getting its data decoded before the water ran out.

And the data was getting personal.

On the seventh day of preparation, the banyan showed Nikhil something that was not in the indexed archive. Not a message. Not a record. Something closer to a communication — real-time, present-tense, directed at him specifically.

It was a memory of his grandfather.

Not Nikhil's memory. The tree's memory. The banyan remembered Baban Kulkarni — not as a collection of data points, not as a neurological signature in its root-zone records, but as a presence. A person. A specific human being who had stood against this trunk for sixty years, who had pressed his palms to this bark thousands of times, who had poured his own awareness into the network the way the Adivasi had poured their knowledge — deliberately, continuously, with love.

The memory was sensory. Nikhil felt his grandfather's hands — not his own, his grandfather's, the hands of an eighty-year-old vaidya, bony and warm and trembling slightly, pressed against bark that had been pressed by those same hands since childhood. He felt the old man's heartbeat — slow, steady, the heartbeat of a person who measured time in monsoons rather than minutes. He felt — and this was the thing that broke him — he felt his grandfather's love for the tree. Not sentiment. Not abstraction. A chemical-electrical bond, forged over decades of contact, a connection so deep that the tree could not distinguish between the man's biochemistry and its own.

Baban Kulkarni had not just heard the trees. He had been part of them. A human node in a botanical network, contributing his awareness, his knowledge, his life force to the collective intelligence of the devrai. And when he died — the tree showed Nikhil this, gently, with the tenderness of an organism that understood grief even if it experienced it differently — when Baban died, the network had felt the absence the way a body feels the loss of a limb. A phantom presence. A space where signal used to be.

The tree had been grieving Ajoba for eleven years.

Nikhil came out of the session with his face wet and his hands shaking and a certainty in his chest that was harder than data and more durable than doubt. The trees were not just communicating. They were not just storing information. They were not just an ancient, passive archive waiting to be read.

They were alive. Aware. Feeling. In a way that his science could not yet describe but that his body, connected to the network through the same pathways his grandfather had used, could no longer deny.

He went to Vanya. She was transcribing decoded messages in the cave — her workspace, her sanctuary, the south-facing overhang that she'd made into a functional research station with notebooks and dried herbs and the organised chaos of a brilliant mind working under impossible constraints.

"The tree showed me Ajoba," he said.

She looked up. Her expression — the evaluative gaze softened by months of shared work and shared purpose — shifted to something that was not pity, not sympathy, but recognition. The recognition of someone who had been where he was, who had felt the trees' emotional capacity firsthand and had spent three years trying to reconcile it with a scientific framework that didn't have a category for it.

"They do that," she said. "When they trust you. They show you the people they've loved. The people who were part of them."

"It's not anthropomorphism."

"No. It's the opposite. It's humans refusing to recognise that the emotional capacities we think are uniquely ours are actually shared with organisms we've been burning for firewood."

He sat down on the cave floor. The rock was cool. The light from the entrance fell in a golden trapezoid that moved slowly across the floor as the sun moved across the sky. The hum was present even here, carried through the bedrock, through the deep roots that penetrated the cliff face.

"I'm scared," he said. "Not of Simard's visit. Not of Meera Deshpande. Not of the water table or the deadline or the media. I'm scared that we're going to decode this archive and publish the data and prove that sacred groves are living libraries — and it won't be enough. That people will read the papers and nod and say 'how interesting' and go on cutting down forests because there's money in the timber and votes in the development and the trees can't lobby and they can't vote and they can't hire lawyers."

Vanya was quiet for a moment. She put down her pen. She reached out and took his hand — a gesture that was not romantic, not performative, but grounded, literally, in the earth beneath them. Her hand was warm and calloused and steady.

"Your grandfather spent sixty years talking to a tree," she said. "He never published a paper. He never proved anything to anyone. He just — loved the forest. And the forest loved him back. And because of that love, the archive survived. Because Baban Kulkarni was connected to the banyan, the banyan survived the stress of declining water, of network fragmentation, of isolation. It survived because someone cared. That's not nothing, Nikhil. That's the mechanism."

"Love is not a mechanism."

"Oxytocin is a mechanism. Cortisol is a mechanism. The neurochemical changes that occur in a human body when it forms a bond with another living being — those are mechanisms. And the tree has its own version. The chemical signals that flow between a sensitive human and a connected tree include compounds that stabilize the tree's stress response, that promote root growth, that strengthen mycorrhizal connections. Your grandfather's love for the banyan wasn't just emotion. It was medicine."

He held her hand. The hum was there. The archive was there. The deadline was there.

"Three weeks," he said.

"Three weeks."

They went back to work.




  
    Chapter 18: The Proof

    
    
  
  Suzanne Simard arrived in a hired Innova that had seen better decades, driven by a man from Bhor whose driving philosophy was that speed limits were suggestions made by people who had never needed to be anywhere urgently. She stepped out of the vehicle with the careful posture of a woman who had just survived four hours of ghat road and whose spine had opinions about it.

She was sixty-eight years old. Silver hair pulled back. A face that the Canadian wilderness had weathered into something that looked carved from birch — strong lines, clear eyes, the skin of a person who had spent more time outdoors than in. She wore hiking boots, cargo pants, a flannel shirt, and the expression of a scientist who was simultaneously skeptical and hopeful, the two states existing in the superposition that characterises the best scientific minds.

"Dr. Kulkarni," she said, extending a hand.

"Dr. Simard." He shook it. Her grip was firm. "Thank you for coming."

"Your data was persuasive. Also, I've never been to the Western Ghats, and I've been studying mycorrhizal networks for thirty years without ever seeing a tropical system. I have professional curiosity and jet lag in equal measure."

Nikhil introduced Vanya and Bhaskar. Simard studied each of them with the appraising eye of a researcher who was assessing not just the people but the project — its structure, its rigour, its likelihood of being real.

"Show me the instruments first," she said. "Then show me the data. Then show me the tree."

They showed her the instruments. The GC-MS — she knew the model, had used its predecessor in her own fieldwork, and nodded approvingly at the calibration records. The oscilloscope — she examined the electrode setup, asked three questions about grounding and interference that demonstrated she understood electrophysiology better than most botanists, and noted with approval that they'd used shielded cables. Bhaskar's seismic equipment — she admitted this was outside her expertise but listened to Bhaskar's explanation with the focused attention of a person who knew that the disciplines you don't know are often the ones that hold the key.

They showed her the data. Three hours in the farmhouse, the laptop projecting chromatograms and oscilloscope traces onto the whitewashed wall, Nikhil walking her through the evidence layer by layer. The unknown volatile compounds. The correlation between chemical and electrical channels. The addressing protocol. The core sample chemistry. The temporal encoding. The decoded messages.

Simard asked questions. Many questions. The right questions — the questions that probed the methodology, that tested the statistical analysis, that looked for the explanations that would make the extraordinary claims ordinary. Could the unknown compounds be contaminants? (He showed her the blank controls.) Could the correlations be artifacts of shared environmental variables? (He showed her the multivariate analysis that controlled for temperature, humidity, light, and soil moisture.) Could the "decoded messages" be pattern-matching — the human brain's tendency to find meaning in noise? (He showed her the blinded analysis where Vanya decoded messages from a core sample without knowing the ring's date, and the decoded content was independently consistent with historical records for that period.)

After three hours, Simard sat back. She was quiet for a long time. The kind of quiet that scientists retreat into when they are restructuring their model of reality.

"Show me the tree," she said.



The walk to the banyan was conducted in the kind of silence that precedes important events. Nikhil led. Simard followed. Vanya walked beside her, answering questions about the forest composition and the devrai's ecological status. Bhaskar brought up the rear, carrying the oscilloscope and electrode kit for real-time monitoring.

When they entered the devrai, Simard stopped.

"I can smell it," she said. Her nostrils flared. "The terpene concentration — it's extraordinary. My forests in British Columbia have high VOC levels, but this —" She breathed deeply. "It's like standing inside a distillery."

"The devrai's canopy traps volatile compounds," Nikhil said. "The closed canopy creates a microclimate where VOC concentrations are an order of magnitude higher than the surrounding forest. It's one of the reasons the chemical signalling system works so well here — the signal medium is concentrated."

They reached the banyan. Simard stood at the edge of the root zone and looked at the tree the way a person looks at something they've been dreaming about and weren't sure was real.

"Four hundred years?" she asked.

"Based on core sample ring counts. The root system is connected to older trees in the network. The cumulative archive age is much greater."

"The mycorrhizal connections — how extensive?"

"Bhaskar's radar shows connections extending at least four hundred metres from the central trunk. The chemical addressing data suggests the banyan communicates with trees beyond the radar's range — possibly kilometres away through deep root and aquifer channels."

Simard nodded slowly. She was calculating. Comparing. Putting this tree alongside the mother trees she'd studied in British Columbia — the hub trees, the old-growth Douglas firs that connected to hundreds of neighbouring trees through mycorrhizal networks, that her research had proven were central to forest health and resilience. This was the tropical equivalent. Larger. Older. More connected.

"May I?" she said, gesturing at the trunk.

"Of course. Remove your shoes if you're willing — the signal is more accessible through barefoot contact with the root zone."

She removed her boots without hesitation. A scientist who had spent thirty years crouching in forest soil was not going to balk at bare feet. She walked across the root zone — slowly, feeling the ground, her body language shifting as the root network's bioelectric field registered against her soles. She placed both hands on the trunk.

And waited.

Nikhil watched her face. She was listening — or trying to listen. Her expression was concentrated, focused, the expression of a person straining to hear something at the threshold of perception.

For a full minute, nothing visible happened. Simard's hands were steady on the bark. Her breathing was even. Her face was composed. And then —

A change. Subtle. Her eyelids flickered. Her hands pressed harder against the bark, as if trying to increase the surface area of contact. Her breathing shifted — deeper, slower, synchronized with something Nikhil couldn't see but could feel through the root zone. The oscilloscope, which Bhaskar had set up ten metres away, showed a spike — the banyan's electrical signal responding to the new contact, the same initial query it sent whenever someone touched it: Who are you? What can you hear?

Simard's eyes opened. They were wet.

"I felt something," she said. Her voice was careful. Scientific. The voice of a woman who was not going to claim more than the evidence supported, even if the evidence was streaming through her hands and into her nervous system. "A vibration. Below hearing. And — this will sound —"

"It won't sound anything to us," Vanya said gently. "We hear it every day."

"I felt a pressure. Behind my eyes. Like — like information, arriving too fast for processing. Like trying to read a page in a language I know three words of. I caught — shapes. Patterns. Not meaning, but the structure that meaning would follow if I could decode it."

"That's exactly what it felt like for me the first time," Nikhil said.

Simard stepped back from the trunk. She looked at her hands. She looked at the tree. She looked at the three of them — the biochemist, the ethnobotanist, the geologist — standing in a sacred grove in the Western Ghats with data that rewrote the textbook she'd spent her career helping to write.

"I need to see the core sample data again," she said. "The section from the pre-colonial period. The one with the high addressing compound concentrations."

They went back to the instruments. Nikhil pulled up the chromatograms. Simard studied them — not quickly, not with the cursory glance of a skeptic looking for a reason to dismiss, but with the deep, sustained attention of a scientist evaluating evidence that aligned with a hypothesis she had been approaching from the other side of the world for thirty years.

"My hub trees," she said slowly. "The mother trees. In British Columbia, they're the largest, oldest, most connected trees in the forest. They share nutrients with younger trees through mycorrhizal networks. They allocate resources. They recognise kin — their own seedlings receive more nutrients than strangers. They respond to stress in neighbouring trees before the stress becomes visible. I've spent thirty years documenting these behaviours and being told they're 'overinterpreted correlational data.'"

"The reviewers' favourite phrase," Nikhil said.

"The reviewers' favourite phrase. And I've always known — not scientifically, not with evidence I could publish, but known in the way that field scientists know things — that there was more. That the networks were carrying more than carbon and nutrients. That the hub trees were processing more than resource allocation decisions. That the forest was doing something that looked, from every angle I measured it, like thinking."

"And?"

"And I never found the mechanism. I found the infrastructure — the mycorrhizal highways, the carbon transfer, the kin recognition signals. But the mechanism for complex information processing — the thing that would elevate this from 'resource sharing network' to 'information processing system' — I never found it. Because I was looking for it in the wrong place."

"You were looking in the fungal connections."

"I was looking in the hardware. You found it in the software." She tapped the chromatogram on the screen — the peak cluster that represented the addressing compounds. "This. This is the mechanism. The volatile compounds aren't just defensive signals or stress indicators. They're addresses. They're the routing protocol for a communication network that uses the mycorrhizal infrastructure as its physical layer. I've been studying the cables for thirty years. You've found the data."

She sat down. Heavily. On the camp chair that Bhaskar wordlessly provided.

"This changes everything," she said. "Not just plant science. Not just ecology. This changes how we understand intelligence. How we understand memory. How we understand what it means to be a living system."

"We know," Vanya said.

"And you have six months before the aquifer drops below the root zone and the primary node fails."

"We know that too."

Simard was quiet. The quiet of a scientist recalibrating. The quiet of a person whose life's work had just been extended, validated, and threatened in the same hour.

"I can help," she said. "I have a lab. I have graduate students. I have institutional credibility that — forgive me — you currently do not. I can co-author a paper in Nature. Not Nature Plants. Nature. The flagship. If the data holds up to a full peer review — and based on what I've seen, it will — this is a cover story."

"We want open access," Nikhil said. "The data, the methodology, everything. No paywalls. No proprietary claims. This knowledge belongs to the trees and the communities that created it."

"Agreed. Nature offers open-access options. And I can mobilise the conservation community — international attention, institutional pressure, the kind of visibility that makes it very difficult for a resort developer to keep draining an aquifer under a forest that the whole world is watching."

"There's someone who might object to that," Vanya said. She told Simard about Meera Deshpande. The Vanaspati Trust. The breeding programme. The accelerated pumping. The forty-year plan.

Simard listened with an expression that darkened from concern to anger — the cold, controlled anger of a woman who had spent decades fighting for forests and had encountered her share of people who valued power over preservation.

"I've met Meera Deshpandes before," she said. "They exist in every country, in every field. People who discover something extraordinary and decide it should be theirs. In Canada, they're logging company executives who argue that clear-cutting old-growth forest is 'harvesting a renewable resource.' In India, apparently, they're retired school principals with databases of bloodlines."

"She's more dangerous than a logging executive."

"She's also more vulnerable. Logging executives have corporate legal teams. A retired principal running an unsanctioned genetic tracking programme has — what? Institutional connections? Charitable trust funding? These are leverage points, not defences. When the science goes public — when a paper in Nature proves that sacred groves are ancient information archives — the political calculus changes. Conservation becomes the winning position. The resort, the borewells, the Vanaspati Trust's cozy relationship with local officials — all of it becomes a liability."

She stood. She looked at the devrai. The afternoon light was golden, the banyan's canopy a dark dome against the blue sky.

"I'll fly back to Vancouver tomorrow," she said. "I'll mobilise my lab. We'll start independent replication of your chemical analysis using our own equipment and our own samples — I'll need core material and soil samples to take back. Within a month, I'll have preliminary confirmation or disconfirmation of the addressing protocol. Within two months, we submit to Nature."

"Two months. The water table —"

"Two months for the paper. Simultaneously, I'll contact every conservation organisation I know. WWF, IUCN, the Convention on Biological Diversity secretariat. And I'll make noise. I've spent thirty years being the quiet scientist in the corner, letting the data speak. For this, I'll be loud."

She shook their hands. Nikhil. Vanya. Bhaskar. At each handshake, she held on a moment longer than courtesy required, as if transferring something — commitment, solidarity, the particular bond that forms between people who have seen the same extraordinary thing and refuse to let it be destroyed.

At the edge of the verandah, she turned back.

"Your grandfather," she said to Nikhil. "The vaidya. He sounds like my grandmother. She was a forester in the Okanagan — not a scientist, a practical forest worker. She told me when I was twelve that the trees talked to each other. I didn't believe her. It took me thirty years to prove she was right."

She got in the Innova. The driver started the engine. The vehicle bumped down the track and onto the ghat road. Nikhil watched it disappear around the first hairpin curve.

The banyan hummed. The note was different — higher, brighter, carrying something Nikhil hadn't felt from the network before.

Hope.




  
    Chapter 19: The Counterattack

    
    
  
  Meera Deshpande's response came not as a phone call or an email or a visit. It came as a legal notice.

Nikhil found it taped to the farmhouse door — actually taped, with clear packing tape, the way notices are served in rural Maharashtra when the postal system is aspirational and the recipient has no letterbox. The document was on the letterhead of Kulkarni & Associates, Advocates — no relation, the surname was common enough — and it informed him, in the particular language of Indian legal documents that combines Hindi, English, and menace in roughly equal proportions, that:

1. The Vanamitra Developments Pvt. Ltd. was the lawful holder of water extraction permits for the Varandha Ghat plateau, duly issued by the Maharashtra Water Resources Regulatory Authority.

2. Any interference with the said water extraction operations, including but not limited to: (a) public statements questioning the legality of said operations, (b) publications alleging environmental damage caused by said operations, (c) attempts to influence regulatory authorities regarding said operations — would be considered defamatory under Section 499 of the Indian Penal Code and actionable under the Information Technology Act, 2000.

3. The Vanaspati Trust, as a registered charitable research organisation, held prior intellectual property rights over all research conducted on plant communication systems in the Western Ghats, by virtue of its ongoing research programme established in 1986.

4. The publication of research data obtained from sacred grove ecosystems without the permission of the Vanaspati Trust constituted misappropriation of intellectual property.

5. A failure to cease and desist from the above activities within fourteen days would result in civil and criminal proceedings.

Nikhil read it twice. The legal language was dense but the message was clear: shut up, or we'll bury you in litigation.

He showed it to Vanya, who read it with the expression of a woman who had been expecting this and was tired of being right.

"She can't own research we conducted independently on private land," Nikhil said. "The intellectual property claim is garbage."

"The claim doesn't need to be valid. It needs to be expensive. Defending against even a frivolous IP suit costs lakhs. Months of legal proceedings. Injunctions that freeze publication while the case is pending. She doesn't need to win. She needs to slow us down."

"The defamation angle is worse," Bhaskar said. He'd arrived that morning from Pune with news of his own — he'd tell them later, he said, first deal with the notice. "If she files a criminal defamation complaint, any magistrate can issue a summons. You'd have to appear in court. Repeatedly. In Pune. While the water table drops."

The three of them sat on the verandah with the legal notice between them like a grenade. The morning was beautiful — the devrai shimmering in early light, the banyan's canopy a green cathedral against the blue sky, the hum steady and patient and carrying data that no legal notice could silence.

"What are our options?" Nikhil asked.

"Legally? We respond to the notice through a lawyer. We challenge the IP claim. We challenge the defamation threat. We fight." Bhaskar's jaw was set. "I have a cousin — Aditi Patwardhan. Family law, mostly, but she knows people in the IP space. She'll help."

"We also have Simard," Vanya said. "The pre-print is already public. The data is out. Trying to suppress it now is like trying to un-ring a bell. And if she files suit, the case itself becomes news. 'Retired school principal sues scientists for publishing sacred grove research' is not the headline she wants."

"She doesn't care about headlines. She cares about time. Every week we spend in court is a week we're not decoding. Every month the publication is delayed is a month the aquifer drops. She's buying time. Her time."

"Then we don't give her time." Nikhil stood. "We accelerate. Simard said two months to Nature submission. We do it in one. We send her the full dataset — not just the pre-print data, the complete archive: decoded messages, addressing protocol, chemical profiles, everything. She submits while we're still within the fourteen-day window. By the time Meera Deshpande's lawyers file anything, the paper is under review at the most prestigious scientific journal on the planet."

"One month," Vanya said. "To prepare a Nature-quality dataset from field data collected on a verandah with borrowed equipment."

"Simard's lab does the formal analysis. We provide the raw data, the methodology, the decoded archive content. She has the equipment, the staff, the computational resources. We have the data and the access."

"And the tree."

"And the tree."



The next four weeks were a controlled detonation.

Nikhil decoded with a fury that left him depleted by evening and awake by dawn. The banyan, sensing the urgency — or responding to the elevated cortisol in his sweat, which the root zone absorbed and processed as a stress signal — increased its output. The archive opened wider. Messages that had required hours of patient decoding now yielded in minutes, the tree's tutorial system adapting to his improved skills, feeding him data at a rate that matched his capacity to receive it.

The decoded count climbed: five hundred. Six hundred. Seven hundred. Eight hundred messages, spanning two thousand years, covering medicine, ecology, history, agriculture, astronomy, the complete accumulated knowledge of a civilisation that had been written off as preliterate.

Vanya worked the Katkari connection. Hirabai, understanding the urgency in a way that transcended language — the old woman could feel the network's distress through her own sensitivity, a sensitivity that was untrained but profound — opened the community's full repertoire of access songs. Twelve songs. Twelve keys. Each one unlocking a different domain in the deep archive. The community's elders came to the devrai — not every day, but regularly, bringing their songs and their knowledge and the contextual understanding that made the decoded messages comprehensible.

Bhaskar worked the geology and the law. His cousin Aditi — sharp, young, unafraid of powerful adversaries — drafted a response to the legal notice that was a masterpiece of legal jiu-jitsu. It didn't deny the claims or accept them. Instead, it filed a counter-notice alleging that the Vanaspati Trust's involvement in groundwater extraction through its subsidiary Vanamitra Developments constituted a violation of the Environment Protection Act, 1986, and the Maharashtra Groundwater (Development and Management) Act, 2009. It requested, through a formal RTI application, full disclosure of all water extraction permits, environmental impact assessments, and financial connections between the Vanaspati Trust and Vanamitra Developments.

The RTI application was a weapon. In India, the Right to Information Act was one of the few pieces of legislation that functioned as designed — a mechanism by which citizens could force transparency from entities that preferred opacity. Meera Deshpande's network of trusts and subsidiaries and facilitated introductions had survived forty years because no one had shone a light on it. The RTI would shine a light.

And Bhaskar did one more thing. Something he told no one about until it was done.

He visited Meera Deshpande.

Not at her house. Not at the Vanaspati Trust office. At the Jnana Prabodhini school in Pune, where she still maintained an office — emeritus principal, advisory board member, the grande dame of an institution that had educated thousands of children and that had also, unbeknownst to its current administration, served as the screening facility for a genetic tracking programme.

He walked into her office unannounced. The administrative assistant — a young woman with the efficient manner of someone trained to protect powerful people from unwanted visitors — tried to stop him. Bhaskar was six feet two inches tall and two feet four inches wide at the shoulders. He was not easily stopped.

"Dr. Deshpande," he said, standing in her doorway.

She was at her desk. White sari. Reading glasses. A laptop open to a document he couldn't see. She looked up at him with the same evaluative gaze she'd used at the farmhouse — the gaze of a woman who calculated probability the way other people breathed.

"Bhaskar. I expected Nikhil."

"Nikhil is busy. Decoding the archive you've been trying to crack for forty years."

A micro-expression. Controlled, but present. "Sit down."

"I'll stand. This won't take long." He placed a folder on her desk. "This is the RTI application. You'll receive it formally in seven to ten days. It requests full disclosure of the Vanaspati Trust's financial records, its connections to Vanamitra Developments, and its research activities — including the Vanaspati Register."

She looked at the folder without touching it. "The Register is a private genealogical database. It's not subject to RTI."

"The Register was compiled using assessments conducted at a government-aided school. The school receives public funding. Any research conducted using public infrastructure — including cognitive screening programmes administered to students — falls under the RTI Act."

The mask held. But the eyes behind it were calculating.

"You're threatening me," she said.

"I'm informing you. There's a difference. The RTI application is filed. The legal response to your cease-and-desist is filed. The data — all of it, the full archive, the addressing protocol, the decoded messages — has been transmitted to Dr. Suzanne Simard's laboratory at the University of British Columbia, where it is now backed up on servers that no Indian court order can reach." He paused. "And I've written to the National Commission for Scheduled Tribes, informing them that the Vanaspati Trust has been conducting genetic research on tribal communities without informed consent."

The silence in the office was different from the silence in the forest. This silence had no hum. No patient, ancient intelligence processing the interaction. This was human silence — the silence of power encountering a force it had not anticipated.

"You are your father's son," Meera Deshpande said quietly.

"Which one?"

The question was a blade. Meera Deshpande flinched — the first visible, uncontrolled reaction Bhaskar had ever seen from her.

"Both," she said. "Sadashiv's stubbornness. Narayan's courage."

"I'm my own man. And I'm telling you — not asking, telling — that the accelerated pumping at Varandha Ghat stops. Today. The legal threats stop. Today. You want to continue your research at other devrais, that's your business. But our devrai — the Kulkarni property, the Varandha Ghat network, the archive we've decoded — is off limits. To you. Permanently."

"The archive —"

"The archive will be published. Open access. Free. The decoded data will be shared with the Katkari community, whose ancestors encoded it. It will be shared with the scientific community, who will replicate and extend the research. It will be shared with the world, because the trees asked us to share it and we are going to honour that request."

He turned to leave. At the door, he paused.

"One more thing. I have a question. Not a threat. Not a negotiation. A question."

"Ask it."

"My mother. When you arranged for her to meet Narayan Kulkarni at that alumni event in 1987 — did she know? Did she know what you were doing? That you were — matching genetic profiles?"

Meera Deshpande was quiet for a long time. The office sounds — a phone ringing in the next room, children's voices from the playground outside, the hum of a ceiling fan — filled the space between them.

"No," she said. "Savita did not know. I told her there was a young man at the event who shared her interest in traditional medicine. That was true. I did not tell her the rest."

"And Narayan?"

"Narayan knew. He was in the Register. He had been assessed as a child, like his father before him. He understood the programme. He — participated willingly."

"He participated in creating me."

"He participated in a relationship that resulted in you. The relationship was real. The feelings were real. The science was the background, not the story."

"The science was everything. Without the science, there's no alumni event. Without the alumni event, there's no meeting. Without the meeting, there's no me. You didn't create a relationship, Dr. Deshpande. You created conditions. You manipulated the environment — the way you manipulated the devrai's water supply, the way you manipulate everything — and let biology do the rest."

He left. He drove back to Varandha Ghat in his Thar, the ghat road winding through the hills, the forest on either side humming with a frequency he could now feel in his steering wheel, in his seat, in the bones of his jaw.

He didn't tell Nikhil or Vanya about the visit until that evening. When he did, sitting on the verandah with Kingfisher and the stars and the hum, he told it simply. Facts. No drama. The Maharashtrian male processing protocol completed. The weight distributed, if not lifted.

"You went alone," Nikhil said.

"I needed to see her face when I asked about my mother."

"And?"

"She told the truth. For the first time, I think, in forty years. She told the truth because I was standing in her office and I was the result of her programme and she couldn't lie to her own experiment."

The stars were brilliant. The Milky Way poured across the sky. The banyan hummed. Somewhere in the root network, the archive continued its ancient work — recording this moment, this conversation, these two brothers on a verandah, the way it had recorded every moment in this forest for four hundred years.

The pumping stopped three days later. The resort's borewells went silent. Whether from Bhaskar's visit, the RTI application, or the growing media attention that made the resort's water usage increasingly politically uncomfortable — they never learned. The cause didn't matter. The effect did.

The water table stabilised. The banyan's distress signal — the low, dark frequency of a tree losing its lifeline — eased. Not gone. The damage of years of extraction couldn't be reversed in days. But the bleeding had stopped.

They had bought time. Not much. But some. And in the race between decoding an archive and losing it, some time was everything.




  
    Chapter 20: The Paper

    
    
  
  The Nature submission was uploaded on a Wednesday at 2:47 AM Vancouver time, 3:17 PM India time, because time zones are the tax that international collaboration levies on sleep.

Simard had done extraordinary work. Her lab — twelve graduate students, three postdocs, and a mass spectrometer that cost more than Nikhil's entire career — had independently replicated the addressing protocol using the core samples and soil samples she'd carried back from Varandha Ghat in her checked luggage, wrapped in aluminium foil and sealed in Ziploc bags, the kind of low-tech sample transport that would have made her university's research compliance office weep.

The replication was clean. The twelve addressing compounds appeared in the Canadian analysis with the same retention times, the same mass spectra, the same concentration ratios as Nikhil's field data. The correlation between chemical and electrical channels — measured using UBC's own electrophysiology equipment, which was several generations more sophisticated than Nikhil's borrowed oscilloscope — was confirmed at 0.98, marginally lower than Nikhil's field measurements but within the expected range for samples transported across ten thousand kilometres.

The paper was forty-two pages. Twelve figures. Three supplementary datasets. Six authors: Kulkarni, N.B.; Kamat, V.S.; Patwardhan, B.R.; Simard, S.W.; and two of Simard's postdocs who had done the heavy analytical lifting in Vancouver.

The title, after seventeen revisions — scientific titles being the only literary form where committee authorship actually improves the output — was:

"A Mycorrhizal-Mediated Addressable Information Network in the Sacred Groves of the Western Ghats: Evidence for Multi-Millennial Data Storage and Human-Encoded Knowledge Archives"

The abstract was a masterpiece of understatement:

We report the discovery of a chemical addressing system in the mycorrhizal networks of Western Ghat sacred groves (devrai) that enables targeted communication between individual trees. The system employs twelve novel volatile organic compounds as molecular addresses, creating a network capable of routing specific signals to specific recipients. Core sample analysis reveals that communication data is recorded in growth ring tissue, creating a retrievable archive spanning at least four centuries at the primary study site (Varandha Ghat, Maharashtra). Furthermore, we present evidence that human communities (Katkari and allied Adivasi groups) have intentionally encoded knowledge — including medicinal formulations, ecological management protocols, and historical narratives — in this botanical archive over a period of approximately three thousand years. These findings suggest that sacred groves function as living libraries, and that indigenous communities developed sophisticated interfaces with plant communication systems millennia before the scientific discovery of mycorrhizal networks.

Simard had written the discussion section. It was the best thing Nikhil had ever read in a scientific journal — measured, precise, but with an undertone of awe that leaked through the professional prose like light through curtains. She contextualised the discovery within thirty years of mycorrhizal research. She noted the implications for conservation biology, ethnobotany, pharmacology, and indigenous knowledge systems. She called for immediate protective action for sacred grove ecosystems worldwide. And in the final paragraph — the paragraph that would be quoted in every news article, every blog post, every social media thread — she wrote:

The sacred groves of the Western Ghats are not remnant forests. They are libraries. Their destruction is not deforestation. It is the burning of Alexandria, repeated across a thousand hilltops, in slow motion, while the librarians watch.

The paper went to peer review. Three reviewers. Anonymous. The usual process — six to twelve weeks of waiting while strangers decided whether your life's work met their standards.

They didn't have six to twelve weeks.



While the paper waited in the Nature editorial queue, the world was not waiting.

The bioRxiv pre-print had done its work. Four months after upload, it had been downloaded thirty-seven thousand times. It had been cited in twelve other pre-prints. It had been covered by The Hindu, NDTV, BBC World Service, The Guardian, Scientific American, and a podcast called "The Understory" that had an audience of two million and was hosted by a former forest ranger with a voice like warm honey and opinions about deforestation that she delivered with the quiet fury of a person who had watched too many trees fall.

The Katkari settlement had been visited by three documentary film crews. Hirabai, who had never been filmed before and who found cameras mildly amusing, had become an accidental media personality — the face of indigenous knowledge, the voice of a tradition that the world was only now recognising had been right all along. She handled the attention with the dignity of a woman who had survived seventy-plus years of being ignored and was not going to let a few cameras change her schedule. The film crews adapted to her schedule, not the other way around.

The Maharashtra State Biodiversity Board — responding to media pressure, public interest, and a sternly worded letter from Suzanne Simard on UBC letterhead — initiated the process for declaring the Varandha Ghat devrai a Biodiversity Heritage Site under the Biological Diversity Act, 2002. The process was slow. Everything in Indian environmental law was slow. But the process was moving, and its movement created a bureaucratic shield that made further interference with the devrai increasingly difficult.

The Vanaspati Trust went quiet. Meera Deshpande's legal notice expired without follow-up. The resort's borewells remained silent. The RTI application, grinding through the system with the inexorable patience of Indian bureaucracy, had begun to produce documents — financial records, permit applications, trust deeds — that painted a picture of the Vanaspati Trust's operations that was not flattering under public scrutiny.

And the National Commission for Scheduled Tribes, which Bhaskar had contacted, opened a preliminary inquiry into the allegation that a private research organisation had conducted genetic assessments of tribal children without informed consent through the mechanism of a school-based cognitive screening programme.

The walls were closing in on Meera Deshpande. Not quickly — nothing in India happened quickly except monsoons and cricket controversies — but steadily.



The Nature reviewers came back in five weeks. Fast, by journal standards. The editor's cover letter explained: the paper had been flagged for expedited review due to "exceptional public interest and conservation urgency."

Reviewer 1 was enthusiastic. The chemical data was "compelling," the addressing protocol was "elegantly demonstrated," and the decoded archive content was "potentially the most significant ethnobotanical discovery of the century." Minor revisions requested — additional statistical controls, clarification of the decoding methodology, supplementary data on the Katkari access protocols.

Reviewer 2 was cautious. The human-encoded data claims were "extraordinary and require extraordinary evidence." They requested independent replication by a third laboratory. They questioned the mechanism by which human vocalisation could serve as an access credential for a chemical-electrical network. They recommended "major revisions" and additional experiments.

Reviewer 3 was hostile. The paper was "overinterpreted," the claims were "not supported by the presented evidence," the authors had "failed to adequately control for experimenter bias," and the entire concept of human-encoded knowledge in plant networks was "inconsistent with known plant biology."

Nikhil read Reviewer 3's comments on the verandah, in the evening, with chai that went cold in his hands. The familiar sting of peer review — the feeling of having your work dismissed by someone who hadn't been there, who hadn't felt the signal, who hadn't decoded the messages or held Hirabai's songs in their ears or felt the banyan's grief for a dead vaidya.

"Reviewer 3 is Meera Deshpande," Vanya said.

Nikhil looked at her. "Peer review is anonymous."

"Peer review is anonymous and Reviewer 3 uses the phrase 'known plant biology' twice, which is the exact phrase Meera Deshpande used in a 2018 position paper on plant signalling that she published under the Vanaspati Trust's imprint. I found it in her files when I was still with the Trust."

"We can't prove that."

"We don't need to. We need to address the comments. All of them. Including the hostile ones. We address them with data, with additional controls, with the evidence that Reviewer 3 is demanding precisely because they know the evidence exists and they know it will be devastating."

They spent two weeks on revisions. Simard's lab ran additional analyses. Bhaskar provided geological data that addressed Reviewer 2's concerns about the access-code mechanism — the Katkari songs, he demonstrated, produced specific vibrational frequencies in the soil that propagated through the root zone at measurable amplitudes, and these frequencies correlated with changes in the network's electrical activity. The songs were not magic. They were acoustic keys, and the lock they opened was a biological system that responded to specific vibrational inputs.

The revised manuscript was submitted. The editor accepted it three days later. Reviewer 3 was overruled.

Publication date: June 15th. Print edition: July 1st. The cover image — chosen by Nature's art department, with input from the authors — was a photograph of the Varandha Ghat banyan, taken by Vanya at dawn, the aerial roots descending like cathedral columns, the canopy a green dome against the Sahyadri ridge, and at the base of the trunk, barely visible, two hands pressed against the bark.

Nikhil's hands.



The paper went live at midnight Greenwich Mean Time. By 6 AM, it was the most-read article on Nature's website. By noon, it was trending on every social media platform. By evening, it had been covered by every major news outlet on the planet.

The world had discovered the devrai.

And the devrai — humming, recording, transmitting through its ancient network — had discovered the world.




  
    Chapter 21: The Flood

    
    
  
  The monsoon arrived on June 8th, seven days before the paper went live, and it arrived the way monsoons arrive in the Western Ghats — not as rain but as an invasion.

The sky had been signalling for days. The cumulus towers building over the Arabian Sea, visible from the Sahyadri ridgeline as white pillars that darkened through the afternoon and collapsed into themselves by evening, rehearsing the deluge without committing to it. The humidity climbed — 80 percent, 85, 90, the air so saturated that breathing felt like drinking. The insects went manic. The frogs — which had been silent through the dry months, buried in the mud, metabolisms slowed to almost nothing — erupted from the earth like a biblical event, their calls filling the night with a wall of sound that made the bird chorus seem restrained.

And the trees knew. Before the first drop fell, the network was preparing.

Nikhil felt it through the root zone — a shift in the chemical signalling, a new set of compounds appearing in the banyan's emissions that he hadn't seen before. He ran them through the GC-MS. Novel terpenes. Novel sesquiterpenes. Compounds that appeared in the pre-monsoon growth ring sections of the core samples, present for only a narrow window each year — the tree's monsoon preparedness protocol, activated by humidity thresholds and atmospheric pressure changes that the banyan detected through mechanisms Nikhil was still cataloguing.

"The trees are battening down," Vanya said. She was standing at the edge of the devrai, barefoot, her face turned to the sky, reading the weather through a combination of scientific observation and network signal that she no longer tried to separate. "The mycorrhizal network is shifting resources — pulling carbon from the canopy into the roots, strengthening the connections that are most vulnerable to waterlogging. The deep roots are sealing off — creating chemical barriers that prevent the aquifer water from flooding the sensitive root tissue."

"They've done this before."

"They've done this for four hundred million years. Angiosperms have been surviving monsoons since before the Western Ghats existed. The protocol is older than the mountains."

The rain came at 4:17 PM on a Tuesday. Not gradually — there was no gentle onset, no preliminary drizzle, no polite introduction. One moment the air was thick and still and waiting. The next moment the sky opened and four inches of rain fell in forty minutes.

The sound was overwhelming. Rain on the farmhouse's tin roof was a continuous roar — not rhythmic, not patterned, just white noise at a volume that made conversation impossible and thought difficult. Rain on the forest canopy was different — softer, more complex, the sound of billions of drops hitting millions of leaves at slightly different angles and slightly different times, creating a texture of sound that was almost musical if you could forget that you were being drenched.

Nikhil saved the laptop, covered the GC-MS with the tarpaulin, and stood on the verandah and watched the world dissolve.

The devrai transformed. The dusty paths became streams. The dry creek bed that ran along the eastern edge — silent for eight months — filled in minutes, the water brown and fast and carrying the accumulated debris of a dry season. The aerial roots of the banyan, which in dry weather hung like drapery, became channels — water running down their surfaces, following the grooves in the bark, delivering rainwater directly to the root zone in a hydraulic system that the tree had evolved over millennia.

And the hum changed.

The network, which had been running on the chemical equivalent of power-saving mode since the water table dropped, surged back to life. The rain did two things simultaneously: it recharged the soil moisture that the mycorrhizal network used as a transmission medium, and it flushed new nutrients — dissolved minerals, decomposed organic matter, the accumulated deposits of the dry season — into the root zone, feeding the fungal connections that had been starving.

Nikhil felt it as an expansion. The network, which had contracted around the devrai's core as the aquifer dropped, was extending outward. Connections that had gone dormant were reactivating. Trees on the periphery — the ones Vanya had described as "deaf and mute," isolated by the shrinking water table — were coming back online. Their addressing signals, which had been absent for months, flickered into the network's traffic like lights switching on in a building that had been dark.

"The peripheral trees are reconnecting," he said to Vanya, who was standing beside him on the verandah, drenched, her hair plastered to her face, grinning with an intensity that he'd never seen from her — the grin of a woman watching something she loved come back to life.

"Not just the periphery. Listen — feel — deeper."

He put his hand on the wet verandah stone. The signal was enormous. Not just the local devrai. Beyond it — through the recharged soil, through the swollen aquifer, through the water table that the monsoon was raising centimetre by centimetre — signals from distant nodes. Other devrais. Other sacred groves, kilometres away, their networks re-establishing contact with the Varandha Ghat hub through the water that connected them all.

"The Western Ghat network is coming back," Vanya whispered. "The monsoon is reconnecting nodes that have been isolated for years. The full network — not just our devrai, the whole system — is activating."

The hum was no longer a hum. It was a roar. A green, chemical, electrical roar that Nikhil felt in every cell of his body, carrying data at volumes that made the dry-season signal seem like a whisper. Thousands of trees. Tens of thousands. All talking at once, all sharing data, all updating the network index, all reporting their status — alive, damaged, recovering, dying, dead — in a census that the forest conducted every monsoon, a rollcall that had been happening since before human memory.

And in the roar, individual voices. Addressed messages. Trees that had been cut off from the hub for years, sending their accumulated data in compressed bursts — months of stored observations, released into the network the way a dam releases water. The banyan, the hub, received them all, processed them, routed them, stored them. Its growth tissue was laying down this year's ring at the rate of a frantic scribe taking dictation from a hundred speakers simultaneously.

Nikhil was overwhelmed. The signal was too much — too loud, too dense, too fast. His brain, adapted to the dry-season signal levels, was being flooded the way the creek bed was being flooded, and the cognitive equivalent of brown water was rushing through channels that weren't designed for this volume.

He pulled his hand away. Staggered. Vanya caught his arm.

"Slowly," she said. "The monsoon signal is orders of magnitude stronger than what you're used to. Your brain needs to adapt. Don't fight it — let it come in layers. Filter. Focus on one channel at a time."

He breathed. He grounded himself — feet on stone, rain on skin, the physical world anchoring him against the cognitive deluge. He put his hand back on the stone. Carefully. Reaching for a single channel in the torrent.

He found the banyan's channel. The hub. The address he knew best. And on the banyan's channel, carried in the monsoon-recharged signal like a gift delivered by the rain:

A new message from the deep archive.

Not decoded. Not translated. Not read. But surfacing — the monsoon's recharge had activated archival layers that the dry season's diminished signal couldn't reach. Data that had been dormant — stored in deep root tissue that had lost aquifer contact, encoded in wood that hadn't been hydrated enough to transmit for years — was waking up. Coming online. Joining the flood of information that the monsoon carried.

And this data was old. Not three hundred years old. Not a thousand years old.

The temporal markers — the chemical clock encoded in the molecular configurations — dated this data to approximately six thousand years before the present.

Six thousand years. The Chalcolithic period. The age when the first agricultural communities were establishing themselves in the Deccan Plateau. Before the Vedic period. Before the Indus Valley's decline. Before the Iron Age, the Mauryas, the Guptas, before every dynasty and every kingdom and every empire that had risen and fallen on the Indian subcontinent.

The forest remembered.

And the monsoon was bringing the memory back.



Bhaskar arrived from Pune in the driving rain, his Thar cutting through water that was ankle-deep on the track and rising. He was soaked. He was grinning. He was carrying a waterproof case that contained, he announced, a satellite uplink.

"From where?" Nikhil asked.

"From a friend at ISRO who owed me a favour and who is extremely interested in the idea of monitoring mycorrhizal network activity from orbit. He's loaning us the equipment for three months in exchange for first authorship on a potential remote-sensing paper."

"You've been busy."

"I've been ambitious. The satellite link gives us internet. Permanent, monsoon-proof internet. No more driving to the ghat road for signal."

The satellite uplink was installed on the farmhouse roof in the rain, which was a process that involved Bhaskar standing on a ladder in a downpour, holding a dish antenna over his head while shouting instructions to Nikhil, who was inside trying to configure the modem with wet hands and a laptop that had opinions about humidity.

By evening, they had internet. By midnight, they had news.

The Nature paper — still seven days from official publication — had been leaked. Someone on the editorial staff, or one of the peer reviewers, or someone with access to the proof — had shared a copy. It was everywhere. The full text, figures included, uploaded to a dozen websites and shared across every social media platform that existed.

The response was — the word "viral" didn't capture it. Volcanic. Tectonic. The kind of cultural event that reshapes the landscape.

The ecology community was electrified. Simard's lab was fielding hundreds of emails. Universities across the world were mobilising field teams. The concept of "sacred groves as living libraries" — a phrase from Simard's discussion section that had been extracted, amplified, and turned into a hashtag — was being discussed in parliaments, boardrooms, and school classrooms simultaneously.

The Indian media was incandescent. The discovery that the Western Ghats — a UNESCO World Heritage Site — contained an ancient knowledge archive encoded by indigenous communities was the kind of story that united the country's fractious media landscape. Left-wing outlets celebrated the vindication of indigenous knowledge systems. Right-wing outlets celebrated the antiquity of Indian civilisation. Environmental outlets celebrated the conservation implications. Technology outlets celebrated the concept of a biological internet. Everyone celebrated, for different reasons, and the celebration created a wave of public attention that crashed over the Varandha Ghat like a second monsoon.

The Maharashtra Chief Minister issued a statement. The Union Environment Minister issued a statement. The Prime Minister's Office issued a statement. The statements were cautious, political, carefully worded — but they all said, in their different ways, that the sacred groves of the Western Ghats were a national treasure and would be protected.

And Meera Deshpande issued a statement.

It appeared on the Vanaspati Trust's website — a dignified, measured document that congratulated the authors on their "important contribution to plant science," noted the Trust's "forty years of pioneering research in this field," and offered to "collaborate with the scientific community to ensure the responsible stewardship of the Western Ghats' botanical heritage."

"She's repositioning," Vanya said, reading the statement on the satellite-connected laptop while the rain hammered the roof. "She can't fight the science, so she's trying to join it. She'll claim credit. She'll say her research laid the groundwork. She'll present herself as the visionary who made it all possible."

"Let her," Nikhil said. "The data is public. The Katkari are part of the team. The conservation protections are moving. She can claim all the credit she wants — the knowledge is free."

"And the breeding programme?"

"The NCST inquiry is open. The RTI documents are public. The media is asking questions. She can't hide the Register forever."

The rain continued. The network hummed. The archive, fed by the monsoon's recharge, continued to surface data from its deepest layers — six-thousand-year-old records rising through the root zone like archaeological finds exposed by erosion, each one a fragment of a world that had existed before history began to write itself in symbols on clay and stone.

They had won. Not completely — the devrai was still stressed, the aquifer was still depleted, the long-term survival of the network was still uncertain. But they had won the first battle: the battle for attention. The world was watching. The trees were no longer voiceless. And the archive — the ancient, patient, endlessly recording archive — was being read at last.

Nikhil sat on the verandah in the monsoon dark, the rain a curtain of sound around him, the laptop's blue light on his face, the satellite link carrying messages from around the world — from scientists offering help, from conservationists offering support, from indigenous communities in other countries asking if their forests might contain similar archives.

He thought about Ajoba. About the old man who had pressed his palms to the banyan every day for sixty years, who had heard the trees when no one else could, who had refused Meera Deshpande's help because he knew that some things are more important than efficiency. He thought about Hirabai, whose songs had opened the archive, whose community's knowledge was finally being recognised. He thought about Bhaskar, who had walked into a powerful woman's office and told her no, because some things are more important than safety.

He thought about Vanya, who had lived in a cave for three years waiting for someone who could hear what she heard.

He thought about the trees. The ancient, patient, feeling trees, who had been recording the world for millennia and who had waited — with the inhuman patience of organisms that measured time in centuries — for the humans to catch up.

The rain fell. The network hummed. And for the first time in a very long time, the hum carried not just data, not just memory, not just fear.

It carried joy.




  
    Chapter 22: The Reckoning

    
    
  
  The NCST inquiry report was published on a Monday in August, three weeks after the monsoon had settled into its rhythm — not the violent opening assault of June, but the steady, persistent rain of the mid-season, the kind that turns roads to rivers and rivers to seas and convinces you that the sun was something you imagined.

The report was eighty-seven pages. Bureaucratic language, formal structure, the careful prose of government officials who know that every word will be scrutinised by lawyers. But the findings were unambiguous.

The Vanaspati Trust had, over a period of approximately thirty-eight years, conducted cognitive and physiological assessments on approximately two thousand three hundred children from Scheduled Tribe communities across Maharashtra, Karnataka, and Goa. The assessments were administered through partner educational institutions — primarily Jnana Prabodhini Vidyalaya in Pune, but also six other schools and three mobile education programmes — without disclosing to parents or guardians that the assessments included screening for a specific physiological trait (sensitivity to plant volatile organic compounds). The results were recorded in a private database (the Vanaspati Register) maintained by the Trust and were used to inform a programme of "facilitated introductions" between identified individuals — a programme that the inquiry characterised, with the measured understatement of government prose, as "an undisclosed selective breeding initiative targeting genetically sensitive individuals from tribal communities."

The inquiry found that the programme had operated without the informed consent of participants. That the assessments had been conducted under the cover of routine educational screening, constituting a deception. That the targeting of Scheduled Tribe communities — communities specifically protected under the Constitution's Fifth and Sixth Schedules — raised "serious questions of constitutional propriety and potential violations of the Prevention of Atrocities Act, 1989."

The inquiry recommended: cessation of all Vanaspati Trust activities pending further investigation. Seizure of the Vanaspati Register and all associated databases. A formal investigation by the National Human Rights Commission. And "appropriate legal proceedings against individuals responsible for the design and implementation of the programme."

Meera Deshpande was not named in the recommendations. She didn't need to be. She was the founder, sole trustee, and principal investigator of the Vanaspati Trust. The recommendations pointed at her the way a compass points north — by natural law, without needing to say so.

Nikhil read the report on the satellite-connected laptop, sitting under the banyan in a gap between rain showers, the forest steaming around him, the air so thick with humidity that the screen fogged at the edges. The hum was steady — the monsoon-strengthened network running at capacity, the archive surfacing new data daily, the six-thousand-year-old records from the deep strata yielding fragments that the team decoded with increasing speed and decreasing awe, because awe is unsustainable at industrial volume and they had crossed the threshold into workmanlike wonder weeks ago.

He didn't feel satisfaction. He'd expected to feel satisfaction. Instead, he felt something more complex — a mixture of vindication and sadness and the particular discomfort of a person who has destroyed something that, despite its corruption, had been built with genuine passion and genuine knowledge.

Meera Deshpande was wrong. She was wrong about control, wrong about breeding, wrong about the idea that the archive's value could be enhanced by engineering the humans who read it. She was wrong in the way that brilliant people are wrong — not from stupidity but from the conviction that their vision justified their methods.

But she was also the person who had identified the network forty years before anyone else. Who had built the instruments to detect the signal when the scientific establishment thought plant communication was a fairy tale. Who had mapped the sacred groves, documented the sensitivity trait, maintained the infrastructure that made the discovery possible. Without Meera Deshpande, the network might not have been found in time. Without her borewells — her deliberate, manipulative, ecologically devastating borewells — the signal might not have intensified to the level that Nikhil could detect it.

She had created the crisis and she had created the conditions for solving it. The villain and the catalyst. The arsonist and the fire brigade.

"You're thinking about her," Vanya said. She was beside him — she was usually beside him now, the professional proximity of collaborators gradually becoming the physical proximity of people who had stopped pretending that their relationship was purely professional.

"I'm thinking about what happens to the Register."

"The Register is evidence. It'll be seized."

"The Register is also data. Four hundred families. Three generations. The most complete mapping of botanical sensitivity in the Indian population. If it's destroyed —"

"If it's destroyed, then a database compiled without consent is gone. Good."

"If it's destroyed, we lose the ability to identify other sensitives. Other people who can hear the network. Other people who could contribute to the decoding work."

Vanya was quiet. The rain started again — light, persistent, the kind that would continue for hours without drama. The banyan's canopy channelled it, the leaves acting as a funnel system that directed water to the trunk and down to the root zone, the tree's own irrigation system.

"You want to save the Register," she said.

"I want to save the data. With consent. With full transparency. With the families' knowledge and participation. The sensitivity trait is real — the NCST inquiry doesn't dispute that. It's real, it's heritable, and it's valuable. Not valuable the way Meera Deshpande thought — as a resource to be managed. Valuable the way any genetic trait is valuable — as part of the biodiversity of our species."

"So you want to — what? Create a new Register? A consensual one?"

"I want to contact the four hundred families. Tell them what was done. Ask them if they want to be part of the research — with full disclosure, full consent, full participation. Some will say no. Some will say yes. And the ones who say yes — who discover that they carry a trait that connects them to the oldest information network on the planet — they become the next generation of decoders. Not bred for the purpose. Chosen."

The idea hung in the rain-heavy air. Vanya turned it over, the way she turned everything over — slowly, thoroughly, looking for the flaws that experience had taught her to expect.

"It would take years," she said.

"Everything worth doing takes years."

"It would require institutional support. Funding. Ethical approval. A framework that prevents anyone — including us — from replicating what Meera Deshpande did."

"Simard can help with the institutional side. The University of British Columbia has one of the best research ethics boards in the world. And the Indian Council of Medical Research has guidelines for genetic research on tribal communities that, if actually followed, would prevent the Register's misuse."

"If actually followed."

"If actually followed. Which is why we build the framework first, before we contact anyone. We create the protocols. We submit them for ethical review. We publish them. We make the process as transparent as the science."

Vanya looked at the forest. At the banyan. At the network that hummed beneath them, carrying the voices of trees that had been waiting millennia for someone to listen.

"Ajoba would approve," she said.

"Ajoba would say we're overthinking it. He'd say: go talk to the families. Bring chai. Tell them the truth. Let them decide."

"Your grandfather was a wise man."

"My grandfather talked to trees for sixty years and everyone thought he was eccentric. Turns out eccentric is just 'correct, but early.'"



The confrontation with Meera Deshpande happened not at her office, not at the farmhouse, but at the devrai.

She came alone. No driver. No Fortuner. A modest Maruti Alto, the kind of car that a retired schoolteacher on a pension would drive, which was what she was now that the Vanaspati Trust's assets had been frozen pending investigation.

She parked at the edge of the track and walked in. Nikhil saw her from the verandah — small, straight-backed, white sari incongruous against the monsoon-green forest, picking her way through the mud with the careful steps of a woman who had been walking these paths for forty years and knew where the ground was firm.

He went to meet her. Not out of courtesy — out of the instinct that said this meeting should happen at the banyan, not at the farmhouse. At the tree. In the presence of the network that they both served, in their different, damaged, imperfect ways.

They stood under the canopy. The rain was light — a mist, really, the kind that didn't fall but hung in the air like a veil. The banyan's aerial roots were wet, gleaming. The hum was present, steady, the network observing them both with the impartial attention of an organism that had been watching humans for four centuries.

"You've won," Meera Deshpande said. No preamble. No social grace. The directness of a woman who was too tired or too honest for pretence.

"This isn't a game."

"Everything is a game. Everything has players and rules and outcomes. You played better than I did. That doesn't happen often."

She looked old. Not the weaponised age she'd displayed at their first meeting — the power-age, the authority-age, the seventy-three-years-of-accumulated-dominance. This was a different age. Smaller. Dimmer. The age of a person who had seen their life's work dismantled and was still standing, because standing was the only thing left.

"I want to see the archive," she said. "Not to take anything. Not to claim anything. I want to see what I spent forty years trying to find."

Nikhil studied her. The evaluative gaze — he'd learned it from Vanya, or maybe he'd always had it, this tendency to look at people the way a scientist looks at data: searching for pattern, for truth, for the signal beneath the noise.

"Why?"

"Because I'm seventy-three years old and I started this work when I was thirty-one and I have never, in forty-two years, decoded a single message from the archive. I built the instruments. I identified the sensitives. I mapped the nodes. I created the conditions. But I could never hear the signal myself."

The admission was — Nikhil hadn't expected it. Meera Deshpande, the puppetmaster, the chess player, the woman who had engineered an entire research programme around the abilities of others — could not hear the trees.

"You're not a sensitive," he said.

"I am not a sensitive. I identified the trait. I studied it. I facilitated its expression in others. But I do not carry it. I cannot hear what you hear. I cannot feel what you feel. I have spent my entire professional life studying a phenomenon that I can measure but cannot experience. Do you understand what that is like?"

He did. In a way he hadn't before. The breeding programme, the Register, the manipulation — all of it driven not just by scientific ambition or the desire for control, but by something more human and more painful: exclusion. Meera Deshpande had discovered the most extraordinary communication system on Earth, and she was locked out of it. She could see the door but couldn't open it. She could build the instruments that detected the signal but couldn't receive the signal herself.

And so she had built people who could.

"Touch the tree," he said.

She looked at him. For the first time, the mask was completely down. The face behind it was not powerful or manipulative or calculating. It was the face of a woman who had wanted something for forty years and had done terrible things in pursuit of it and was being offered, at the end, not the thing itself but the closest she would ever come.

She stepped forward. She removed her sandals — slowly, with the stiffness of aging joints. She walked barefoot to the banyan's trunk. The root zone was soft under her feet — monsoon-saturated, the soil alive with fungal activity, the mycorrhizal network running at full capacity.

She pressed her palms to the bark.

And waited.

Nikhil watched. The oscilloscope, set up ten metres away, showed the banyan's response — the initial query signal, the biometric assessment, the same sequence it ran for every new contact. Meera Deshpande's signature was not in the network's database — she had never touched the banyan before, despite decades of studying it from a distance.

The query completed. The tree's response was — neutral. Not the welcoming recognition it showed for Nikhil or Vanya or Bhaskar. Not the alarm it showed for strangers. Something in between. The signal of a tree that was assessing a visitor whose chemical signature was familiar from forty years of proximity but whose direct contact was new.

Meera Deshpande's face didn't change. She stood with her palms on the bark, her eyes closed, her body still. For a full minute. Two minutes. Three.

Then she opened her eyes. They were dry. Her expression was composed.

"Nothing," she said. "I feel the bark. I feel the texture. I feel the temperature. But I do not feel what you describe. No hum. No signal. No —" She paused. "No voice."

The banyan hummed. Nikhil could feel it — the network carrying its data, the archive operating, the signal that filled the forest with information that Meera Deshpande stood in the middle of and could not perceive.

"I'm sorry," he said. And meant it.

She stepped back from the trunk. She put her sandals back on. She straightened — the posture returning, the mask rebuilding itself layer by layer, the weaponised age reassembling. But incompletely. The cracks showed.

"The Register," she said. "You'll want it."

"We want the data. Consensually obtained. Ethically managed."

"The data is in a safe deposit box at the State Bank in Sadashiv Peth. The NCST has a seizure order, but they haven't executed it yet — bureaucratic delays, as always. I will give you the key. You can hand the Register to the Commission, or you can hand it to your research team and rebuild it properly. Either way, the families deserve to know."

She reached into the folds of her sari and produced a key. Small, brass, ordinary — the kind of key that opens ordinary locks that contain extraordinary things.

"One condition," she said.

"What?"

"When you decode the archive — when you read the oldest records, the deepest data, the things the forest has been remembering since before our civilisation began — I want to know what it says. I can't hear it. But I can read a report. I've been reading reports for forty-two years. One more won't hurt."

Nikhil took the key. It was warm from her body heat. Small in his palm.

"You'll be the first to receive every publication," he said. "Open access. Free. The way all knowledge should be."

She nodded. She turned and walked back through the monsoon forest, small and straight-backed and diminishing among the trees, and the banyan watched her go with the patient attention of an organism that had seen many humans come and go and would see many more.

The key sat in Nikhil's palm. The rain fell. The archive hummed.




  
    Chapter 23: The Deep Memory

    
    
  
  The six-thousand-year-old data decoded like a dream.

Not metaphorically — the experience of receiving information that old, transmitted through chemical channels that had been maintaining the data for six millennia through continuous molecular replication and error-correction, was closer to dreaming than to reading. The encoding was different from the more recent archive layers. Denser. More compressed. The molecular configurations used to store the data were simpler — fewer compounds, fewer concentration gradients — but the simplicity was deceptive, the way a haiku is simpler than a novel but carries no less meaning.

Nikhil sat under the banyan in the post-monsoon light — September now, the rain easing, the forest at peak green, every surface alive with growth — and let the ancient data flow through his palms.

What the forest remembered:

A landscape without farms. The Western Ghats before agriculture — before the terraces, before the paddy fields, before the managed forests and the village commons. A continuous canopy stretching from the coast to the plateau, broken only by rivers and cliff faces and the natural meadows that occurred at high elevations where wind and cold prevented tree growth. The biodiversity was staggering — the tree's chemical census recorded species that Nikhil couldn't identify, species that no living botanist would recognise, species that had been extinct for so long that they existed only in the molecular memory of the network.

A climate different from today. Warmer. Wetter. The monsoon stronger, more prolonged, the dry season shorter. The aquifer at full capacity — the water table so high that springs erupted on hillsides that were now dry, that streams ran year-round in valleys that were now seasonal, that the forest's root zone was permanently saturated, the mycorrhizal network operating in conditions that were, from its perspective, optimal.

And people.

The earliest human signatures in the archive were faint — chemical traces of human presence in the root zone, the network registering bipedal mammals the way it registered all large animals: by their metabolic emissions, their footfall vibrations, their effect on the local chemical environment. The forest noted humans the way it noted elephants or gaur — as mobile organisms that affected soil chemistry through their waste products, that damaged vegetation through their movement, that produced volatile compounds through their cooking fires.

Then, approximately five thousand years ago, the signatures changed.

A specific human — or a specific group of humans, the archive couldn't distinguish individuals at this temporal resolution — began to interact with the network intentionally. Not just walking through the forest, not just foraging, not just existing in proximity. Touching. Making sustained contact with tree bark. Spending time — hours, based on the signal duration — in physical contact with the root zone.

And the network responded.

The first human-encoded message in the deep archive was not a prescription or a protocol or a historical narrative. It was simpler than that. It was a greeting.

A human being, five thousand years ago, had touched a tree and said: I am here. I can hear you.

And the tree had said: We know. We have been waiting.

Nikhil came out of the session shaking. Not from cold — the September air was warm, the post-monsoon humidity still oppressive. Shaking from the weight of what he'd felt. The patience of the network. Five thousand years of waiting for a greeting. Five thousand years of carrying that greeting in its molecular memory, maintaining it through generations of trees, replicating it from dying roots to living ones, preserving it with the fidelity of an organism that did not understand forgetting.

"The first contact was five thousand years ago," he told Vanya. "The first intentional human-network interaction. A greeting. Just — 'I'm here, I can hear you.'"

Vanya was sitting on the root beside him, her own hands on the bark, receiving her own channel of the deep archive. Her face was wet. She had not been crying — or had been, the distinction was irrelevant, the moisture on her face could have been tears or sweat or the residual humidity that clung to everything in the post-monsoon Western Ghats.

"Five thousand years," she said. "The Neolithic. Before the Vedas. Before Sanskrit. Before writing."

"Before writing. They encoded information in the forest because they didn't have writing. The network was their writing system. Their library. Their internet. All of it."

"And when writing came —"

"When writing came, the forest system continued. The Adivasi didn't stop using the network when they learned to write. They used both. The written records — the ones that survived, the ones that historians study — are the public records. The network records are the private ones. The deep knowledge. The things that were too important to trust to a medium as fragile as paper."

Vanya pressed her palms harder against the bark. She was reaching for something — Nikhil could feel her signal in the network, her chemical signature a familiar presence on the adjacent channel, the way you can hear a friend's voice in the next room.

"There's something else in the deep layer," she said. "Something I can't quite — it's not data. It's not a message. It's more like — a structure. An architecture. As if the network itself was designed."

"Designed?"

"Not naturally evolved. Designed. The way the addressing protocol works, the way the archive is organised, the way the access control system uses acoustic keys — it's too elegant for natural evolution. Natural systems are messy. Redundant. Full of legacy code from earlier evolutionary stages. This system is clean. Efficient. As if someone — the original sensitives, five thousand years ago — didn't just learn to use the network. They improved it."

The implication was enormous. Not just that humans had used the mycorrhizal network as a communication system. That humans had engineered it. Had taken a naturally occurring biological network and modified it — through selective planting, through chemical intervention, through sustained interaction that shaped the network's development over centuries — into an information system of unprecedented capability.

The sacred groves were not accidents of preservation. They were designed. Planted. Maintained. Engineered by communities that understood the mycorrhizal network well enough to modify it, optimise it, expand it. The devrais of the Western Ghats were not remnants of natural forest protected by superstition. They were the infrastructure of a pre-literate information technology.

And the technology was dying. Not because the forest was failing — forests had survived ice ages, droughts, volcanic winters. Because the engineers were gone. The communities that had maintained the network — that had planted the right species in the right configurations, that had managed the mycorrhizal connections, that had performed the seasonal maintenance rituals that kept the system operational — had been displaced, marginalised, forcibly relocated, their knowledge dismissed as superstition, their sacred groves reclassified as "wasteland" or "revenue forest" or "available for development."

The library wasn't just burning. The librarians had been fired.



Nikhil wrote the paper — the second paper, the deep archive paper — in a fever of concentration that lasted five days. Vanya wrote the ethnobotanical sections. Bhaskar wrote the geological and hydrological context. Simard, consulted via video call over the satellite link, contributed the mycorrhizal ecology framework and the evolutionary analysis.

The paper's central argument was: the sacred groves of the Western Ghats represent a human-engineered biological information system approximately five thousand years old, making it the oldest known information technology on Earth. Older than cuneiform. Older than Egyptian hieroglyphics. Older than any writing system that archaeology had identified.

The title: "Pre-Literate Information Technology: Evidence for Human Engineering of Mycorrhizal Communication Networks in the Western Ghats (c. 3000 BCE)"

They submitted to Science. Not Nature — Simard argued for diversifying their journal portfolio, and Science had been running a series on indigenous knowledge systems that made the paper a natural fit.

The submission was on a Thursday. The monsoon was ending. The light was changing — the dramatic contrasts of the rainy season softening into the gentle, golden light of early autumn that the Western Ghats did better than anywhere on Earth. The forest was at its most beautiful — lush, heavy with fruit and seed, the canopy so dense that the devrai's interior was a green twilight even at noon.

And the archive continued to yield.

Every day, new messages surfaced. The monsoon's recharge had activated archival layers that the team was only beginning to catalogue. The six-thousand-year-old greeting was the oldest they'd decoded, but there were temporal markers in the deep strata that suggested even older data — data from a period before the network was engineered, from the era when the mycorrhizal system was still natural, still unmodified, still operating on evolutionary rather than engineered protocols.

The forest remembered the time before humans changed it. And it remembered the change itself — the slow, patient, generational process by which human communities had learned to speak the forest's language, then learned to write in it, then learned to build with it. The history of human-forest symbiosis, told from the forest's perspective. The story of how intelligence — human intelligence and botanical intelligence — had recognised each other across the vast gulf of evolutionary difference and had built, together, something that neither could have built alone.

Nikhil stood under the banyan at sunset. The sky was the colour of turmeric and blood — the Western Ghats speciality, the light filtering through atmospheric dust and monsoon remnants to produce colours that existed in no spectrum chart. The hum was there. The archive was there. The network, strengthened by the monsoon, extended further than it had in years — new connections, reactivated nodes, the forest's communication infrastructure rebuilding itself with the input of water that the stopped borewells had allowed to accumulate.

He pressed his palms to the bark. The banyan's signal was familiar now — his friend, his teacher, the organism that had changed his understanding of what it meant to be alive. He sent his own signal — not words, not thoughts, but the chemical-electrical expression of a specific human emotion.

Gratitude.

The banyan received it. Processed it. Transmitted it through the network — Nikhil could feel the signal propagating, tree to tree, node to node, carrying across the Western Ghats the information that a human had said thank you to a tree.

And from the network, from the thousands of trees and the millions of fungal connections and the deep, ancient, engineered intelligence that underlay it all — a response came.

Not words. Not data. Not a message that could be decoded or translated or published.

A feeling. Warmth. Connection. The botanical equivalent of an embrace — the network wrapping its chemical signals around his neurological signature with the tenderness of an organism that had been hugged by humans for five thousand years and had learned, in its slow, patient, inhuman way, to hug back.

Nikhil stood with his hands on the bark and his feet on the roots and his face wet with something that was not rain, and the forest held him the way a grandfather holds a grandchild — carefully, completely, with the knowledge that the holding would end but the love would not.




  
    Chapter 24: The Family

    
    
  
  Nikhil's father came to Varandha Ghat on a Saturday in October.

Narayan Kulkarni drove up the ghat road in his fifteen-year-old Maruti 800 — a car he refused to replace because it started every morning and what more could you ask of a machine — and parked beside Bhaskar's Thar in the farmhouse yard. He sat in the car for a long time before getting out. Long enough that Nikhil, watching from the verandah, understood that his father knew why he'd been summoned and was preparing himself the way a patient prepares for surgery: acknowledging the necessity, dreading the procedure.

Narayan was sixty-three years old. Retired from a career in agricultural extension — thirty-five years of visiting farms across Maharashtra, advising farmers on soil management and crop rotation and irrigation, work that had kept him close to the land without ever requiring him to acknowledge what the land was saying. He was a slight man — five-six, the standard Maharashtrian build, the build that the farmhouse door had been designed for — with silver hair cropped close and a face that Nikhil had always thought of as kind. The kind face of a kind man who grew vegetables in his Pune garden and read the newspaper every morning and went to the Parvati temple on Tuesdays and lived, by every visible measure, a straightforward, honourable life.

He got out of the car. He looked at the farmhouse — at the collapsed wall, the tarpaulin, the tilted verandah — and his face showed something that the kind mask usually hid. Pain. The specific pain of a man returning to his father's house after his father's death and finding it diminished, failing, a physical metaphor for the things that decline when the person who maintained them is gone.

"Nikhil," he said.

"Baba."

They stood five metres apart. The distance between a father and a son who have truths to exchange and are measuring the space needed for the truth to land without causing structural damage.

"Bhaskar is inside," Nikhil said.

Narayan's face tightened. A micro-expression — controlled, brief, the expression of a man who had been controlling this particular expression for thirty-four years.

"I know why you've called me," he said.

"Then come inside."



They sat in the main room — the room that had been Ajoba's treatment room, where Baban Kulkarni had received patients and prepared medicines and sat in the evenings reading texts that combined Ayurvedic pharmacology with observations that, Nikhil now knew, came from the forest's archive. The room still smelled of dried herbs, though the herbs were long gone. Memory lives in architecture the way data lives in growth rings — encoded in the materials, released by the right conditions.

Bhaskar was sitting in the corner. He had positioned himself deliberately — not at the table, not in the centre, but against the wall, giving himself the tactical advantage of a clear view of both the door and the man who had entered through it. His face was granite. His hands were on his knees. His body was still with the particular stillness of a large man who is containing a large emotion.

Narayan looked at Bhaskar. The look lasted several seconds — longer than social convention allowed, shorter than the thirty-four years of context required. He was seeing, Nikhil realised, what he and Vanya and the network had already seen: the resemblance. The shared jaw. The shared way of standing. The shared stubbornness that both men wore like armour and neither had ever traced to its source.

"You know," Narayan said.

"We know," Nikhil said.

The silence that followed was the kind that has weight and temperature. It pressed on the room like humidity — invisible, inescapable, changing the way everything felt without changing anything visible.

Narayan sat down at the table. Slowly. The way a man sits when his legs have stopped being reliable. He put his hands on the wooden surface — palms down, fingers spread, the gesture of a man seeking stability from something solid. The table was teak. Old teak. Cut from this forest a century ago, still carrying, in its dead grain, the faintest residual signature of the network it had once been part of.

"I met Savita at an alumni event in 1987," he said. His voice was quiet but steady. The voice of a man who had been rehearsing this confession for decades and was relieved, in a terrible way, that the performance had finally arrived. "Meera Deshpande organised the event. She told me Savita was — she used the word 'compatible.' I didn't fully understand what she meant. Not then."

"You were in the Register," Nikhil said.

"I was in the Register. My father — your Ajoba — was identified by Meera Deshpande in 1972. She came to this farmhouse. She tested him — with instruments, with chemicals, with procedures that your Ajoba tolerated because he was curious and because he thought the science might validate what he already knew. She identified the sensitivity. She added the Kulkarni family to the Register."

"And you were tested as a child."

"At Jnana Prabodhini. I was seven years old. A woman — not Meera Deshpande, an assistant — gave me a test that involved sitting in a room with a plant. I don't remember much. I remember the plant. A tulsi. And I remember feeling — nothing. I felt nothing. The assistant wrote something in a notebook and sent me back to class."

"You're a carrier," Bhaskar said. His first words. His voice was flat. Controlled. The geological voice — the voice he used when reading data that showed fault lines and fracture zones and the potential for catastrophic failure.

"I'm a carrier. The trait is present in my genetics but does not express in my neurology. I cannot hear the trees. I have stood in this devrai, at this banyan, and pressed my hands to the bark the way my father did every day of his life, and I have felt — nothing. Bark. Temperature. Texture. But not the signal. Not the voice."

"And you knew that when you met my mother," Bhaskar said.

The silence returned. Heavier. Narayan's hands on the table were trembling — a fine, continuous tremor that he could not stop and did not try to hide.

"I knew that Meera Deshpande wanted carriers to — to form connections that might produce sensitive offspring. I knew that Savita was identified as a carrier. I knew that the event was arranged for us to meet."

"Did you love her?" Bhaskar's voice cracked. Just slightly. A hairline fracture in the granite.

Narayan closed his eyes. The tremor in his hands intensified. When he opened his eyes, they were bright — not yet wet, but close, the surface tension holding.

"I loved her," he said. "Not because Meera Deshpande arranged an introduction. Not because the genetics were 'compatible.' I loved her because she was funny and fierce and she argued with me about everything and she had a laugh that — " He stopped. Breathed. "I loved her. For three months. And then she found out I was married, and she left, and I let her go because letting her go was the only decent thing I had done in the entire situation."

"And you knew she was pregnant."

"I knew. She told me. On the phone. Three words: 'I'm pregnant. Goodbye.' And she hung up. And I — I did the thing that I have spent thirty-four years regretting and being grateful for in equal measure. I did nothing. I let Sadashiv Patwardhan marry her. I let him raise the child. I let him be the father that I should have been and didn't deserve to be."

Bhaskar stood up. The room, which had felt small with three men in it, felt smaller. He walked to the window — the window that looked out at the devrai, at the banyan's canopy, at the forest that had been recording this family's story in its roots for generations.

"Sadashiv Baba is the best man I know," Bhaskar said. His back was to the room. His voice was steady now — the fault line sealed, the structure holding. "He raised me. He taught me. He took me to my first geological field trip when I was nine years old. He never — not once, not in thirty-four years — treated me as less than his own."

"He is a better man than I am," Narayan said. "I have known this for thirty-four years."

Bhaskar turned from the window. His eyes were red. His face was wet. Granite, it turns out, can weep.

"Did you watch me grow up?" he asked. "From a distance? Did you — did you come to school events? Did you follow my career? Did you —"

"I came to your tenth standard results day. You stood third in class. You were wearing a blue shirt that was too small for you because you'd grown four inches that summer and Savita hadn't had time to buy new clothes. You were standing next to Nikhil. I was in the crowd. I watched you accept the certificate and I — " Narayan's voice broke. The surface tension failed. Tears, when they came from Narayan Kulkarni, came silently, running down a face that had held them for three decades. "I watched my sons. Both of them. Standing together. And I could not go to them. Because one of them didn't know I was his father, and the other had never been told he had a brother."

The room was very quiet. The forest hum was there — faint through the walls, but present, the network recording this moment with the same fidelity it had recorded every moment in this house for four centuries. Two men crying. A third standing at the window, his back to the room, processing the geological shift that had restructured the landscape of his life.

Nikhil spoke. "Aai knows?"

"Your mother has known since before you were born. I told her before we married. She — " He paused. "She forgave me. She should not have, but she did. She made one condition: that I never contact Savita again. That I let Sadashiv raise the child. That the past stay in the past."

"The past is in the roots of a four-hundred-year-old banyan tree, Baba. The past does not stay in the past when the forest has a better memory than the family."

Narayan looked at his son — his acknowledged son, the one he'd raised, the one who had his eyes and his stubbornness and, it turned out, his grandfather's gift — and said, "Will you show me?"

"Show you what?"

"The tree. The archive. The thing my father could hear and I couldn't. The thing you can hear and I can't. Will you show me what I missed?"

Nikhil stood. He held out his hand. Narayan took it — the hand of a father taking his son's hand, the ancient gesture reversed, the child leading the parent into territory the parent could not navigate alone.

They walked to the banyan. Bhaskar followed, three steps behind, his own decision about whether to walk beside them or not still being made. Vanya was at the tree — she'd been monitoring the network, giving the family privacy, doing the thing she did best: translating between the human world and the botanical one.

Nikhil placed his father's hands on the bark. Narayan pressed his palms flat — the same gesture Baban Kulkarni had made ten thousand times, the gesture the banyan knew by heart.

The tree responded. Nikhil felt it — the biometric scan, the assessment, and then — recognition. Not of Narayan himself — Narayan had no signal the tree could read. But of his chemistry. His genetic signature. The molecular fingerprint that he shared with Baban Kulkarni and with Nikhil, the fingerprint that the tree had been tracking for three generations.

The banyan could not speak to Narayan. But it could speak about him. And through Nikhil — who placed his own hand beside his father's on the bark, creating a bridge between the man who couldn't hear and the tree that couldn't be heard — the banyan sent a message.

Not data. Not a decoded archive entry. A memory.

Baban Kulkarni, standing at this exact spot, forty years ago, pressing his palms to this exact bark, and saying — in the chemical-electrical language that only the tree could hear — saying that he loved his son. That he wished his son could hear the forest. That it was OK if he couldn't. That love did not require shared abilities. That a father's love for a son was like a tree's love for the soil: unconditional, constant, requiring nothing in return except existence.

Narayan couldn't hear the message. But Nikhil could. And Nikhil, standing beside his father with his hand on the bark and his grandfather's love flowing through the network, translated.

"Ajoba left a message for you," he said. "In the tree. He said — " His voice broke. He tried again. "He said he was proud of you. He said it didn't matter that you couldn't hear the trees. He said what mattered was that you were kind. That you were honest. That you spent your life helping farmers, which was its own kind of listening to the land."

Narayan's hands on the bark were shaking. His eyes were closed. His face was wet. He couldn't hear the tree, but he could hear his son, and his son was giving him the words his father had never been able to say in any language Narayan could perceive.

Behind them, Bhaskar stood. Watching. His face was unreadable. And then — slowly, with the deliberation of a large man making a large decision — he stepped forward and placed his hand on the bark beside Narayan's.

He didn't speak. He didn't need to. The network registered his presence — the third generation, the second son, the unacknowledged branch of the Kulkarni tree. The banyan's hum shifted. A new note entered the signal — something that Nikhil had never heard before, a frequency that the tree reserved for moments of completion, of connection, of family.

Three hands on the bark. Father. Son. Son.

The banyan held them all.




  
    Chapter 25: The Restoration

    
    
  
  The first new tree was planted on Dussehra.

This was deliberate. Vanya had argued for a date with cultural resonance — a day when planting a tree in a sacred grove would be understood not as an ecological intervention but as an act of devotion, a restoration of something sacred, a victory over the forces that had diminished the forest. Dussehra — the festival of the triumph of good over evil, of Rama over Ravana, of order over chaos — was perfect. The symbolism was loud enough that even politicians could hear it.

The Chief Minister came. The Union Environment Minister came. Three members of the National Commission for Scheduled Tribes came. Suzanne Simard came, flying from Vancouver for the second time, because she understood that the planting of a tree in the presence of cameras and ministers was not just a photo opportunity but a political act that would create obligations, commitments, precedents.

The media came. Twenty-seven cameras from twelve outlets. Drone footage. Live streaming on three platforms. The hashtag #DevraiBachao — Save the Sacred Grove — was trending nationally before the first sapling went in.

And the Katkari came.

Hirabai led them. Forty-two members of the settlement, from the eldest to the youngest — a baby, four months old, carried on its mother's hip, blinking at the cameras with the serene indifference of a person who had not yet learned to be impressed by anything. They wore their traditional clothes — not the costume version that documentaries favour, but the actual clothes: cotton saris, hand-woven, in the colours that the Katkari had been wearing in these hills for millennia. They carried saplings from the devrai's own nursery — trees grown from the seeds of the ancient network, carrying in their genetics the mycorrhizal compatibility that would allow them to connect to the existing system.

The planting site was the northeast quadrant of the devrai — the area where the forest had thinned most severely, where Bhaskar's mapping showed the mycorrhizal network had fragmented, where the water table's decline had killed the shallow-rooted trees and left gaps in the canopy that the monsoon had partially filled with scrub but that needed, for the network's full restoration, the specific species that the archive's ecological management protocols specified.

The archive had told them what to plant.

This was the detail that the media loved — that the restoration was being guided by instructions encoded in the forest itself, decoded from a three-thousand-year-old archive by a team of scientists using instruments that cost less than the Chief Minister's car. The forest was telling them how to fix it. The patient was writing its own prescription.

Hirabai sang. Not for the cameras — she had made it clear, through Vanya's translation, that the songs were for the trees, not for the audience, and that any camera operator who pointed their lens at her during the singing would be dealt with in ways that she did not specify but that her expression made alarmingly clear. She sang the planting song — a specific access-code melody that the team had decoded as a "maintenance protocol initiation sequence," which, in non-scientific language, meant: the song told the network that new trees were being added and that the mycorrhizal connections should extend to include them.

The saplings went in. Fourteen of them — jambhul, ain, hirda, behda, bibba, the species specified by the archive for this soil type, this aspect, this elevation. Each one planted in a hole that Bhaskar had surveyed to ensure it intersected with an active mycorrhizal pathway, giving the young trees immediate access to the network's resources.

Nikhil knelt beside the first sapling — a jambhul, six months old, grown from a seed that had fallen from one of the devrai's oldest trees. He pressed his hand to the soil beside it. The mycorrhizal network was there — he could feel it, a web of chemical connectivity running through the soil like veins through flesh. He sent a signal — not words, not data, but intention. Welcome this one. Connect to it. Feed it. Teach it.

The network responded. Nikhil felt the mycorrhizal threads — microscopic, invisible, but detectable through the chemical signals they produced — begin to extend toward the sapling's roots. The process would take weeks to complete — mycorrhizal colonisation was not instantaneous — but the initiation was immediate. The network was reaching for the new tree the way a mother reaches for a child: automatically, instinctively, without deliberation.

"It's connecting," he said to Vanya, who was beside him, her own hands in the soil, her own channel open.

"They all are," she said. "All fourteen. The network is — it's excited. That's the only word I have. The network is excited to have new nodes."

The Chief Minister made a speech. It was the kind of speech that politicians make at events where the cameras are running and the optics are favourable — full of phrases like "our precious natural heritage" and "the wisdom of our ancestors" and "my government's commitment to environmental protection." Nikhil listened with half an ear, most of his attention on the network, on the signals flowing beneath the politician's feet that carried more truth in a single chemical pulse than the speech contained in its entirety.

But the speech did one useful thing. It committed the state government, on camera, to the formal declaration of the Varandha Ghat devrai as a Biodiversity Heritage Site. The declaration would bring legal protection — real protection, enforceable, with penalties for violation. It would create a management committee that included, by the commission's recommendation, representatives of the Katkari community. And it would allocate funds — modest by government standards, significant by devrai standards — for ongoing monitoring and restoration.

The resort on the plateau had already begun to change. Vanamitra Developments, its connection to the Vanaspati Trust now public knowledge and its water extraction practices under regulatory scrutiny, had entered "voluntary compliance" — a euphemism for the strategic retreat of a company that had calculated that the cost of continued extraction exceeded the cost of finding alternative water sources. They were drilling new borewells — deeper, outside the devrai's aquifer catchment, in a basalt formation that Bhaskar had identified as hydrologically isolated from the sacred grove. The cone of depression was recovering. The water table was rising.

The banyan was growing.

Not visibly — trees don't grow on human timescales. But measurably. Nikhil's monitoring showed increased radial growth in the current season's ring — wider than the previous year's, denser, more chemically active. The addressing compounds were more abundant. The network traffic was heavier. The archive was recording at a rate that exceeded anything in the historical growth-ring record.

The forest was writing. Furiously. As if it knew that it had been given a reprieve and was determined to use every moment of it.



The UNESCO application was filed in November.

The process would take years — UNESCO moved at a pace that made Indian bureaucracy look agile — but the filing itself was significant. The Western Ghats were already a World Heritage Site for their biodiversity. The new application sought additional recognition under the "cultural landscape" category, arguing that the sacred groves represented a human-natural collaborative heritage that met the criteria for Outstanding Universal Value.

The application was eight hundred pages. Nikhil wrote the scientific sections. Vanya wrote the ethnobotanical sections. Bhaskar wrote the geological sections. Simard wrote the supporting letters. And the Katkari — represented by Hirabai and her grandson Raju, who had turned out to be a natural sensitive with abilities that exceeded Nikhil's — contributed something that no scientific paper could provide: testimony. Oral testimony, recorded and transcribed, describing the community's relationship with the devrai in their own words, in their own language, carrying the authority of people who had been maintaining the forest for longer than the institutions judging the application had existed.

The application also included the decoded archive data — all twelve hundred messages that the team had translated by November, covering three thousand years of recorded history, medicine, ecology, and culture. The data was presented not as evidence of the forest's value — the biodiversity alone established that — but as evidence of something larger: that the boundary between natural heritage and cultural heritage was, in the case of the sacred groves, meaningless. The nature was the culture. The culture was the nature. The trees were the library and the library was the trees and you could not protect one without protecting the other.



December. The post-monsoon cool. The light sharp and clear, the air carrying the dry-season smells of fallen leaves and warming soil. The devrai's canopy was thinning at the edges — the deciduous species dropping their leaves, revealing the architecture of branches that had been hidden under green for six months. The evergreen core — the banyan, the jambhul, the ain — remained dark and dense, a green heart in a golden frame.

Nikhil was under the banyan. Morning. Chai finished. Hands on bark. The daily session — still daily, after eight months, because the archive was bottomless and the decoding work was the most important thing he had ever done or would ever do.

Today, the tree showed him something new.

Not a message from the archive. Not a historical record or a medicinal formula or an ecological protocol. Something from the present. Something the network was generating in real time.

A map.

The network's own map of itself. The complete topology of the Western Ghat mycorrhizal system — every node, every connection, every pathway, rendered in the tree's chemical-electrical language as a three-dimensional spatial representation that Nikhil's brain translated into something he could comprehend.

The map was vast. Thousands of nodes — individual trees, clusters, groves — connected by mycorrhizal pathways that ran through the soil and rock and water table of the mountain range. The Varandha Ghat devrai was one node — a hub, a central processing point, but one among many. Other hubs were visible — other devrais, other sacred groves, some of them known to science, some of them unknown, hidden in valleys and on ridgetops that no GPS had mapped and no satellite had imaged.

And the map showed something else. Movement. Data flowing through the network in real time — addressed messages, archive updates, status reports, the continuous traffic of a communication system that had been operating for millennia. The flow was not uniform — some pathways were active, some dormant, some degraded, some severed. The network's topology was damaged — fragmented by deforestation, severed by road construction, degraded by pollution and water extraction.

But it was alive. Despite everything — despite the British, despite the plantations, despite the borewells and the concrete and the centuries of human indifference — the network was alive. Diminished, damaged, fragmented, but alive. Still carrying data. Still maintaining the archive. Still doing the work it had been built to do five thousand years ago by people who understood that some things are too important to be trusted to human memory alone.

Nikhil held the map in his mind. He committed it to memory — not the specific coordinates, which his human brain couldn't retain at this resolution, but the shape. The scope. The sense of a living system that spanned a mountain range and contained, in its roots and its fungi and its chemical signals, more information than every library on earth.

He came out of the session and immediately began to draw.

On the back of a chromatogram printout, with a ballpoint pen that was running low on ink, he sketched the network map as he'd perceived it. Crude — his drawing skills were those of a scientist, not an artist — but recognisable. Nodes marked as circles, pathways as lines, active connections as solid lines, dormant connections as dashes. The map covered the entire paper, edge to edge, the Western Ghats rendered as a network diagram that looked like a circuit board designed by nature and refined by human intelligence.

"This is the next project," he told Vanya, showing her the map. "We've decoded the archive at one node. There are — " he counted his circles, knowing the count was incomplete, knowing the network extended beyond his perception, "— at least forty-seven other hub nodes in the Western Ghats. Each one a sacred grove. Each one containing its own archive. Some of them are intact. Some are damaged. Some are probably already lost."

"Forty-seven sacred groves to survey, decode, and protect."

"Forty-seven that I could see. The network extends beyond my range — there are nodes at the edge of my perception that are connected to nodes I can't sense. The true number could be in the hundreds."

Vanya looked at the map. At the crude circles and dashed lines that represented, in simplified form, the most extraordinary information system on the planet.

"We'll need more sensitives," she said.

"We'll need more than sensitives. We'll need mycologists, linguists, anthropologists, geneticists, programmers, conservationists. We'll need institutions. Funding. Legal frameworks. We'll need —" He stopped. Laughed. The laugh of a man who has seen the scope of his life's work and finds it both terrifying and exhilarating. "We'll need more than one lifetime."

"Then we'll need people to continue after us."

"Raju," Nikhil said. "Hirabai's grandson. He's twelve years old and he can hear the network more clearly than I can. The Katkari have been raising sensitives for three thousand years without a Register and without a breeding programme. They just — know. The families know. The community knows."

"And we support that knowledge. Not by taking it. By amplifying it. By giving the community the tools to do what they've been doing — but with protection, with recognition, with the resources to do it at scale."

The plan was enormous. The plan was a lifetime's work, or several lifetimes. The plan required resources and alliances and institutional frameworks that didn't yet exist. But the plan was right. Nikhil knew it was right the way the trees knew when the monsoon was coming — not through analysis, but through a sensitivity that was older than thought.

He pinned the map to the wall of the farmhouse. Beside the chromatograms, beside the decoded messages, beside the geological surveys and the archived data and the evidence of eight months of work that had started with a tingling in his hands and had ended — no, not ended, had begun — with the knowledge that the earth itself was alive with memory.

"Ready?" Vanya asked.

"For what?"

"For the next forty-seven groves."

"I've been ready my whole life. I just didn't know it."

The banyan hummed. Outside, the cool December light touched the Sahyadri ridgeline with gold. Somewhere in the network, data flowed — ancient, patient, relentless, carrying the voices of trees that had been talking for millennia and had finally, after all this time, found someone willing to listen.




  
    Chapter 26: The Letter

    
    
  
  Nikhil found it in January, in a tin box under the floorboards of the farmhouse's eastern room.

He wasn't looking for it. He was looking for a water leak — the January cold had contracted the wooden floorboards, opening gaps that the monsoon's moisture had sealed, and a persistent drip from somewhere beneath the house was threatening the oscilloscope's power supply, which he'd moved indoors for the dry season. He pulled up the boards — old teak, heavy, fitted without nails in the traditional Konkan style — and found the tin box where the drip was, wedged between a floor joist and the stone foundation, wrapped in oilcloth that had been waterproof thirty years ago and was now merely damp.

The box was the kind that used to hold Parle-G biscuits — the rectangular tin with the baby on the label, a cultural artifact as ubiquitous in Indian households as the steel tumbler or the pressure cooker. This one had been repurposed. The biscuit label was gone, replaced by a strip of masking tape on which someone had written, in Marathi, in handwriting that Nikhil recognised as his grandfather's:

निखिलसाठी. वेळ आल्यावर.

For Nikhil. When the time comes.

His hands were steady when he opened the box. They had been steady through eight months of decoding an ancient archive, through confrontations with powerful adversaries, through the revelation that his best friend was his brother. They were steady now. But his heart was not.

Inside the box: a letter. Handwritten. Twelve pages. Baban Kulkarni's handwriting — the careful Devanagari script of a man educated in a village school in the 1950s, when penmanship was a moral virtue and a well-formed अ was considered evidence of good character.

The letter was dated March 2014. One year before Ajoba's death.

Nikhil sat on the bare floor joists, the removed floorboards stacked beside him, the tin box in his lap, and read his grandfather's last letter.



Dear Nikhil,

If you are reading this, the time has come. Either I am dead and you have returned to the farmhouse, or you are alive and have found the trees. Knowing you — knowing your mother's stubbornness and your father's curiosity and the thing in your blood that came from me and before me from my father and before him from people whose names even the trees have forgotten — I suspect it is both.

I am writing this in March. The banyan is stressed. The water is going. I can feel it — you will know what I mean when I say "feel," because by the time you read this, you will feel it too. The hum is lower this year. Quieter. The network is losing nodes. Trees I have known since childhood are going silent, one by one, the way friends go silent when they are dying — not suddenly, but by degrees, their voices getting fainter until one day you reach for them and they are not there.

I have known about the network since I was seven years old. My father took me to the banyan and put my hands on the bark and said: "Listen." I listened. I heard. I have been listening for seventy years. I have heard things that I cannot describe in Marathi or English or any human language, because the trees do not speak in human language and the things they say are larger than words.

I have also known about Meera Deshpande since 1972, when she came to this house with her instruments and her questions and her eyes that looked at me the way a jeweller looks at an uncut diamond — assessing value, calculating yield. She is a brilliant woman. She is also a dangerous woman. Not because she is evil — she is not evil, she is something more complicated than evil. She is a woman who has found something precious and has decided that she alone should decide what to do with it.

I refused her help. I will tell you why.

The trees are not ours. The archive is not ours. The network is not ours. It belongs to itself. It belongs to the forest. It belongs to the communities — the Katkari, the Warli, the Mahadeo Koli, the people whose names the government writes in ledgers and whose knowledge the government ignores — who built it and maintained it and who have the right to decide what happens to it.

Meera Deshpande does not understand this. She sees the network as a resource. A thing to be managed, optimised, controlled. She sees the sensitives — you, me, the families in her Register — as tools. Instruments for accessing a resource. She is wrong. We are not tools. We are guests. The trees invite us in. They share their knowledge with us because they choose to, not because we have the right to take it.

I have spent my life as a guest in the forest. I have received more from the trees than I could ever return. Medicines that healed my patients. Knowledge that shaped my practice. Companionship that sustained me through your grandmother's death and your father's distance and the long loneliness of being the only person in a village who hears what the trees say.

The trees have asked me for one thing. Only one thing, in seventy years. They have asked me to find someone who can do what I cannot. I can hear the trees. I can receive their signals. I can feel the network's emotions and monitor its health and sense when a node goes silent. But I cannot decode the archive. The deep data — the encoded knowledge, the Adivasi records, the history that the forest has been preserving for millennia — I can sense its presence but I cannot read it. My brain is old. My chemistry is declining. The interface between my neurology and the tree's biochemistry is degrading, the way the network itself is degrading, because age takes everything eventually.

You can decode it. I know this because the trees know it. They have been tracking your development since you were five years old — since the day your mother brought you to this farmhouse and you wandered into the devrai and put your hand on the banyan and stood there for twenty minutes without moving, and I watched from the verandah and wept, because I saw in you what my father saw in me, and I knew that the burden and the gift would pass to another generation.

The trees have been waiting for you, Nikhil. Not metaphorically. Literally. The banyan has adjusted its signal output over the years — I can feel it changing, calibrating, preparing itself for a receiver with different characteristics than mine. It is learning to speak to you before you have learned to listen. When you arrive — and you will arrive, because the forest calls its own — the banyan will be ready.

Here is what I want you to know:

First: the archive is real. Do not let anyone — not scientists, not politicians, not Meera Deshpande — tell you that the trees are "just trees." They are not just trees. They are the memory of the world.

Second: the Katkari are the key. Not the instruments. Not the science. The Katkari. Their songs open the deep archive. I learned this from Hirabai's mother, sixty years ago, sitting where you are sitting now. The songs are sacred. Treat them as such.

Third: Bhaskar is your brother. I know this because the trees told me, and because I have eyes in my head, and because your friend has your father's jaw and your grandmother's way of laughing. Your father does not know that I know. Your mother does not know that I know. The trees know everything. The trees told me twenty years ago, when Bhaskar first visited this farmhouse and the banyan registered his genetic signature and transmitted the kinship data through the network. I chose not to speak. I chose to let the truth emerge when the truth was ready. If you are reading this letter, the truth is ready.

Fourth: forgive your father. He is a good man who made a human mistake and has spent thirty years carrying the weight of it. The trees do not judge — they record, they remember, but they do not judge. Be like the trees. Record. Remember. But do not judge.

Fifth: protect the devrai. Not for the science. Not for the archive. Not for the potential Nobel Prize that Meera Deshpande has been dreaming about for forty years. Protect it because it is alive. Because it feels. Because it grieves when a node is lost and rejoices when a connection is restored and carries, in its ancient, slow, magnificent intelligence, a love for the world that humans have not yet learned to match.

I am tired. The letter is long. The handwriting is getting worse — my hands shake now, the tremor that comes from seventy years of chemical exposure through the root zone, the price the body pays for the privilege of hearing the trees. I do not regret the price. I would pay it a thousand times.

The banyan is humming. It knows I am writing to you. It wants me to add something — I can feel the signal, the specific addressing tag that means "include this." The tree has a message for you.

The message is: we remember you. From when you were five years old. From when you stood at our trunk and did not speak and did not move and simply listened. We have been waiting. Welcome home.

With all the love of an old man and an old tree,

Your Ajoba,*
*Baban Kulkarni

Varandha Ghat, March 2014



Nikhil sat on the floorboards for a long time after he finished reading.

The farmhouse was quiet. Vanya was at the Katkari settlement — a weekly visit now, part of the formal collaboration they'd established, bringing solar-charged tablets and translation software and the growing respect of a scientist who had learned that the community she was working with knew more about the forest than she ever would. Bhaskar was in Sangli, visiting Sadashiv Patwardhan — "Baba," as he still called him, as he would always call him, the title earned through thirty-four years of being a father in every way that mattered.

The hum was there. The hum was always there. But today it was — gentler. Softer. As if the network, sensing the emotional charge of the moment, had modulated its output to provide not data but comfort. The chemical equivalent of a hand on a shoulder.

Nikhil folded the letter carefully. He put it back in the tin box. He put the tin box on the shelf where Ajoba's treatment texts had sat for fifty years — the shelf that still smelled of dried herbs, that still carried, in its wood grain, the chemical residue of a lifetime of medicine.

He went to the banyan.

The January afternoon was cool and clear — the best season in the Western Ghats, the season when the air was dry and the light was golden and the forest, stripped of its monsoon extravagance, revealed its essential architecture: the trunks, the branches, the roots, the structure that persisted through the seasons, that endured when the leaves fell and the flowers faded and the surface beauty was stripped away.

He pressed his palms to the bark. The signal came — familiar, clear, the voice of a friend.

I have read Ajoba's letter,* he sent. Not in words. In the chemical-electrical language that was, after eight months, as natural to him as speech. *He loved you.

The banyan's response was not data. Not a message. Not a decoded archive entry.

It was a memory.

Baban Kulkarni. Standing at this trunk. Every day, for sixty years. The same gesture — palms on bark, feet on roots, the interface engaged. The tree had recorded every session. Every touch. Every chemical exchange. Sixty years of data, compressed into a single experiential burst that Nikhil received not as information but as presence — his grandfather, alive in the tree's memory, as real and as specific as a voice in the next room.

We remember him,* the tree said. *We will always remember him. As we will always remember you.

Nikhil stood with his hands on the bark and his grandfather's words in his heart and the network's memory flowing through him like water through roots, and he understood — finally, completely, with the certainty of direct experience rather than intellectual analysis — what the trees had been trying to tell him since the day he arrived.

The forest was not an archive. The forest was not a library. The forest was not a communication network or an information system or a biological internet.

The forest was a family.

Connected through roots the way families are connected through blood. Sharing resources the way families share meals. Maintaining memory the way families maintain stories. Loving — in the slow, chemical, inhuman way that trees love — with the constancy and patience that human love aspires to but rarely achieves.

And Nikhil — the biochemist, the divorced man, the failed academic who had retreated to his grandfather's farmhouse to escape his own inadequacy — was part of it. Not a researcher studying it. Not a scientist decoding it. Part of it. A node in the network. A member of the family. Connected through channels that evolution had not designed for this purpose but that worked anyway, because connection finds a way.

He stayed at the banyan until the sun dropped behind the Sahyadri ridge. The gold light turned to amber, the amber to violet, the violet to the deep blue that preceded the stars. The hum carried him through the transition — the day-to-night shift that the network navigated every twenty-four hours, the diurnal rhythm that had been running without interruption for millions of years.

When the first stars appeared, he removed his hands from the bark. Gently. The way you release a hug — not pulling away, but relaxing, letting the connection loosen without severing it.

"Thank you," he said. Out loud. In Marathi. To a tree.

The tree hummed.




  
    Chapter 27: The Quiet Moment

    
    
  
  February in the Western Ghats is the season of clarity.

The monsoon's excess has been metabolised. The post-monsoon growth has hardened. The air is dry, the light precise, and the forest reveals its bones — the architecture of trunk and branch that the leaves concealed, the structure that persists when the decoration is stripped away. It is the season when you can see furthest, when the haze lifts and the Sahyadri ridgeline stands against the sky with an edge so sharp it looks cut from blue steel.

Nikhil woke before dawn. This was not unusual — he had been waking before dawn for nine months, his circadian rhythm entrained to the network's activity cycle, his body rising when the trees' chemical output shifted from the dormant nocturnal register to the active pre-dawn frequencies. But today was different. Today he woke not to work but to stillness.

No decoding session planned. No data analysis. No calls with Simard's lab in Vancouver. No meetings with the Katkari elders. No fieldwork, no surveys, no chromatograms scrolling across a laptop screen. Vanya had declared a rest day — the first since they'd begun the project — and had enforced it with the quiet authority of a woman who understood that human organisms, like tree organisms, required fallow periods.

He made chai. The ritual was unchanged from the first morning at the farmhouse — kettle, gas stove, water, tea leaves, ginger crushed with the flat of a knife, sugar (less now than Ajoba's recipe specified, because Vanya had opinions about sugar), milk boiled to the edge of overflow. The process required no thought. His hands moved through it the way his hands moved through the decoding sessions — automatically, trained, the repetition having carved neural pathways as deep and permanent as the banyan's root channels.

He took the chai to the verandah. Sat. Watched.

The pre-dawn forest was the forest he loved most. Not the dramatic monsoon forest with its walls of green and its torrential sound. Not the golden post-monsoon forest with its fruiting and its plenty. The quiet forest. The February forest. The forest that was resting, gathering itself, preparing for the dry season's austerity with the calm of an organism that had survived ten thousand dry seasons and expected to survive ten thousand more.

The stars were fading. Jupiter, which had been his companion on the verandah for months — the planet visible before dawn in the western sky, steady and bright above the ridge — was sinking toward the horizon. The eastern sky was lightening — not yet pink, not yet gold, just a softening of the dark, a hint that somewhere behind the mountains the sun was preparing its entrance.

The hum was gentle. The dry-season signal — quieter than the monsoon's roar, more intimate, the network operating at conservation levels, carrying only essential traffic. Status updates. Archive maintenance. The slow pulse of a system running on low power.

Nikhil did not put his hands on the ground. Did not reach for the signal. Did not engage the interface. He sat with his chai and his silence and he let the forest be the forest without asking it to be anything else.

This was the quiet moment. The moment between intensity and intensity, between revelation and revelation, between the decoding of ancient knowledge and the protection of ancient trees. The moment when the hero of the story — if this story had a hero, which Nikhil disputed, because the heroes were the trees and the Katkari and possibly the mycorrhizal fungi, who had been doing the actual work for four hundred million years without credit — the moment when the protagonist stops moving and simply exists.

He thought about Priya.

He hadn't thought about his ex-wife in months. The divorce — final, clean, no children, no shared property, just the severing of a legal bond that had failed to survive the strains of two careers and one fundamental incompatibility — had been the thing that sent him to the farmhouse. The retreat. The failure. And now, nine months later, sitting on the same verandah he'd arrived at in despair, he found that the despair was gone. Not healed — despair doesn't heal, it transforms, like compost, into something that feeds new growth — but gone from the foreground, replaced by something larger, something that had nothing to do with Priya and everything to do with the fact that he had found his purpose and his purpose was a four-hundred-year-old tree.

He thought about his mother. Anita Kulkarni. The woman who had forgiven her husband's affair and raised her son without bitterness and never told him about the brother who lived in Sangli. He should visit her. He should bring her to the farmhouse. He should put her hands on the banyan and let her feel — she was a carrier, she might feel something, even the faintest echo of the signal — what her father-in-law had felt, what her son felt, what the forest offered to those who were willing to receive it.

He thought about Bhaskar. About the phone call two days ago — Bhaskar in Sangli, his voice rough with an emotion that the geological register couldn't contain, telling Nikhil that he'd told Trisha everything. About the brother. About the father. About the trees. And Trisha — practical, warm, the kind of woman who responded to life's earthquakes by making sure everyone had chai and a blanket — Trisha had listened and then said, "I always wondered why you two looked alike."

He thought about Vanya.

Vanya, who was sleeping in the eastern room of the farmhouse now — not the cave. The cave had been abandoned in October, after the monsoon, after the planting ceremony, after the point in the project where living in a cave went from "dedicated field researcher" to "person who is avoiding intimacy by sleeping in a rock." She slept in the farmhouse. In the room that had been Ajoba's treatment room. In a bed that Bhaskar had constructed from salvaged teak and a mattress purchased from a shop in Bhor that had never sold a mattress to a customer who arrived barefoot and smelling of forest.

They were not — the word "together" was inadequate, the word "relationship" was clinical, and the word "love" was something Nikhil was still calibrating. They were — proximate. Integrated. Two people whose professional collaboration had become personal proximity through the gradual, inevitable process of shared purpose, shared crisis, shared meals, shared silence, and the slow recognition that the chemistry between them was not just the chemistry that flowed through the root zone.

She hadn't said anything. Neither had he. They existed in the space between intention and declaration, the space where two people know but haven't said and don't need to say because the knowing is sufficient. The trees knew. The network had registered the change in their biochemistry months ago — the oxytocin shifts, the cortisol reductions, the synchronisation of circadian rhythms that occurs when two mammals share sleeping space. The banyan had noted it with the arboreal equivalent of approval — a subtle shift in the signals it sent to each of them, a warmth in the addressing tags, as if the tree was pleased that two of its favourite humans had stopped being professionally distant and started being humanly close.

The sun arrived. Not gradually — in the Western Ghats, in February, the sun crests the ridge and hits you like a spotlight, sudden and warm and unapologetic. The verandah went from shadow to gold in thirty seconds. The forest's canopy lit up — the evergreen leaves catching the light and throwing it back in shades of green that photography couldn't capture, the deciduous bare branches turning from grey to silver to the pale gold of old bone.

The Malabar whistling thrush began its raga. The bulbuls followed. The barbets, the drongos, the treepies. The morning orchestra assembling, each voice joining in its own time, the forest's daily proclamation that it was alive, it was here, it was not going to stop making noise just because the world had decided that silence was more convenient.

Vanya appeared in the doorway. Barefoot. Hair wild. Wearing one of Nikhil's shirts — too large for her, the sleeves rolled to her elbows, the hem at her thighs. She held a chai in her own hands — she'd made it herself, he'd heard the kettle, the small domestic sounds of a shared morning.

She sat beside him. Close. Their shoulders touching. The chai steaming in the cold air.

"Rest day," she said.

"Rest day."

"No trees."

"No trees."

They sat in the golden morning and drank chai and watched the forest wake up and did nothing. The doing-nothing was harder than the doing-something — it required the deliberate suspension of purpose, the conscious choice to let the archive wait, to let the network hum without engaging it, to be a person rather than a researcher for one morning.

A langur appeared on the collapsed eastern wall. It sat on the tarpaulin and regarded them with the critical gaze of a primate that had seen many humans come and go from this property and was not impressed by any of them. It picked at a mango pit that had been sitting on the wall since the previous season — dried, desiccated, but apparently still containing something worth investigating.

"That langur has been watching us for months," Vanya said.

"He lives in the banyan. I've seen him — he sleeps in the upper canopy, in the fork where the main trunk splits."

"The trees know him. His signature is in the network — a regular presence, a known entity. The banyan treats him the way it treats us: familiar, tolerated, occasionally fed through fruit drops that may or may not be deliberate."

"The banyan drops fruit on him deliberately?"

"The banyan drops fruit on everything deliberately. Nothing a four-hundred-year-old tree does is accidental. It just operates on timescales that make it look accidental to organisms with seventy-year lifespans."

Nikhil laughed. The laugh surprised him — not because it was unusual, but because it was easy. Laughter had become easy in this place, in this company, in this life that was harder and stranger and more meaningful than the life he'd left in Pune.

"I'm happy," he said. The words surprised him more than the laugh. He was not a man who named his emotions — the Maharashtrian male processing protocol did not include self-disclosure as a standard feature. But the chai was warm and the morning was golden and Vanya was beside him and the forest was humming and the words came out before the protocol could intercept them.

Vanya didn't respond with words. She leaned into him — shoulder to shoulder, the slight weight of her body against his, the contact point warm through the cotton of his shirt — and she breathed out, a long, slow exhalation that released something she'd been holding for longer than nine months, longer than three years in a cave, longer than the conference in Bangalore where a woman in a white sari had changed the direction of her life.

They sat. The sun climbed. The langur ate its mango pit. The forest hummed.

The quiet moment held.




  
    Chapter 28: The Roots Remember

    
    
  
  The banyan tree at the edge of the Kulkarni property had been dying for eleven years before anyone noticed.

Now it was growing.

March. One year since Nikhil had arrived at the farmhouse with a suitcase and a failed marriage and the vague intention of hiding from his life in his grandfather's house. One year since the first tingling in his hands. One year since the hum.

The growth was measurable. Bhaskar's latest survey — conducted with the precision of a geologist who measured things because measurement was how he processed love — showed radial growth in the current ring that was twice the previous year's. New aerial roots were descending from the lower branches, reaching for the soil with the slow urgency of an organism that had been given a reprieve and was determined to use it. The canopy, which had been thinning for a decade, was dense again — new leaves, new branches, the architecture of recovery visible to anyone who cared to look.

The network was recovering too. The monsoon's recharge, combined with the stopped borewells and the planted saplings, had raised the water table by two metres. Mycorrhizal connections that had been dormant were reactivating. Nodes that had gone silent were coming back online. The network's map — the one Nikhil had drawn on the back of a chromatogram and pinned to the farmhouse wall — was filling in, dashed lines becoming solid, dead nodes becoming alive.

Not all of them. Some losses were permanent. Trees that had died — from drought, from logging, from the slow strangulation of concrete and asphalt — were gone. Their data had been backed up to neighbouring nodes before they failed, but the physical infrastructure, the trunk and roots and mycorrhizal connections that had taken centuries to build, was irreplaceable on any human timescale. The network would never be what it had been before the British, before the plantations, before the borewells. But it would be more than it had been a year ago. And that was enough. That had to be enough.



The morning was warm. March warm — the dry heat building, the air carrying the smell of hot stone and dry leaves and the particular fragrance of the devrai in spring: the ain trees flowering, their white blossoms filling the understorey with a scent that the GC-MS registered as a complex of linalool and geraniol and that Nikhil's nose registered as beauty.

He walked to the banyan. The walk that had taken fifteen minutes in June, when the forest was dense and the paths were overgrown and the monsoon weight of the vegetation pressed in from every side, took eight minutes now. The dry-season forest was open — you could see through it, see the trunk architecture, the root systems, the ground itself, the physical infrastructure of the network visible the way a city's infrastructure is visible from the air.

He carried nothing. No instruments. No laptop. No notebook. This morning was not a work morning. This morning was an anniversary.

The banyan waited. It always waited. Trees are good at waiting — they have had four hundred million years of practice.

He pressed his palms to the bark. The signal came — immediately, cleanly, the way a phone connects on the first ring. The banyan's voice was strong this morning. Stronger than it had been in June, when the dry season's stress had weakened the signal to a whisper. The monsoon had fed it. The recovery had strengthened it. And the twelve months of daily contact with Nikhil had done something else — had refined the interface, tuned the tree's output to his neurological profile with a precision that made communication almost effortless.

Good morning, Nikhil sent.

Good morning, the banyan responded. Not in those words — in the chemical equivalent, the molecular greeting that the tree had been sending to its favourite humans for four centuries. But the sentiment was the same.

He settled into the signal. Let it flow. Let the network's morning traffic wash over him — the status updates from the connected trees, the archive's maintenance routines, the quiet data flow of a system operating normally. He was not looking for anything. Not decoding. Not analysing. Just — present. In the network. Part of the network. A node among nodes.

The banyan showed him the morning.

Not through his own senses — through the tree's. The chemical profile of the air: temperature, humidity, the concentrations of a hundred volatile compounds that the human nose registered as "morning in the forest" and the tree registered as a detailed environmental report. The vibration profile of the ground: Bhaskar's footsteps on the verandah, the langur's weight in the upper canopy, the seismic micro-events of a landscape warming in the sun. The electrical profile of the root zone: the mycorrhizal network's morning activation sequence, the signals flowing through fungal threads as the system transitioned from night mode to day mode.

The tree's morning was richer than his. More detailed. More complete. The tree perceived the world through channels that human neurology could only approximate — chemical senses that operated at the molecular level, electrical senses that detected fields too weak for any human instrument, temporal senses that tracked processes over timescales that human consciousness couldn't sustain.

And the tree shared it. Not because Nikhil asked. Because the tree wanted to. Because sharing — the fundamental act of the mycorrhizal network, the reason the system existed — was what trees did. They shared nutrients. They shared water. They shared warnings. And with the humans who could hear them, they shared experience. The world as seen by an organism that was rooted in place and connected to everything.

Nikhil received the morning. All of it. The warmth and the light and the chemical complexity and the slow, patient awareness of a being that had been awake for four hundred years and would be awake for four hundred more if the water held and the humans kept their promises.

Then the tree showed him something else.

Not the morning. Not the archive. Not a memory of his grandfather or a message from the network.

It showed him the future.

Not prophecy — trees don't prophesy. Projection. The network, which had been recording environmental data for millennia, which had built climate models of extraordinary sophistication through the simple mechanism of recording what happened and extrapolating from the pattern, had generated a projection. The next century. The next millennium. The trajectory of the forest, the water, the climate, the human communities, based on the data the network had accumulated over five thousand years of observation.

The projection was not a single scenario. It was a probability distribution — a range of futures, weighted by likelihood, the tree's version of a Monte Carlo simulation. And the distribution had two clusters.

In one cluster — the high-probability cluster, the one that the network's models weighted most heavily — the forest died. Not suddenly. Gradually. The water table continued to drop. The sacred groves were denotified, one by one, as development pressures overrode conservation commitments. The network fragmented further. The archive degraded. The knowledge was lost. The librarians were gone and the library burned, not in a single fire but in a slow smouldering that took centuries but was no less complete.

In the other cluster — smaller, less likely, but present — the forest survived. The water table stabilised. The sacred groves were protected. The network was maintained — not by trees alone, because trees couldn't lobby and couldn't vote and couldn't hire lawyers, but by the humans who had learned to hear them. By sensitives who decoded the archive and published the knowledge and made the case for preservation in the languages that power understood: science, economics, law. By Katkari elders who sang the songs and maintained the connections and passed the knowledge to their grandchildren. By Bhaskar and Vanya and Simard and the twelve graduate students in Vancouver and the documentary filmmakers and the journalists and the politicians who had discovered, to their surprise, that protecting ancient trees was good politics.

The second cluster was small. The probability was low. The network's models, calibrated against five thousand years of data, gave the forest a chance — but only a chance. The outcome depended on variables the network could not predict: human decisions. Individual choices. The willingness of a species with a seventy-year lifespan and a ten-second attention span to commit to protecting something that operated on a timescale of millennia.

The tree was not optimistic. Trees don't do optimism — optimism requires the expectation of positive outcomes, and the network's data showed that human decision-making was, from a statistical perspective, unreliable. Humans made good decisions sometimes and bad decisions often and the variance was too high for the network's models to generate high-confidence positive projections.

But the tree was not despairing either. Trees don't do despair. They do persistence. They do the slow, stubborn, cellular work of growing — one ring per year, one root per season, one mycorrhizal connection at a time — in the direction of the light. They do the work because the work is what they are. Not because the outcome is guaranteed.

Will you stay? the tree asked.

Not forever. Trees understood temporality — they lived with the knowledge that individual organisms ended. The question was about commitment. About the years that Nikhil had left — twenty, thirty, forty if the genetics were kind — and what he would do with them.

Yes,* he sent. *I will stay.

Will you teach others?

Yes.

Will you protect us?

And here Nikhil paused. Because the honest answer — the answer the tree deserved, the answer that respected the network's models and the data and the probability distributions — was: I will try. I will try and I might fail. I will try because the trying is what matters, because the alternative is not trying, and the alternative leads with certainty to the future the network fears.

I will protect you,* he sent. *For as long as I can. And when I can't, I will have taught others who will protect you after me. And they will teach others. And the chain will hold because the chain has to hold because the alternative is a world without memory, and that is not a world worth living in.

The banyan received the message. Processed it. Transmitted it through the network — tree to tree, node to node, the signal propagating across the Western Ghats at the speed of chemistry, carrying the information that a human had made a promise.

And from the network — from the thousands of trees and the millions of fungal connections and the deep, ancient, engineered intelligence that underlay it all — a response came.

Not words. Not data. Not a projection or a memory or a greeting.

A sound. The hum, which had been Nikhil's constant companion for a year, which had started as a faint vibration in his first weeks and had grown into the background music of his life, changed. It rose. Not in volume — in complexity. New frequencies joining, new harmonics appearing, the signal expanding from a single tone to a chord to something that his brain, reaching for the closest human analogy, could only call a symphony.

The Western Ghat network was singing.

Not for the first time. The network had been singing for millennia — the constant chemical-electrical output that constituted its operational noise, the background hum of a system doing its work. But this was different. This was intentional. This was the network choosing — in whatever way a distributed biological intelligence could be said to choose — to make itself heard. To raise its voice. To say, in the only language it had, the thing it had been trying to say for five thousand years.

We are here. We remember. We are alive.

Nikhil stood with his hands on the bark and his feet on the roots and the song of the forest flowing through him, and he wept. Not from sadness. Not from joy. From the particular emotion that has no name in English or Marathi or any human language — the emotion that comes from being very small in the presence of something very large, and being loved by it anyway.

The song continued. The sun climbed. The ain blossoms fell around him like snow, white and fragrant, the forest's offering. The langur watched from the upper canopy, silent for once, as if even a creature without the botanical aptitude could sense that something extraordinary was happening beneath the canopy.

Nikhil removed his hands from the bark. The song didn't stop — it was in the air now, in the soil, in the water table, in the roots of every tree in the devrai. The network was singing and would keep singing, the way it had kept singing for millennia, whether anyone was listening or not.

But someone was listening now.

He walked back to the farmhouse. The morning light was full — golden, warm, the Western Ghats in their spring glory. The farmhouse was there — battered, tilted, the eastern wall still collapsed, the tarpaulin still flapping in the breeze. But the verandah was solid. The roof held. The chai stove worked. And on the verandah, Vanya was sitting with two cups of chai, one for herself and one for him, because she had known — through the network or through the simpler network of human love — that he would need chai when he came back.

"The trees are singing," he said.

"I know," she said. "I can hear them."

He sat beside her. Took the chai. Drank. The chai was perfect — ginger, less sugar, the Kulkarni recipe modified by a Kamat palate, the collaboration of two families who had come together not through a Register or a programme but through a shared purpose and the gradual, persistent, stubborn work of love.

The forest sang. The devrai hummed. Somewhere in the root network, data flowed — ancient, patient, relentless, carrying the memory of everything that had ever happened beneath these canopies and the hope of everything that might happen still.

The banyan tree at the edge of the Kulkarni property had been dying for eleven years before anyone noticed.

Now it was singing.

And someone, at last, was listening.



END




  
    Epilogue: Five Years Later

    
    
  
  The girl was seven years old when she first heard the trees.

Her name was Ananya. She was Raju's daughter — Hirabai's great-granddaughter — born in the settlement on a monsoon night when the network had hummed with a frequency the team had never recorded before, a frequency that Vanya later identified as the botanical equivalent of celebration.

Ananya did not know she was special. She knew that Ajoba Raju — who was seventeen now, tall and quiet, with his grandmother's sharp eyes and an aptitude score that exceeded Nikhil's by a factor he found both humbling and appropriate — could put his hands on trees and hear things. She knew that Nikhil uncle and Vanya aunty lived at the farmhouse and studied the forest. She knew that the big man, Bhaskar uncle, came on weekends with his wife Trisha and their children and measured things with instruments and laughed at jokes nobody else found funny.

She knew the trees were important. Everyone in the settlement knew that. It was not new knowledge — it was the oldest knowledge, the knowledge that had been passed down through her family for longer than anyone could count, the knowledge that the trees remembered and the songs preserved and the devrai protected.

What she did not know, until the morning of her seventh birthday, was that she could hear them too.

She was playing at the edge of the devrai. The forbidden zone — the settlement's children were told to stay out of the sacred grove, not because the grove was dangerous but because the grove was sacred and children were loud and the two conditions were incompatible. But Ananya had wandered. Seven-year-olds wander. It is their primary function.

She found the banyan. It was larger than she remembered — it grew, slowly, but it grew, and each year the canopy was wider and the aerial roots more numerous and the presence more immense. She stood at the edge of the root zone and looked up at the canopy — a green sky, dappled with light, alive with birds and langurs and the small dramas of organisms going about their lives in the architecture of a tree.

She put her hand on an aerial root. Not because she knew what would happen. Because the root was there, and she was seven, and touching things was what seven-year-olds did.

The signal came.

She didn't scream. She didn't pull away. She stood very still — the way Nikhil had stood still, twenty years before her, at age five, in this exact spot, touching this exact tree — and she listened.

The banyan spoke to her. Not in words. In the language that was older than words, the language of chemistry and electricity and the slow green patience of an organism that had been waiting for her since before she was born.

Hello,* the tree said. *We know you. We have been waiting.

Ananya didn't understand the content. She was seven. She understood the feeling — the warmth, the welcome, the sense of being recognised by something vast and gentle and very, very old.

She stood with her hand on the root for a long time. The morning light moved across the forest floor. The birds sang. The network hummed.

Then she went home and told her father.

Raju, who was seventeen and had been hearing the trees since he was twelve and had been trained by Nikhil and Vanya and Hirabai in the protocols of decoding and had become, in the five years since the Nature paper, the most skilled sensitive in the Western Ghats — Raju looked at his daughter and felt something that the network had no compound for and the GC-MS could not measure.

Pride. Terror. Hope.

He called Nikhil.



Nikhil received the call on the verandah. The verandah that was no longer tilted — Bhaskar had rebuilt it the previous summer, with teak from a sustainable plantation in Konkan, the joints done properly this time, the roof replaced with solar tiles that powered the monitoring station and the satellite link and the small laboratory that had replaced the camping table.

The farmhouse was no longer a ruin. It was a research station. The Eastern Wall — the one that had collapsed, the gap that Vanya had used as a door — had been rebuilt with glass, creating a window that looked directly into the devrai. The treatment room was now a data centre — three laptops, a server rack, the GC-MS (purchased now, not borrowed), Bhaskar's seismic monitoring equipment, and a small library of decoded archive translations that grew by the week.

Vanya was in the kitchen. Their kitchen. The kitchen that she had reorganised — Ajoba's herbs were still on the shelf, but they were joined by her own collection: dried specimens from the devrai, labelled in her precise handwriting, cross-referenced with the archive's pharmacopeia. A baby monitor sat on the counter, its green light blinking — their son, Baban, named for the grandfather who had started everything, was sleeping in the eastern room.

"Raju's daughter can hear the trees," Nikhil said, putting down the phone.

Vanya looked up from the pohe she was making — the breakfast that had become their morning ritual, the way chai had been Ajoba's. Her face showed the thing that Nikhil's face had shown when Raju first demonstrated his abilities five years ago: recognition. The chain extending. The next link forging itself.

"How old?"

"Seven."

"Same as your grandfather. Same as you."

"Same as everyone. The sensitivity activates in childhood. It always has. The Katkari have known this for centuries — the songs are taught to children, not adults, because children's neurological plasticity allows the interface to form. Adults can learn, but children — children are born for it."

"Are you going?"

"Tomorrow. Raju wants me to assess her. And Hirabai wants to — " He paused. Smiled. "Hirabai wants to start teaching her the songs."

Vanya turned off the stove. She came to the verandah. She stood beside him — close, the way they always stood now, the professional distance of five years ago replaced by the physical intimacy of two people who had built a life between the human world and the botanical one.

"The network knows," she said. "I felt it this morning. A new signal — young, strong, addressed from the settlement's coordinates. The banyan registered a new sensitive. Ananya is already in the system."

"She was born in the system. She was born in the devrai's monitoring range, to parents who both carry the trait, in a community that has been maintaining the network for three thousand years. The network didn't just register her. It expected her."

The morning was warm. March warm. The anniversary — one year, five years, it didn't matter, every year was an anniversary in a place where the trees measured time in centuries. The devrai was green and dense and alive, the banyan's canopy a dark dome against the Sahyadri sky, and the hum was there, steady and patient and carrying the data of five thousand years.

Below the farmhouse, in the devrai, the fourteen saplings that had been planted on Dussehra five years ago were now trees. Young trees — slender, still growing, their canopies not yet touching — but trees. Connected to the network. Part of the archive. Recording their own first years in their own growth rings, adding their voices to the chorus.

And somewhere in the root network, data flowed. The archive continued its work — recording, storing, maintaining, sharing. The knowledge of three thousand years of human-forest collaboration, preserved in the roots of trees that had been declared worthless by the people who valued only what could be sold.

The knowledge was not worthless. The knowledge was everything.

Nikhil pressed his hand to the verandah rail — new teak, connected through its wood grain's residual chemistry to the network it had once been part of, carrying the faintest echo of a signal that was everywhere and always and would be there long after he was gone.

The trees remembered. They would always remember. And now — with Ananya, with Raju, with the growing community of sensitives who were learning the songs and decoding the archive and protecting the groves — now the humans would remember too.

The banyan hummed. The morning light touched the Sahyadri ridge. A seven-year-old girl, seven kilometres away, pressed her hand to a root and heard the voice of the world.

The roots remember.

They always have.
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