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    Chapter 1: The Forest Girl

    
    
  
  Mishti Lal had one bare foot pressed against the rough bark of the sal tree and the other dangling three metres above the forest floor. The bark bit into her sole — the specific bite of sal, which is not smooth like teak or forgiving like neem but textured like the palm of a working hand, ridged and honest. She'd been climbing these trees since she could walk, which in the Lal family meant: since four. Her father, Dhanraj Lal, a forest ranger with the Chhattisgarh Forest Department, had put her on her first branch the way other fathers put children on swings — with confidence and a refusal to acknowledge danger.

Below her, the Achanakmar forest spread in every direction — an unbroken canopy of sal and mahua and tendu, the specific green that exists only in central Indian forests, not the manicured green of Delhi parks or the desperate green of Bangalore's remaining trees but the original green, the green that had been here before roads and before language, the green that smelled of leaf rot and rain memory and the musk of sambar deer that moved through the undergrowth at dawn.

She was twenty-two. Home from Ranchi University for the summer break — her final year of BSc Forestry, a degree her father had chosen for her and she had accepted because the forest was not a career choice for the Lals, it was: inheritance. Three generations of forest rangers. Her grandfather had patrolled these same sal corridors on foot, with a lathi and a hurricane lantern, back when the forest was thicker and the threats were tigers, not mining companies.

The morning was February-cool — Chhattisgarh's brief winter, when the nights dropped to twelve degrees and the mornings carried the smell of woodsmoke from the tribal hamlets that dotted the forest's edge. Mishti could see the village of Lormi from her perch — a cluster of red-tiled roofs, the white spire of the small temple, the chai stall where Ganesh Bhaiya opened at 5 AM for the truck drivers on NH-130. Beyond Lormi: the road to Bilaspur, the district headquarters, where her mother worked as a schoolteacher and her brother Deepak was finishing his BVSc at the veterinary college because Deepak had always preferred healing animals to tracking them.

The reason Mishti was in the tree was: the langurs.

Specifically, the troop of grey langurs that had been raiding the mahua stores in Lormi for three weeks, a seasonal annoyance that the villagers handled with firecrackers and curses and that Mishti's father handled by sending his daughter into the canopy to observe their routes and identify the alpha. Because Dhanraj Lal believed — correctly — that if you understood the troop's hierarchy, you could redirect them without violence. "You don't fight the forest," he told Mishti every morning over chai, black chai without sugar, the forest ranger's drink since her grandfather's time. "You negotiate with it."

Mishti watched the langurs. The alpha — a large male with a silver-grey coat and the specific arrogance of an animal that knows it is being watched and does not care — was leading the troop along the canopy highway, moving from sal to mahua with the confidence of a commuter on a familiar Metro line. She counted: fourteen adults, six juveniles, two infants clinging to their mothers' bellies. The troop was healthy. Well-fed. The mahua raids were not desperation — they were: luxury. The langurs had plenty of forest food. They raided Lormi because the stored mahua was easier and because, as Mishti had written in her field journal, "langurs, like humans, prefer the path of least effort when given the option."

She noted the route. The alpha's pattern. The specific tree — a massive mahua on the village edge, the tree that Ganesh Bhaiya's chai stall backed onto — that served as the troop's entry point into the village. If they trimmed the branches on the village side, creating a gap the langurs couldn't leap, the troop would have to find another route. Simple. Non-violent. Effective. Her father's philosophy applied.

She descended the tree. The descent was — as always — faster than the climb, her bare feet finding the bark grooves with the muscle memory of eighteen years of climbing. She dropped the last two metres, landed on the forest floor in a crouch, and felt the leaf litter compress beneath her — damp, the mulch of a thousand seasons, the specific softness of a forest floor that has never been swept because nobody sweeps a forest. The soil smelled of fungi and iron, the red laterite soil of central India that stained clothes and feet and memory.

Walking back to Lormi through the sal corridor, she felt: the thing.

The thing that had been happening since she turned twenty. The thing she hadn't told her father or her mother or Deepak or anyone at Ranchi University. The thing that had no name in any language she knew — not Hindi, not Chhattisgarhi, not the scattered English of her forestry textbooks.

It started as pressure. Behind her eyes. Not a headache — headaches were dull, general, the background noise of dehydration or strain. This was: specific. Located. A pressure that felt like: attention. As if something in the forest — not an animal, not a person, something without a body — was paying attention to her. And the attention had: weight. The weight of being watched by a thing you cannot see.

She stopped walking. The sal trees: silent. No langur calls. No bird alarm. The specific silence that falls on a forest when something is: present. Not threatening — present. The distinction matters. A tiger's presence produces: terror. The birds scream. The deer bolt. The entire forest becomes a siren. This presence produced: stillness. The stillness of reverence. As if the forest had paused to acknowledge something passing through that was older and larger than any creature in it.

Mishti stood in the corridor. The pressure behind her eyes intensified. And then — the thing that frightened her every time, the thing she could not explain, the thing that made her consider for one wild moment that she was losing her mind:

She saw.

Not with her eyes. With something behind her eyes. The pressure became: vision. A vision of a man — not here, not in this forest, but somewhere else, a city, a road — a man on a motorcycle, moving fast, too fast, approaching a turn that he could not see was: obstructed. A truck. Parked. No lights. The man would hit it. The man would die.

The vision lasted four seconds. The forest returned. The sal trees. The bird sounds resuming. The langurs, distant, moving away from the village. Mishti's heart: racing. Her hands: trembling. The sweat on her neck: cold.

She had been seeing these things — these flashes, these intrusions of other people's moments — for two years. Always deaths. Always imminent. Always people she did not know, in places she had not been. The visions came without warning, without pattern, and left her with: nausea. The specific nausea of a body that has been used as a receiver for signals it was not built to carry.

She couldn't help the man on the motorcycle. She didn't know where he was. She didn't know when. The vision gave her: information without agency. The cruelty of knowing someone was about to die and being able to do: nothing.

Mishti walked to Lormi. To Ganesh Bhaiya's chai stall. Sat on the wooden bench. Ordered black chai without sugar — her father's drink, which she had adopted not because she liked it but because the bitterness was: grounding. The taste of something real after the unreality of the visions.

"Everything okay, didi?" Ganesh Bhaiya asked. He was sixty, thin, with the specific thinness of a man who had worked hard his entire life and whose body had responded by becoming: efficient. No excess. He'd known Mishti since birth, had given her jaggery pieces when she was four, had watched her climb the sal tree this morning with the casual concern of a village uncle who trusted her competence but not the branch.

"Fine, Bhaiya. The langurs are using the mahua tree behind your stall. We'll trim the branches tomorrow."

"Good. They stole two kilos of stored mahua last week. My wife is ready to declare war."

"Tell her the war is over. Diplomacy won."

Ganesh Bhaiya laughed. Poured the chai — the colour of dark earth, the steam carrying the scent of overboiled leaves and the specific mineral taste of Lormi's borewell water, which was high in iron and turned everything slightly: metallic. The chai was terrible by any urban standard. But it was: home. And home tasted like iron and bitterness and the knowledge that the world was stranger than anyone in Lormi could imagine.


  
    Chapter 2: The Second Vision

    
    
  
  The visions had started on her twentieth birthday.

She'd been alone — which was unusual for a birthday in the Lal household, where birthdays were communal events involving her mother's kheer, her father's off-key rendition of "Happy Birthday" in a Hindi-English hybrid that made Deepak physically cringe, and at least fifteen neighbours who arrived uninvited because in Lormi, privacy was a concept that applied to bathroom doors and nothing else.

But on her twentieth, Mishti had been at Ranchi. Hostel room. Third floor of the women's block. Her roommate, Pallavi — a girl from Jamshedpur who studied environmental science and snored like a diesel generator — was home for the weekend. The room: small. Two beds, two desks, one window overlooking the campus cricket ground where boys played until the light died and then argued about LBW decisions until the warden threatened to lock the gate.

She'd been reading. A textbook on forest ecology — Dr. K.P. Singh's monograph on sal forest regeneration patterns, the kind of book that put most people to sleep but that Mishti read the way other people read thrillers, because the sal forest was not an abstraction to her. It was: home. Every page about canopy dynamics and root networks and mycorrhizal symbiosis was a page about the place she'd grown up in, translated into the language of science.

The pressure had arrived at 9:47 PM. She remembered the time because she'd looked at her phone — the old Redmi, the one with the cracked screen that her father had given her with the instruction "Don't break it worse" — and noted the time the way you note the time of an earthquake. Before and after.

The pressure: behind her eyes. The same pressure she would come to know intimately over the next two years. The pressure that felt like: a signal being received by hardware that was not designed for it. Like tuning a transistor radio to a frequency that shouldn't exist.

And then: the vision. A woman. Old. In a hospital — not a hospital she recognised, not the Bilaspur district hospital where she'd had her appendix out at fourteen, but a larger one, with fluorescent lights and the specific institutional green of government hospital walls. The woman was in a bed. The bed had rails. The rails were: cold. Mishti could feel them — not with her hands, but with the woman's hands. She was inside the woman's perception. Feeling what the woman felt. The cold rails. The hospital sheet, thin, inadequate, the cotton worn to translucency. The IV line in the crook of the elbow — the specific discomfort of a needle held in place by tape that was starting to peel.

The woman was dying. Not in pain — beyond pain. In the specific territory that exists past pain, where the body has stopped protesting and begun: negotiating. The heart: slowing. Not stopping — slowing. Each beat arriving later than expected, like a train on Indian Railways, the intervals stretching until the platform begins to wonder if the train will come at all.

Mishti felt the last beat. The absolute last one. The moment when the heart — the woman's heart, a heart that had beaten for seventy-three years, through a marriage and children and grandchildren and the specific endurance of an Indian woman who had carried a family on her back — stopped. Not dramatically. Not with the cinema convulsion. Quietly. The way a candle goes out when the wax is finished. The flame doesn't fight. It simply: ends.

Mishti had screamed. In the hostel room. At 9:47 PM on her twentieth birthday. She had screamed and fallen off the bed and hit her head on Pallavi's desk and lay on the floor with blood running from her forehead and the vision dissipating like smoke, leaving behind: nausea. The bone-deep nausea of a body that had just experienced someone else's death.

The hostel warden — Mrs. Tiwari, a woman built like a temple pillar, with the personality to match — had found her on the floor, concluded she'd fainted, and taken her to the campus medical center, where a bored doctor had stitched the forehead cut, checked her blood pressure, and told her to eat properly and sleep more. "You students don't eat," he said, with the specific condescension of a man who believed all female health issues could be traced to insufficient dal.

Mishti hadn't told him about the vision. She hadn't told anyone. Because what would she say? "I just experienced an old woman dying in a hospital I've never been to, and I felt her heart stop"? In Lormi, this would be attributed to one of three things: overwork, dehydration, or bhoot. The ghost explanation would be the most popular. Mishti's grandmother — her father's mother, who had died when Mishti was twelve — had been known in the village as someone who "saw things." The seeing: attributed to spiritual sensitivity by the villagers, to superstition by Mishti's father, and to possible schizophrenia by the Bilaspur psychiatrist her father had quietly consulted without telling anyone.

But Mishti's grandmother's seeing had been: different. She saw the dead. Specifically, she claimed to see the recently deceased — villagers who had died, appearing to her in the kitchen or the garden or, once, memorably, on the roof during a monsoon, which had caused her to drop the clothes she was hanging and scream in a way that the neighbours still referenced twenty years later. The grandmother saw the dead and spoke to them and relayed messages that were, according to the villagers, "sometimes accurate and sometimes not, but always entertaining."

Mishti didn't see the dead. She saw the dying. The distinction: crucial. Her grandmother's gift — if it was a gift — was retrospective. A communication with those already gone. Mishti's was: prospective. A preview of deaths that hadn't happened yet. Or were happening right now, in real time, in places she could not reach.

Over the next two years, the visions came with increasing frequency. Once a month at first. Then twice. Then weekly. By the time she returned to Lormi for the summer of her final year — the summer of the langurs and the sal tree and Ganesh Bhaiya's iron-water chai — the visions were arriving three or four times a week.

She had catalogued them. In a notebook — a blue Classmate notebook, the kind every Indian student owns, the kind with the multiplication table on the back cover. She wrote the date, the time, the location (as best she could determine), and the manner of death. The catalogue was: grim.

Entry 1: February 14, old woman, hospital, heart failure.

Entry 7: A construction worker falling from scaffolding in what looked like a Mumbai high-rise.

Entry 15: A child on a road — a village road, somewhere flat, Madhya Pradesh or Rajasthan — running after a ball, the truck approaching, the driver on his phone.

Entry 23: A farmer. Pesticide. The specific slow death of organophosphate poisoning, the body convulsing on the floor of a one-room house while a woman — wife, mother, someone who loved him — screamed in a language Mishti didn't understand but understood completely.

Entry 41: The man on the motorcycle. This morning. The truck without lights. The turn he couldn't see.

Forty-one deaths in two years. Forty-one people she had watched die without being able to help. The catalogue: her private horror. The notebook: hidden under her mattress in the hostel, and now under her mattress in the Lormi house, because some things you carry alone not because you want to but because the alternative — telling someone, being believed or not believed, being treated or pitied — is: worse.

The pressure behind her eyes after this morning's vision was: stronger than usual. Not just the motorcycle man. Something else. The presence in the forest — the attention, the weight of being watched — had been intensifying. As if the thing that watched her was: approaching. Getting closer. Deciding something.

Mishti sat at Ganesh Bhaiya's stall and drank her bitter chai and looked at the sal forest — the forest her family had guarded for three generations — and thought: whatever is coming, it's coming soon. And I am not ready.


  
    Chapter 3: The Visitor

    
    
  
  He came on a Tuesday.

Not through the forest — through the front gate of the Lal house, which was unusual because visitors in Lormi arrived without gates. Lormi didn't have gates in the urban sense. The Lal property was marked by a low brick wall, painted white once and now the colour of monsoons, with a gap where a gate might have been if anyone had bothered to install one. People walked in. Dogs walked in. The postman walked in. The concept of knocking existed only at the front door, and even then, was considered: optional.

But this man stopped at the gap. Stood there. As if waiting for permission. As if the gap in the wall was not an open invitation but a threshold that required: acknowledgment.

Mishti was on the verandah, sorting mahua flowers for drying — the annual task her mother insisted on, the flowers spread on the chhath's concrete floor, turning from green-white to amber in the February sun, their smell thick and sweet, the fermented honey scent that hung over every tribal hamlet during mahua season. Her hands were stained yellow from the flowers. Her kurta was the old one — the blue cotton that had survived three years of hostel washing and had achieved the specific softness of fabric that has given up trying to be presentable.

The man was: wrong. Not wrong in appearance — he was dressed ordinarily enough. Dark trousers, a light shirt, leather chappals that looked handmade. No bag. No briefcase. No visible technology. His face was: difficult to age. Not young, not old. The features were sharp — angular jaw, deep-set eyes that were almost black, the skin the colour of well-oiled teak. He could have been thirty-five. He could have been sixty. He had the specific agelessness of people who live outdoors, whose faces are shaped by weather rather than time.

What was wrong was: the forest's reaction. The sal trees behind the house — the trees that formed the Achanakmar buffer zone, that she'd climbed every morning, that she knew by their individual bark patterns and branch architectures — went: quiet. Not the silence of a predator. The silence of: recognition. The silence the forest had been producing when the presence arrived. The presence that had been watching her. The presence that had been building, intensifying, approaching.

This man was: the presence.

Mishti knew it the way you know a face you've seen in a dream — not from memory but from recognition. The pressure behind her eyes, which had been a low hum all morning, surged. Not painful. Resonant. The way a tuning fork vibrates when the correct note is struck nearby. Her body was: responding to his.

"Mishti Lal?" he said. The voice: Hindi, but with an accent she couldn't place. Not Bihari, not UP, not the flat Chhattisgarhi of Lormi. Something older. Something that sounded like it had been speaking Hindi before Hindi existed.

"Who's asking?"

"My name is Mihir. I've come from Delhi. Your father's department head, Mr. Tiwari, suggested I visit."

The explanation was: plausible. Dhanraj Lal's department head, A.K. Tiwari, was the kind of bureaucrat who sent visitors unannounced — researchers, journalists, the occasional NGO worker with grant money and good intentions and no understanding of how forests actually worked. Mishti's father hosted them all with the patience of a man who believed that educating outsiders was part of the job.

But Mishti's father was in the forest. Wouldn't be back until evening. And her mother was in Bilaspur. And Deepak was at the veterinary college. She was: alone. With a man who made the forest go silent.

"My father is on patrol," she said. "He'll be back at five."

"I'm not here for your father."

The sentence: dropped. Into the mahua-scented air. Into the silence of the sal trees. Into the space between the verandah where Mishti sat with yellow-stained hands and the gap in the wall where Mihir stood with the patience of a man who had: all the time in the world. And more.

"I'm here for you," he said. "Specifically, for what you see."

The mahua flower she was holding fell from her hand. The small sound of it hitting the concrete — the soft, wet sound of a flower landing on a sun-warmed surface — was the loudest thing in the world.

"I don't know what you're talking about," she said. Automatically. The rehearsed denial. The denial she had prepared for the day someone noticed. Someone always notices. In India, where privacy is a myth and neighbours have radar and grandmothers have reputations, someone always notices.

"Entry twenty-three," Mihir said. "The farmer. Organophosphate poisoning. Uttar Pradesh. You saw him die on March 7th at approximately 2:15 in the afternoon. His name was Ramnath Yadav. He was forty-one. He left a wife and three children. The wife's name was Sunita. She was the one screaming."

Mishti stood. The mahua flowers scattered from her lap — a cascade of amber and yellow, the sweet-fermenting smell intensifying as the flowers hit the warm concrete. Her legs: unsteady. Not from fear — from the specific vertigo of a person whose secret has just been spoken aloud by a stranger who knows it: completely.

"How do you know that?" she whispered.

"Because I know what you are, Mishti. And I've been looking for you for a very long time."

"What am I?"

Mihir stepped through the gap in the wall. Not forcefully. Gently. The step of a man entering a space he respects. He walked to the verandah steps and sat — not on the chair, not on the charpoy where Mishti's father napped in the afternoons. On the step. Below her. The deliberate positioning of a man who understood that to be believed, you must first be: unthreatening.

"In your grandmother's time," he said, "they called it devdrishti. Divine sight. Your grandmother saw the dead because she had one half of the gift. The receiving half. The half that picks up signals after they've been sent. She heard the echoes."

"And me?"

"You have the other half. The transmitting half. You don't see the dead. You see the dying. In real time. As it happens. You're not receiving echoes — you're receiving: live feed. The moment of transition. The exact second when a soul leaves a body. You see it because you are attuned to the frequency of departure."

"That sounds like—"

"Like madness. I know. It sounded like madness to every person I've recruited. Twenty-seven of them over the last — " He paused. A pause that contained: calculation. Not dishonesty. The calculation of how much truth to release at once. "— a long time. Twenty-seven people with variations of your gift. Some see. Some hear. Some feel. One woman in Varanasi can smell death — the literal smell, like a hound tracking a scent. She's our best field operative."

"Operative?"

"There's an organisation. Based in Delhi. We work with the government — not officially, not on any org chart, not in any budget line. We exist in the space between what the government acknowledges and what the government needs. Our job is: intervention. We see the deaths coming and we stop them. When we can."

"When you can?"

"We can't stop them all. Some are: necessary. The universe requires a certain number of departures. The balance must be maintained. But some deaths are — wrong. Premature. Caused by malice or negligence or the specific cruelty of systems that grind people. Those deaths — the wrong ones — we intervene."

Mishti sat back down on the verandah. The mahua flowers beneath her feet. The sal trees: still silent. The chai from this morning — Ganesh Bhaiya's iron-water brew — sat in her stomach like a stone.

"Ramnath Yadav," she said. "Entry twenty-three. Could you have saved him?"

"We tried. Our Varanasi operative smelled the death three hours before it happened. We sent a field team. They arrived: eleven minutes late. The pesticide was already ingested. The organophosphate had crossed the blood-brain barrier. Ramnath Yadav died at 2:17 PM. You saw it at 2:15. You were: two minutes ahead of his death."

"Two minutes."

"Two minutes. With the right training, that window can become: hours. Days. Your grandmother saw echoes. You see live feed. But with training, the antenna can be: extended. You could see deaths before they begin. Before the cause is set in motion. Before the farmer picks up the pesticide bottle. Before the truck parks without lights. Before the entry in your notebook has: a date."

The sal trees: silent. The mahua flowers: fermenting in the sun. The red laterite soil of Lormi: warm beneath the verandah. And Mishti Lal — twenty-two, BSc Forestry final year, daughter of a forest ranger, granddaughter of a woman who saw ghosts — sat on her family's verandah and considered the possibility that the thing she had been afraid of for two years was not a curse. It was: a vocation.

"When do I start?" she asked.

Mihir smiled. The first expression. The smile of a man who had heard this question twenty-seven times and never tired of it.

"Finish your chai first," he said.


  
    Chapter 4: The Departure

    
    
  
  Mishti told her father on a Thursday evening. The evening patrol was done — Dhanraj Lal had returned with mud on his boots and a report of fresh tiger pugmarks near the Kanha corridor crossing, the kind of news that made him simultaneously thrilled (the tiger was back) and anxious (the tiger was back, and so were the poachers). He was at the kitchen table, filling out his patrol log in the careful handwriting of a man who had been told, repeatedly, by district supervisors that handwritten logs were obsolete but who continued writing them because his father had written them and because the act of writing, for Dhanraj, was: proof. That he had been there. That he had looked. That the forest had been: watched.

"Papa," Mishti said. "I need to tell you something."

She told him. Not everything — not the visions, not the notebook, not the forty-one deaths. She told him what Mihir had told her to tell: that she had been offered a position with a government research unit in Delhi. Wildlife conservation. Interdepartmental. The kind of posting that a BSc Forestry graduate would consider: a career-making opportunity.

The lie was: necessary. Mihir had been explicit. "Your family cannot know the true nature of the work. Not because they wouldn't believe you — your grandmother's reputation will make belief easy. Because belief makes them: targets. The people we work against — the forces that cause the wrong deaths — they look for leverage. Family is: leverage. The less your family knows, the safer they are."

Dhanraj set down his pen. Looked at his daughter. The look of a father who has spent twenty-two years watching a girl climb trees and track langurs and read forestry textbooks by torchlight during load-shedding — the specific look of a man who knows his daughter is: extraordinary, and who has been waiting for the world to notice.

"Delhi," he said.

"Delhi."

"Who offered?"

"A.K. Tiwari coordinated it. The unit head came to meet me — a man named Mihir. He was here on Tuesday."

"The man at the gate. I heard about him from Ganesh. He said a stranger stood at our wall and waited."

Of course Ganesh had reported it. In Lormi, stranger-watching was a community service performed with the dedication of a CCTV network and the accuracy of: approximately.

"He's legitimate, Papa. I checked with Tiwari sir. The unit exists."

The unit existed — that much was true. Mihir had shown her credentials, a government ID that listed the unit as "Special Research Division, Ministry of Environment, Forest and Climate Change." The ID was real. The division was: technically real, in the sense that it appeared on a ministry org chart in a font so small that nobody would look for it and in a line item that was funded through a budget code that nobody audited. The perfect bureaucratic ghost.

"When?" Dhanraj asked.

"Next week."

"Your exams—"

"I've applied for the supplementary session. I'll finish the last two papers from Delhi. Ranchi has approved it — Mihir's people arranged the permissions."

Dhanraj was quiet. The patrol log: open. The pen: still. The kitchen: filled with the smell of Mishti's mother's dal tadka, the mustard seeds popping in ghee, the specific sound-smell combination that was the Lal household's signature — the sound of dinner being made while the world rearranged itself.

"Mishti," her father said. "I'm going to ask you a question. And I want the truth."

"Okay."

"Is this about your grandmother?"

The question: unexpected. Direct. The question of a man who had spent twenty-two years watching his daughter and had noticed things that Mishti thought she'd hidden. The pressure behind the eyes. The moments of absence — the seconds when she went somewhere else, when her eyes unfocused and her body stiffened and she returned looking: haunted. He had noticed. He had catalogued. He had — like her — kept a private record, not in a notebook but in his memory, the specific parental surveillance that is not surveillance but: love. The love that watches and waits and doesn't ask until: the right moment.

"Yes," Mishti said. "It's about Dadi's gift. But different. Mine is: different."

"Different how?"

"I don't see ghosts, Papa. I see—" She stopped. The instruction from Mihir: don't tell. But this was her father. The man who had put her on her first branch. The man who believed in: negotiation, not force. The man whose patrol log was: proof that he had looked.

"I see things that are about to happen," she said. "Bad things. Deaths. I see them before they happen. Or as they happen. And this unit — Mihir's unit — they can train me to use it. To help. To stop: some of them."

Dhanraj closed the patrol log. Slowly. The way you close a book when you need to think about what you've just read. He stood. Walked to the kitchen counter. Poured two cups of chai from the pot — the always-present pot, the black chai without sugar, the ranger's drink. Handed one to Mishti. Sat down.

"Your grandmother," he said, "saw your grandfather three days after he died. He was sitting on the charpoy in the courtyard, she said. Wearing his forest uniform. She said he told her to oil the lathi because the monsoon was coming and the wood would crack. She oiled the lathi. The monsoon came. The wood didn't crack."

"You never told me that."

"I never believed it. I took her to the Bilaspur psychiatrist because I thought she was: unwell. I was wrong. She wasn't unwell. She was: something I didn't have a category for. Something the Bilaspur psychiatrist didn't have a category for. Something that the forest — this forest, the one our family has guarded for three generations — produces. The way it produces sal and mahua and langurs, it produces: us. People who can sense what others can't."

He drank his chai. The sip of a man processing a truth he'd suspected for years and had just heard: confirmed.

"Go to Delhi," he said. "Learn what they can teach you. But remember: the forest is home. The sal trees are home. Whatever they turn you into in Delhi — whatever you become — this is where you come back to. The forest made you. Don't let the city: unmake you."

Mishti cried. Not the vision-nausea cry — the other cry. The cry of a daughter being released by a father who loves her enough to let her go and who has given her, in two minutes, the origin story she didn't know she needed. That the gift wasn't a curse. It wasn't madness. It was: the forest. The forest that had watched her family for three generations had given them something in return.

 * 

Her mother took it harder. Sunaina Lal — schoolteacher, thirty years at the Bilaspur government school, the woman who had raised two children on a forest ranger's salary and a teacher's salary and the specific Indian middle-class determination that education was the exit door from everything — sat in the bedroom and said, "You're throwing away your degree."

"I'm not. I'm completing it from Delhi."

"Delhi will eat you alive. You're a forest girl, Mishti. You know trees, not traffic."

"I'll learn traffic."

"You'll learn to be someone else. Every girl who goes to Delhi comes back: different. Not better. Different. They lose the — " She gestured. The gesture that encompasses everything a mother means when she says "the thing that makes you: you" and doesn't have the words for it.

"I won't lose it, Mummy. I promise."

"Promises from children who are leaving are: air."

But Sunaina Lal had also been a girl who left. Had left her village in Korba to study in Bilaspur. Had married a forest ranger when her family wanted her to marry a bank clerk. Had made choices that were, at the time, considered: reckless. And the specific hypocrisy of a mother who had been brave now forbidding her daughter from being brave was: visible. To both of them.

"Go," Sunaina said. Finally. After two hours. After dal that went cold. After Dhanraj's quiet intervention from the other room — not words, just his presence in the doorway, the presence of a man who had already given permission and was waiting for his wife to: catch up. "Go. But call every day. Not every week. Every day. And if Delhi becomes: too much — if the gift becomes too much — you come home. The sal trees don't judge."


  
    Chapter 5: Delhi

    
    
  
  Delhi arrived like a slap.

Not the romantic Delhi of Lutyens' bungalows and India Gate sunsets. Not the intellectual Delhi of JNU seminars and Janpath bookshops. The Delhi that hit Mishti Lal at 6:14 AM on a February morning at the Anand Vihar ISBT was: the real one. The one that smelled of diesel exhaust and urine and the specific desperation of a thousand people who had arrived from a thousand small towns and were now standing in a bus terminus trying to figure out which direction was: forward.

The Bilaspur Rajdhani had been delayed — of course it had been delayed, because Indian Railways operates on a schedule that exists primarily to be deviated from — and Mishti had spent the extra three hours in her berth, staring at the upper bunk's underside, listening to the train's rhythm change as it crossed state lines. Chhattisgarh to Madhya Pradesh to Uttar Pradesh to Delhi. Each state announced by the chai wallahs who boarded at stations and called their wares in dialects that shifted like radio frequencies — the guttural Chhattisgarhi becoming the rounded MP Hindi becoming the sharp UP accent becoming, finally, the clipped Delhi tongue that said "chai" like it was a single syllable and a command.

She had one bag. A rucksack — her father's old patrol bag, olive green, military surplus from the Bilaspur cantonment sale, with her name written on the inside flap in Dhanraj's careful handwriting. Inside: three kurtas, two salwars, one pair of jeans, underwear, the Classmate notebook (hidden between the folds of a shawl), her forestry textbooks (two, because she still had exams), toiletries, and a steel tiffin containing her mother's theplas. The theplas: the universal Indian mother's provision for travel, the food that said "I don't trust anyone else's cooking to keep you alive."

Mihir had sent a car. Not a government car — a private one. A white Maruti Ertiga driven by a woman named Audrey. Except Audrey was not what Mishti had expected. Not a driver. Not an assistant. A woman in her late twenties with cropped hair and the specific posture of someone who had been trained — militarily trained, the spine-straight, shoulder-back posture that Mishti recognised from the CRPF jawans who patrolled the Naxal corridors in south Chhattisgarh.

"Mishti?" Audrey didn't get out. She leaned across and pushed the passenger door open. "Get in. We're late."

"Late for what?"

"Everything. Mihir is waiting. And Mihir doesn't wait."

Mishti got in. The car smelled of: car freshener (jasmine, synthetic, too sweet) and beneath it, gun oil. The specific metallic smell of a weapon that has been recently cleaned. Mishti knew the smell — her father's service rifle, the .315 bore that he carried on anti-poaching patrols, smelled the same way after its weekly cleaning.

"You're armed," Mishti said.

Audrey glanced at her. The glance: evaluative. Not hostile. "You smelled it."

"My father is a forest ranger. I know the smell of a cleaned weapon."

"Good. Most recruits don't notice. The ones who do tend to: last."

The car moved through Delhi. Past the Anand Vihar flyover, through the Yamuna crossing — the river, this time of year, was a grey ribbon of polluted water that smelled of industrial runoff and broken promises — past ITO, past Pragati Maidan, into the part of Delhi that tourists never see and Google Maps renders as a grey blur: the institutional zone south of Lodi Road, where the buildings are unmarked and the walls are high and the gates have guards who don't smile.

They stopped at a building on a lane off Jor Bagh Road. The building: colonial. Two stories. Red brick with white trim. The kind of building that had been built by the British for some administrative purpose and had been repurposed by the Indian government for some other administrative purpose and was now being used for a purpose that appeared on no register at all. The gate: steel. The guard: armed. The nameplate: blank. Not missing — blank. A brass plate with nothing on it, polished to a gleam, as if to say: we are here, and we are: nothing.

"Welcome to the Division," Audrey said.

 * 

Inside: not what Mishti expected. She'd expected — what? Computers. Screens. The kind of high-tech operation that Hindi films depicted when they wanted to convey "government secret." Banks of monitors and people in headsets and a large map with red pins.

Instead: a haveli. The building's interior had been preserved — the colonial shell containing an older Indian structure. Arched doorways. A central courtyard with a peepal tree that was clearly older than the building. Rooms arranged around the courtyard, their doors open, revealing: books. Manuscripts. Maps. A room that appeared to be a kitchen, from which the smell of rajma emerged — the unmistakable, comforting, kidney-bean smell that made Mishti think of home and Thursday lunchtimes and her mother's pressure cooker whistling.

Mihir was in the courtyard. Sitting under the peepal tree. Cross-legged. On a mat. Not a chair. The posture of a man who sat on the ground because the ground was where the important things happened, and chairs were for: visitors.

"Mishti. You've met Audrey."

"She drives fast."

"She does everything fast. It's her gift and her limitation." Mihir stood. The standing: fluid. The motion of a body that moved without the usual catalogue of adjustments — the knee crack, the hip shift, the groan — that accompanied a man his apparent age. He moved like water. "Come. I'll show you the operation."

The Division — which had no other name, because names create records and records create vulnerabilities — occupied the entire building. Twelve rooms around the courtyard. Each room: a function.

The Reading Room: where the seers — Mihir's word, not "psychics," not "sensitives," seers — sat and received. Three chairs, positioned in a triangle, facing the courtyard. The chairs were old — the wicker-and-wood chairs of a government office circa 1970, the kind that creaked when you breathed. "We've tested every configuration," Mihir said. "These chairs, in this room, facing the peepal tree, produce the clearest reception. We don't know why. We suspect the tree."

The Map Room: where the visions were plotted. A large table — teak, hand-carved, the legs shaped like elephant feet, clearly older than independent India — covered with maps. Not digital maps. Paper maps. Survey of India topographic sheets, state maps, city plans. "We use paper because paper doesn't crash," Mihir said. "And because our seers work better with physical objects. Something about the material connection. The hand touching the map while the mind touches: the location."

The Dispatch Room: where the field teams were coordinated. Three phones — landlines, the rotary kind, olive green, the kind that Mishti had seen in old government offices and assumed were: decorative. "These lines are more secure than any encrypted digital system," Mihir said. "They run on copper wire laid in 1947. Nobody can tap them because nobody knows they exist."

The Kitchen: where Ramu Kaka — a man who appeared to be eighty but moved with the efficiency of forty — produced meals for the team. The rajma Mishti had smelled. The rice. The achaar. The chai — not Ganesh Bhaiya's iron-water brew, but Delhi chai, the milk-and-cardamom variety, the chai that tasted like the city: complex, layered, never quite what you expected.

"How many people work here?" Mishti asked.

"Currently: eleven. Three seers. Four field operatives. Two analysts. Audrey. And me."

"That's twelve."

"I don't count myself."

"Why not?"

Mihir smiled. The same smile from the Lormi verandah. The smile that contained: centuries. "Because I'm not: staff. I'm infrastructure."


  
    Chapter 6: The Training

    
    
  
  The first lesson was: stillness.

Not meditation — Mishti had tried meditation, the YouTube kind, the "breathe in for four, hold for seven, breathe out for eight" kind, and it had done nothing except make her aware of how loudly the hostel's water tank leaked. This was different. This was: functional stillness. The stillness of a hunter in a machan, waiting for the tiger to come to the waterhole. The stillness her father had taught her in the forest, where movement meant detection and detection meant: failure.

Mihir sat across from her in the Reading Room. The wicker chairs. The peepal tree visible through the open archway, its leaves trembling in the February wind — the specific tremble of peepal leaves, which move when no other tree moves, which the old texts attributed to the tree's spiritual sensitivity and which Mishti's forestry textbook attributed to the long, thin petiole that acts as a pivot point. Both explanations were: correct.

"Close your eyes," Mihir said. "Find the pressure."

The pressure: always there now. Behind her eyes. The low hum that had been intensifying since Mihir's visit to Lormi. Since she'd agreed. Since the forest had gone silent in recognition. The pressure that was — she now understood — not a malfunction but a signal. Her antenna, receiving. Always receiving. The visions she'd been having were: uncontrolled reception. A radio tuned to every frequency simultaneously, picking up fragments without discrimination. The training would teach her to: tune. To select a frequency. To choose what to receive.

"I feel it," she said.

"Good. Now — don't push it. Don't try to see anything. Just: hold the pressure. Like holding a note. A singer doesn't push the note higher — she sustains it. Sustain."

Mishti sustained. The pressure: steady. Not building, not fading. Held. The effort was: immense. Not physical — cognitive. The effort of maintaining a mental state without letting it slip into either action or relaxation. The knife-edge between: doing and being.

"How long?" she asked.

"Until I tell you."

It was forty-seven minutes. Mishti knew because when Mihir said "open," she looked at the clock on the courtyard wall — an old railway clock, the kind with Roman numerals and a face that had been white and was now the colour of parchment — and calculated the elapsed time with the mental arithmetic of a girl who had grown up without a smartphone until sixteen.

"What did you feel?" Mihir asked.

"The pressure. Steady. And — at about minute twenty — I felt: a pull. Like the pressure wanted to go somewhere. Like it had a direction."

"Which direction?"

"North. Towards — I don't know how I know this — towards the river."

"The Yamuna."

"Yes."

Mihir nodded. The nod of a teacher who has asked a question he already knows the answer to. "The Yamuna is: a corridor. Not just for water. For departure. The river carries: the dead. Has carried them for millennia. The ghats at Nigambodh — the cremation ghat — produce a concentration of departures that your antenna naturally gravitates toward. It's the loudest frequency in Delhi. Every new seer points north within the first week."

"So I'm: normal?"

"There's nothing normal about what you can do. But your response is: typical. Which is reassuring."

 * 

The second lesson was: specificity.

Audrey taught this one. In the Map Room. The teak table with the elephant-foot legs, covered in Survey of India sheets. Audrey's teaching style was: the opposite of Mihir's. Where Mihir was patient, philosophical, the guru-on-the-mat, Audrey was: military. Direct. Impatient with imprecision.

"When you see a death," Audrey said, "you see details. You've been ignoring them. Looking at the death and not the: context. I need you to start looking at the context."

"What context?"

"Location. The background of the vision. The walls, the road, the landscape. Every vision you've had contains: coordinates. You just haven't been reading them."

Audrey pulled out Mishti's Classmate notebook. The blue notebook that had been hidden under the mattress, which Mishti had surrendered on arrival because Mihir had asked and because — she was beginning to understand — secrets in the Division were: shared resources. Personal privacy existed for personal matters. Professional data — and the death catalogue was professional data — belonged to everyone.

"Entry seven," Audrey said. "Construction worker. Falling from scaffolding. You wrote: 'Mumbai high-rise.' How do you know it was Mumbai?"

"The — the sea. I could see the sea in the background. And the buildings. The skyline."

"Which direction was the sea?"

"West. The worker was facing — he was on the west side of the building. The sea was behind him."

"And the buildings around him? Describe them."

Mishti closed her eyes. The vision: recalled. Not the death — the context. The buildings. She'd been so focused on the fall — the man's hands losing grip, the scaffolding pole sliding, the specific physics of a body in free fall, the four-second interval between release and impact that she had counted without meaning to — that she hadn't looked at: the surroundings.

But they were there. In memory. In the vision's archive, which she now understood was stored completely, not partially. She had recorded everything — her antenna had captured the full signal. She had simply been reading only the headline.

"The building under construction was — glass. Glass and steel. Modern. The adjacent building had a sign. Blue and white. I can almost — " She pressed. The pressure behind her eyes responded. The vision sharpened. The sign came into focus. "Indiabulls. The sign said Indiabulls."

"Indiabulls Finance Centre. Lower Parel. The construction site would have been — " Audrey consulted a map. Her finger traced the Mumbai coastline, found Lower Parel. "One of the residential towers going up on the old mill land. We can cross-reference with construction accident reports from that month."

"You're saying I can: go back? Into old visions?"

"You're not going back. You're reading what's already been recorded. Your antenna captures everything. The visions are: complete datasets. You've been reading the executive summary. We're going to teach you to read the: appendix."

 * 

The third lesson — the hardest — was: control.

This was Mihir's domain again. Week three. The Reading Room. The chairs. The peepal tree. But this time, the courtyard was: occupied. The other two seers were present.

Kaveri — a woman from Varanasi, mid-thirties, who Mihir had described as "the one who smells death." In person, Kaveri was: small. Quiet. The quietness of a person who lives with a sense that never turns off. She wore a cotton saree — the Banarasi cotton of a woman who had grown up in the silk city but preferred simplicity. Her eyes were: exhausted. The exhaustion of a woman who could smell the Nigambodh ghat's cremations from twenty kilometres away and had learned to live with: the constant presence of endings.

And Yash — a young man from Pune, twenty-five, who heard deaths. Not saw, not smelled — heard. The last words. The final breath. The specific sound of a body's systems shutting down in sequence — the heart, the lungs, the brain, each producing its own frequency of cessation, a chord of: ending. Yash wore headphones constantly — not to listen to music, but to muffle the incoming signal, the way a person in a noisy factory wears ear protection. His headphones were his barrier between: the world's dying and his sanity.

"Today," Mihir said, "you learn to choose."

"Choose what?"

"Which death to see. Until now, your visions have been random. The antenna receives whatever is loudest. Today, I'm going to teach you to point the antenna. To direct it. To look at a specific place — a city, a road, a building — and see: what is coming."

"How?"

"The map." Mihir gestured to the teak table. A map of Delhi was spread on it — the Survey of India sheet for the NCR region, the topographic lines and road networks and blue threads of rivers and canals. "Put your hand on the map. Touch: a location. And then: listen. Don't push. Don't force. Touch and listen."

Mishti placed her hand on the map. Her palm covered: Connaught Place. The heart of Delhi. The circle of white colonnaded buildings that the British had designed and the Indian government had preserved and the shopkeepers had filled with everything from Wenger's pastries to bootleg electronics.

The pressure surged. Not painfully — but strongly. Like a volume knob turned to: maximum. And then: the vision. Not random. Directed. She was in Connaught Place. Not physically — psychically. She could see the outer circle. The traffic. A pedestrian — a man, elderly, white kurta, walking stick, the specific slow walk of a man whose knees had decided that haste was: no longer an option. He was crossing Barakhamba Road. The light was green. The light would turn. He would not reach the other side. The car — a white Innova, the universal Delhi taxi — was approaching too fast, the driver on his phone, the screen illuminating his face with the blue light of WhatsApp, the blue light of: distraction.

"I see it," Mishti said. "Connaught Place. Barakhamba Road. An old man. White Innova. The driver is on his phone. The man won't make it across."

"When?" Mihir asked.

"Not now. The light — the traffic pattern — the shadows. Afternoon. Tomorrow. No — the day after. Thursday. Between 3 and 4 PM."

"Audrey."

Audrey was already moving. Phone — one of the olive-green rotary phones, the 1947 copper wire. She dialled. Three digits. A conversation: brief, coded, the specific language of a field dispatch. Mishti caught fragments: "Barakhamba crossing, Thursday, 15:00 to 16:00, white Innova, elderly male pedestrian, redirect traffic or delay pedestrian, field team Alpha."

"Will they save him?" Mishti asked.

"If your timing is right, yes," Mihir said. "This is why we train. Not to see death. To prevent it. The seeing is: the input. The prevention is: the output. You are learning to be: the instrument that connects the two."

Mishti looked at her hand on the map. The pressure: receding. The vision: fading. But the knowledge: remained. A man in a white kurta would cross Barakhamba Road on Thursday afternoon and a field team would be there to ensure he reached the other side. Because Mishti Lal — forest girl, tree climber, langur tracker — had put her hand on a map and seen: the future. And the future was: changeable.

For the first time in two years, the gift didn't feel like a curse. It felt like: a weapon. Against the wrong deaths. Against the unnecessary endings. Against the forty-one entries in the Classmate notebook that she now understood were not her failures but her: training data. Every death she'd been helpless to prevent had been: a lesson. Teaching her antenna. Calibrating her reception. Preparing her for the moment when she would be able to point and: see. And act.


  
    Chapter 7: The First Save

    
    
  
  Thursday came. 2:47 PM. Barakhamba Road.

Mishti was not there — she was in the Reading Room, in the wicker chair, her hand on the Delhi map, her eyes closed, the pressure behind her eyes tuned to: Connaught Place. She was watching. Not with eyes — with the antenna. The directed antenna that she had spent three weeks learning to point, to sustain, to hold on a location like a spotlight on a stage.

Audrey was there. In the field. With two operatives — Rajan, a former RAW analyst who had left intelligence work because "the paperwork was killing me faster than the enemies," and Preeti, a twenty-eight-year-old from Chandigarh who had been a traffic constable before Mihir recruited her. Preeti's gift was not psychic — it was physical. She could move through crowds with a fluidity that Mishti had never seen in another human being, as if the crowd parted for her the way water parts for a stone, without resistance, without friction.

"Field team in position," Audrey's voice crackled through the rotary phone speaker. The sound: distorted, metallic, the copper-wire quality that made every conversation sound like it was being transmitted from 1947, which in a sense: it was.

"I see him," Mishti said. The old man. White kurta. Walking stick — the wooden kind, not the aluminium medical kind, the stick of a man who walked because walking was: dignity, not exercise. He was approaching Barakhamba Road from the inner circle. Slow. The knees: protesting. The walk: determined.

"The Innova?" Mihir asked. He was beside her. Not touching — never touching during a session, because physical contact disrupted the signal — but present. The presence of a conductor beside an instrument.

"Coming from — Mandi House direction. Moving fast. The driver — I can see his face now. Young. Twenties. The phone — he's on a video call. Not even WhatsApp. A video call. His face is lit blue and he's laughing at something and he is not looking at the road."

"Audrey, white Innova approaching from Mandi House. Video call driver. ETA to crossing: approximately ninety seconds."

"Copy. Preeti, go."

Through the antenna, Mishti watched. Not the physical scene — the psychic overlay, the vision layered on reality like a transparency on a projector. She saw the old man reach the crossing. The light: green for pedestrians. He stepped off the kerb. The walking stick: tapping the asphalt. The sound — she could hear it, through the vision — the tap-tap-tap of wood on road, the rhythm of a man who had been crossing Delhi roads for seventy years and trusted the system.

And then: Preeti. Emerging from the crowd on the inner circle pavement. Moving toward the old man with the fluid, crowd-parting walk that was her gift. She reached him. Touched his elbow — gently, the touch of a stranger who needs your attention, not your alarm.

"Uncle, excuse me — your shoelace is untied."

The old man stopped. Looked down. His shoelaces were: fine. But the looking down took three seconds. Three seconds in which the white Innova, with its video-calling driver, blasted through the Barakhamba crossing at sixty kilometres an hour, running the red light, passing through the space where the old man would have been standing if Preeti had not stopped him to inspect: phantom shoelaces.

The Innova passed. The old man looked up. Looked at Preeti. "My shoes are fine, beti."

"Sorry, Uncle. My mistake. The light is green — please cross safely."

He crossed. Safely. The walking stick tapping. The other side reached. The old man disappearing into the Connaught Place crowd, oblivious to the fact that he had just been saved by a woman who could move through crowds like water and a girl in a colonial building who had seen his death two days before it would have happened.

Mishti opened her eyes. The Reading Room. The peepal tree. The railway clock showing 2:53 PM. Six minutes. The entire operation — from vision to prevention — had taken six minutes of real time and two days of lead time and three weeks of training.

"Confirmed," Audrey's voice came through the speaker. "Pedestrian clear. Innova registered to — Preeti, can you get the plate? — registered, we'll follow up with the RTO. The driver won't get a psychic warning. He'll get a challan."

Mishti's hands were trembling. Not from the pressure — from the release. The release of two years of helplessness. Two years of watching people die in her visions and being able to do: nothing. Forty-one entries in the Classmate notebook, each one a failure, each one a death she witnessed without agency. And now: entry forty-two. Which was not a death. Which was: a save.

She looked at Mihir. He was watching her with the expression of a man who had seen this moment twenty-seven times — the moment when a new seer makes their first save — and who never tired of it. Because the moment was: the point. Not the training. Not the Division. Not the 1947 copper wire or the elephant-foot table or the peepal tree. The point was: this. A girl from a sal forest in Chhattisgarh had just saved a man's life on a Delhi road. And the gift that had been a private horror for two years was now: a public good.

"How does it feel?" Mihir asked.

"Like: breathing. Like I've been holding my breath for two years and I just: breathed."

"Good. Now breathe again. There's another one coming."

"Where?"

"Varanasi. Kaveri smelled it this morning. A boat on the Ganga. Tourists. The boat is: wrong. Structurally compromised. It will capsize tomorrow evening during the aarti. Eighteen people. We need you to confirm the time and the location — which ghat, which boat."

The pressure returned. Not unwelcome now. Welcome. The hum of an antenna tuning to a new frequency, a new location, a new death to prevent. Mishti put her hand on the map. Found Varanasi. Found the river. Closed her eyes.

And pointed.


  
    Chapter 8: The Varanasi Operation

    
    
  
  The boat was called Ganga Ma. Wooden. Twelve metres. The kind of tourist boat that plied the ghats during evening aarti — flat-bottomed, with a canopy of faded orange fabric and bench seats that creaked when the river moved beneath them. The boats were: ubiquitous. Every evening, dozens launched from Dashashwamedh Ghat carrying tourists — Indian and foreign, families and backpackers, the devout and the curious — out onto the river to watch the aarti from the water, the priests swinging their flaming lamps in choreographed circles while the river reflected the fire and the smoke rose and the bells rang and the Ganga accepted everything: the prayers, the flowers, the ashes, the sewage, the faith.

Mishti had found the boat through directed vision. Hand on map. Varanasi. The Ganga — not one section but all of it, the river's psychic signature so dense with departure that finding a specific death was like finding a specific voice in a crowd. But she'd learned — in three weeks, she'd learned — to filter. To narrow. To tune past the background noise of the river's accumulated centuries of cremation and find: the specific signal. The boat. Tomorrow evening. 6:47 PM. During the aarti.

The problem was structural. The hull — she could see it in the vision, could feel it the way she'd felt the dying woman's hospital rails, through the perception of the people on the boat — the hull had a crack. Starboard side. Below the waterline. A crack that had been there for months, growing with each season, each monsoon, each collision with the stone steps of the ghats. The boat's owner — a man she could see in the vision, thin, moustached, the anxiety of a man who knows his boat is compromised and is gambling that one more season, one more aarti, one more fare collection will be: enough to fix it properly — the owner had patched the crack with tar and prayer. The tar was: insufficient. The prayer was: unanswered.

"Eighteen people," Mishti reported. "The boat takes on water at approximately 6:47 PM. The canopy collapses — the weight of the water shifts the balance. The boat lists to starboard. The tourists — most of them can't swim. The river at that point is — " She concentrated. The vision sharpened. "The current is stronger than it looks. The aarti boats crowd the area. There's no room for rescue boats to reach them quickly. The life jackets — there are no life jackets."

"Of course there aren't," Audrey said. The bitterness of a woman who had seen this before — the specific Indian negligence that kills through omission, through the absence of safety equipment and the presence of: optimism. The optimism that says "it hasn't sunk yet, so it won't sink." The optimism that is, in practice: a death sentence.

Mihir made the call. Not the rotary phone — a different phone, one that Mishti hadn't seen before. A small, black handset that looked like it belonged in a 1980s spy film. The conversation was in a language Mishti didn't recognise — not Hindi, not English, not any Indian language she knew. The words were: old. Older than Hindi. Older than Sanskrit. The words of whatever Mihir was, which was: a question Mishti had not yet asked and was beginning to suspect she might not want answered.

The Varanasi field team — Kaveri and two operatives Mishti hadn't met — was dispatched. Not to the river. To the boat. The intervention strategy was: preemptive. Don't wait for the capsize. Prevent the launch.

 * 

Kaveri called at 4 PM the next day. The rotary phone. The 1947 crackle.

"The boat owner is: stubborn," Kaveri reported. Her voice was flat — the flatness of a woman who had smelled the deaths on this boat from across the city and was now standing at the ghat negotiating with the man who would cause them. "I told him there's a safety inspection. He wants to see paperwork. He doesn't believe me."

"Show him the crack," Audrey suggested.

"He knows about the crack. He says it's been there for two years. He says the tar holds."

"The tar doesn't hold," Mishti said. She was at the map, hand on Varanasi, the pressure steady. "I can see — the water temperature drops at 6:30. The evening temperature change makes the tar contract. The crack widens. The water comes in: slowly at first, then fast. He has maybe fifteen minutes from the first leak to the capsize."

Mihir took the phone. The conversation with Kaveri was brief. When he hung up, his expression was: unchanged. The expression of a man who had navigated complications for longer than anyone in the room could calculate.

"Plan B," he said. "Kaveri will handle the passengers. Not the boat. If the owner won't ground the vessel, we keep the passengers off it."

"How?"

"The oldest trick in the book. A better offer."

 * 

At 5:30 PM, Kaveri — dressed in the cotton saree that made her look like every other Banarasi auntie at the ghat — approached the tourists gathering at the Ganga Ma's launch point. Eighteen of them. A family of six from Lucknow — parents, grandparents, two children. A group of four German backpackers with dreadlocks and the specific earnestness of Europeans who had come to India to find themselves and had found, instead, the dysentery. A couple from Bangalore on their honeymoon. Three college students from Delhi. And a solo traveller — a woman, mid-fifties, Japanese, with a camera and the careful footwork of someone navigating uneven stone steps in the dark.

"Excuse me," Kaveri said to the Lucknow family. "I work with the tourism department. There's a special aarti viewing tonight — VIP ghat access, closer to the priests. Free of charge. Our boat is there." She pointed to a different boat — a larger one, with life jackets visible, recently inspected, operated by a boatman who Kaveri's team had vetted.

The Lucknow grandfather was suspicious. "Free? Nothing is free at the ghat."

"Government initiative. Tourism promotion. We're testing a new programme."

"Show me the ID."

Kaveri showed a laminated card. The card was: real. The Division's relationship with the Ministry of Tourism was not on any org chart, but the laminated cards were genuine, issued through a bureaucratic channel so convoluted that no auditor had ever traced it.

The grandfather inspected the card. Looked at Kaveri. Looked at the larger boat. Looked at the Ganga Ma. The Ganga Ma, at this moment, looked: ordinary. The crack was invisible from the surface. The tar patch was below the waterline. The orange canopy was cheerful. The boatman was smiling the smile of a man who smiled because smiling was: income.

"VIP access," the grandfather repeated.

"Closer to the aarti. Better view. Safer boat."

The word "safer" landed. The grandfather — a man who had survived seventy years by being: cautious — looked at the Ganga Ma one more time. At the canopy. At the wooden hull. At the smiling boatman. And made a decision that was, without his knowing it, the decision that would keep his family alive.

"We'll come," he said.

Kaveri worked the group. One by one. Family by family. Tourist by tourist. The Germans were easy — the word "free" was universal. The Bangalore couple required: persuasion. The honeymoon boat ride was: romantic. The VIP boat was: practical. "There are cushions," Kaveri improvised. "And better lighting for photos." The bride looked at the groom. The groom looked at the bride. They chose: cushions.

By 6:15 PM, seventeen of the eighteen original passengers had been redirected. The eighteenth — the Japanese woman — had declined. She wanted the smaller boat. The intimate experience. The Ganga Ma.

Kaveri called Mishti. "One remaining. She won't move."

Mishti closed her eyes. The vision. The boat. 6:47 PM. One person — the capsize with one person was: survivable. The boat would list, the woman would fall into the river, but with only one passenger, the weight distribution was: different. The collapse would be slower. The boatman — who could swim — would be able to help her.

"One passenger changes the physics," Mishti said. "The boat capsizes but doesn't: submerge. The woman gets wet. She doesn't drown."

"You're sure?"

"I'm—" She pushed the vision. The pressure intensified. She looked harder. Deeper. The water. The current. The woman's body in the river. She was: swimming. Not well, but swimming. The boatman was: there. Reaching for her. The other aarti boats were: close enough. "Yes. One passenger. The boat floods but doesn't kill. The woman survives. The boatman survives."

"Let her ride," Mihir said.

At 6:47 PM, the Ganga Ma took on water. The crack widened as Mishti had predicted — the tar contracting in the evening cool, the river entering through the gap with the patient inevitability of water, which always finds: the way. The boat listed. The Japanese woman gripped the bench. The boatman, realising what was happening, grabbed her arm and pulled her toward the port side, counterbalancing. The other aarti boats — alerted by Kaveri's team — converged. The woman was pulled from the water within ninety seconds. The boatman followed. The Ganga Ma: sank. Slowly. With the dignity of a vessel that had carried tourists for fifteen years and had finally been asked to carry: too much water.

Seventeen people who should have been on that boat were on the VIP boat instead. Watching the aarti. Eating complimentary samosas that Kaveri had sourced from a ghat vendor because "if you're going to save people's lives, you should at least feed them." The Lucknow grandfather took a photograph of the aarti that would become his phone's wallpaper for the next three years. The German backpackers posted Instagram stories about "incredible VIP Ganga experience." The Bangalore bride kissed the Bangalore groom under the light of the priests' flaming lamps, and neither of them knew that the cushions they were sitting on were: the reason they were alive.


  
    Chapter 9: The Enemy

    
    
  
  Mishti learned about the Counter on a Wednesday.

She'd been with the Division for six weeks. Six weeks of training, of directed visions, of hand-on-map sessions that left her drained — the specific draining of a body that has been used as a conduit, the exhaustion that lives not in the muscles but in the mind, the way a wire overheats when too much current passes through it. She'd completed four saves. The Barakhamba Road old man. The Varanasi boat tourists. A child in Bhopal who would have fallen into an open manhole — a manhole left uncovered by a municipal corporation that had budgeted for covers and spent the money on: something else. And a truck driver on NH-44 outside Hyderabad whose brakes were going to fail on a downhill grade near Shadnagar, the kind of death that the newspapers would report as "accident" and that the Division classified as "negligence kill."

Four saves. Seventeen lives. The Classmate notebook now had a second section — a green section, started in green ink because Mishti believed in colour-coding her moral categories. Black for deaths witnessed. Green for deaths prevented. The green section was: growing.

But on Wednesday, Mihir gathered the team — all eleven, plus Mishti, in the courtyard, under the peepal tree, on mats arranged in a circle that felt ritualistic because it was — and told them about the force that worked against them.

"We call them the Counter," Mihir said. "Not because they oppose us directly — they're not an organisation, not a group, not a conspiracy. The Counter is: a function. The universe's balancing mechanism. When we prevent a death that was: scheduled, the Counter adjusts. It finds: an alternative. A replacement. The balance must be maintained."

"You're saying — if we save someone, someone else dies?" Mishti asked. The question that had been forming since the Varanasi operation, since she'd watched seventeen people eat samosas on a VIP boat while the Ganga Ma sank, and had felt — beneath the triumph — a disquiet. A wrongness. A sense that the math was: incomplete.

"Not exactly. The Counter is not: eye for an eye. It's more subtle. When we prevent a wrong death — a death caused by negligence, malice, or systemic failure — the Counter doesn't replace it with another wrong death. It accelerates a: natural death. Someone who was going to die of cancer in six months dies in: four. Someone whose heart was weakening loses two weeks. The Counter doesn't create new deaths. It: adjusts timelines."

"That's — " Kaveri spoke. Rarely. The woman who smelled death was not a woman who used many words. But when she spoke, the room: listened. "That's still killing."

"Yes," Mihir said. "It is. And it's the cost. Every save we make comes with a cost that we cannot predict, cannot prevent, and cannot: see. The Counter operates outside our antenna range. No seer has ever been able to detect a Counter-adjustment. It happens in the margins. In the hospital rooms where a patient declines faster than expected. In the homes where an elderly person goes to sleep and doesn't wake. The adjustments are: invisible. And they are: the price."

The courtyard was silent. The peepal tree: trembling. The February had become March, and the tree was preparing for its spring flush, the new leaves emerging copper-coloured before turning green, the specific botanical transformation that the ancients had attributed to the tree's awareness of cycles. The tree: always aware. Always trembling.

"Why do we do it, then?" Yash asked. The man who heard deaths. His headphones: around his neck for once. His face: tight. The face of a young man who had believed he was doing unambiguous good and had just learned that good was: complicated. "If every save costs a: adjustment. If the math doesn't change. If someone dies anyway — why do we intervene?"

"Because the wrong deaths are: wrong," Mihir said. "The farmer who drinks pesticide because the system failed him. The child who falls into a manhole because the municipality stole the cover money. The tourist who drowns because a boatman gambled on a cracked hull. These deaths are not natural. They are not the universe's schedule. They are: human failure. And human failure can be: corrected. The Counter-adjustments are natural deaths, arriving earlier than planned but still: natural. The difference is: moral. We trade wrong deaths for natural ones. We don't eliminate death. We eliminate: cruelty."

Mishti sat with this. The weight of it. The specific weight of learning that the gift was not a clean weapon — it was a transaction. Every save was a purchase, paid for in currency she couldn't see and wouldn't know about. Somewhere in India, right now, someone was dying two weeks earlier than they would have, because Mishti had saved a child from a Bhopal manhole.

"The Classmate notebook," she said. To herself. But Mihir heard.

"Yes?"

"I have a green section now. For saves. But I should have a third section. For the: adjustments. The people who paid."

"You can't know them."

"I know. But I should: acknowledge them. Even if I can't name them."

Mihir looked at her. The look: different from the evaluative look of the first meeting. This look was: recognition. The recognition of a person who had understood the moral architecture of the work on her first hearing, who had immediately grasped that the triumph of saving lives was: shadowed by the cost, and who had decided to honour the cost rather than: ignore it.

"Your grandmother would be proud of you," he said.

"My grandmother saw ghosts. I trade in: schedules."

"Same gift. Different application. She honoured the dead. You honour: both. The saved and the spent."

Mishti opened the Classmate notebook. After the black section and the green section, she started a third. In red ink. No names — because there were no names. No dates — because the dates were: unknown. Just: marks. One mark for each save. Each mark representing: someone, somewhere, who had paid the price of Mishti's intervention. A human ledger. The accounting of a gift that gave and: took.

Four marks. Four saves. Four adjustments.

The red section would grow alongside the green. Always. For as long as Mishti Lal served the Division, the two sections would mirror each other — a save and a cost, a rescue and a: debt. The math of the universe, balanced by a girl from a sal forest who had learned that the most important things are: the ones you can't see.


  
    Chapter 10: The Corruption

    
    
  
  The first time Mishti saw a death she couldn't prevent was in Lormi.

Not through the antenna. Not through the map. Through: the phone. Her father called at 3 AM on a March night — the hour when phone calls are never good, the hour that carries the specific dread of a ringing that means someone is hurt or dead or dying, the hour when the body answers the phone before the mind has decided whether it wants to know.

"Mishti. Ganesh Bhaiya is dead."

The words: arrived. The way all impossible words arrive — whole, complete, refusing to be misheard or reinterpreted or softened. Ganesh Bhaiya. Dead. The man who had given her jaggery at four. The man whose chai stall backed onto the mahua tree. The man who had watched her climb the sal tree every morning with the concern of a village uncle.

"How?"

"They found him at the stall. 2 AM. The stall was — burned. Someone set fire to it. He was inside."

"Who?"

Her father's silence: long. The silence of a man who knows the answer and cannot say it on a phone because phones in Chhattisgarh are not secure, because the people who set fires to chai stalls also have access to phone records, because the forest that Dhanraj Lal had patrolled for thirty years was not just trees and langurs and sambar deer. It was: land. And land in central India was: money. And money attracted: the kind of people who burned chai stalls with old men inside them.

"Come home," Dhanraj said. "When you can."

 * 

Mishti went to Mihir. In the courtyard. 4 AM. The peepal tree in darkness — the tree that trembled day and night, that never slept, that seemed, in the pre-dawn dark, to be: listening.

"I need to go home."

"I know. Audrey will drive you to the station. The Rajdhani leaves at 6."

"You know? How—"

"Kaveri smelled it. Two hours ago. She woke me. We tried to reach your father — the phone lines to Lormi were: down. Cut. Deliberately."

"Someone cut the phone lines before burning the stall."

"Yes."

"This wasn't random."

"No. This was: targeted. Ganesh Bhaiya's stall sat on land that the Lormi tehsildar has been trying to acquire for three years. The tehsildar — Suresh Pandey — works with a mining company. Bauxite. The Achanakmar buffer zone has: deposits. The forest department has blocked the mining licence. Your father has blocked the mining licence. And Ganesh Bhaiya's stall — the stall, the land it sits on, the access road that runs behind it — is the proposed entry point for the mining operation."

Mishti sat in the courtyard. The pre-dawn cold — Delhi's March cold, which is not the January fog-cold but the clear, sharp cold of a city waking up, the cold that carries the smell of bread from the early bakeries and the sound of the first Metro rumblings from underground. She sat and understood: Ganesh Bhaiya had not died because of a fire. He had died because of bauxite. Because of a mining company. Because of a tehsildar. Because of the specific Indian machinery of corruption that grinds through villages the way mining equipment grinds through forests — without regard for what lives there.

"Can I see it?" she asked. "Can I — use the antenna? Go back?"

"The death has already occurred. Your antenna is: prospective. Forward-looking. You can't see the past."

"Then why couldn't I see this one coming? I'm from Lormi. The stall is — was — the place I drink chai every morning when I'm home. Why didn't I see Ganesh Bhaiya's death?"

Mihir sat beside her. The first time he'd sat this close. The proximity: deliberate. The gesture of a man who was about to say something difficult and wanted to be: near.

"There are deaths we cannot see. Deaths that are: shielded. The Counter doesn't just balance our interventions — it also protects certain deaths from being prevented. Deaths that serve the Counter's interests. Deaths that maintain: the balance. Ganesh Bhaiya's death was — and I'm sorry for this, Mishti — it was a scheduled death. Not a wrong one, in the Counter's calculation. The Counter decided that Ganesh Bhaiya's departure was: necessary. For reasons we cannot see and wouldn't accept if we could."

"That's — that's monstrous."

"Yes. It is. The Counter is not: moral. It is: mathematical. It calculates balance, not justice. And sometimes the calculation produces: monstrous results."

"Then the Counter is the enemy."

"The Counter is the system. You can't fight the system. You can only work within it. Save the ones you can. Honour the ones you can't."

"The red section."

"The red section. Ganesh Bhaiya goes in the red section. Not because he was an adjustment — because he was: uncatchable. A death we couldn't prevent. The hardest category."

 * 

Mishti took the Rajdhani home. The train: delayed, again, because Indian Railways. She sat in the berth with the curtain drawn and the Classmate notebook open to the red section and wrote:

Ganesh Bhaiya. Lormi. March. Chai stall. Fire. Bauxite. Tehsildar Suresh Pandey. The Counter shielded this death. I was not able to see it. I was not able to prevent it. He gave me jaggery when I was four. His chai tasted like iron and home. He is gone.

The entry was: the longest in the notebook. Longer than any death vision. Longer than any save report. Because this death was: personal. The first personal death in the catalogue. The death that taught Mishti that the gift was not a shield for the people she loved. That the antenna pointed outward — at strangers, at cities, at maps — but was: blind. Blind to the deaths that happened in the place she came from. Blind to the deaths of people who mattered to her. The gift was: generous with strangers and cruel with: family.

In Lormi, the chai stall was: ash. The mahua tree behind it — scorched on one side, the bark blackened, the leaves on the lowest branches: curled and dead. But the tree was alive. The mahua, like all forest trees, was: resilient. Fire was not new to it. The forest burned every summer — controlled burns, set by the forest department to clear undergrowth, the fire that feeds the forest by destroying what suffocates it. The mahua had survived those fires. It would survive: this one.

Mishti stood at the ash. The smell: acrid. The smell of burned wood and burned thatch and burned cooking oil and, beneath all of it, a smell she refused to identify because identifying it meant acknowledging that the man who had served her chai for twenty-two years had been: in the fire when it burned.

Her father was at the police station. Filing a report. The report that would go to the tehsildar's office. The tehsildar's office would review it. The tehsildar — the man who had ordered the fire — would review the report about the fire he had ordered. The circle: complete. The system: functioning as designed.

"I'm going to do something about this," Mishti said. To the ash. To the mahua tree. To the village that had gathered at the stall's remains and was standing in the specific Indian silence of a community that knows who did it and knows that knowing: changes nothing. Because the tehsildar has power. And the mining company has money. And the chai stall owner had: neither.

She called Mihir from the village's single PCO booth — the STD/ISD booth that still existed because Lormi's mobile coverage was: theoretical.

"I want to use the antenna on Suresh Pandey," she said.

"You want to see his death?"

"I want to see if he has one coming."

"Mishti. That's not how we work. We prevent deaths. We don't: wish for them."

"I'm not wishing. I'm asking."

"The answer is the same. The antenna is for saving. Not for: revenge. The moment you point the antenna with anger, it stops working. The gift requires: compassion. Even for the people who burn chai stalls with old men inside them."

"I don't have compassion for Suresh Pandey."

"I know. That's why you need to come back to Delhi. Grieve here. Train here. Let Lormi handle its own justice."

"Lormi can't handle its own justice. The system is—"

"The system is: corrupt. Yes. And the corruption is: not our department. We save lives. We don't fix systems. If we tried to fix every corrupt system that produces wrong deaths, we would need an army, not a division of twelve."

Mishti stood in the PCO booth. The smell of phenyl floor cleaner and old plastic. The receiver: heavy in her hand. The specific weight of a phone that still connected through copper wire, like the Division's rotary phones, like the infrastructure of a country that was simultaneously: ancient and modern, digital and analogue, corrupt and beautiful.

"I'll come back," she said. "But I'm adding Suresh Pandey to the notebook."

"Which section?"

"A new one. Section four. Blue ink. For: the ones who cause the deaths. The ones the system protects. The ones whose names I will: remember."


  
    Chapter 11: The Field

    
    
  
  Mishti's first field assignment came in April. Delhi in April is a furnace being preheated — not the full blast of May, not the apocalyptic June that makes the city question whether it should exist at all, but the warning. The temperature hitting forty by noon. The roads shimmering. The auto-rickshaw drivers wrapping wet cloths around their heads and driving with the resigned ferocity of men who had no choice but to be: outside.

"Chandni Chowk," Audrey said. Not a suggestion — a deployment. "Thursday. Between 2 and 4 PM. A building collapse. Residential. Old Delhi — the kind of building that was constructed in the Mughal era and has been held together since by: optimism and occasional whitewash."

Mishti had seen it the previous day. Hand on map. The directed vision now coming faster — the three-week training period had compressed her response time from minutes to seconds. She could touch a map, close her eyes, and be: there. In the location. Seeing what was coming. The antenna had been calibrated, extended, sharpened. Where once she saw deaths as they happened, she now saw them: twenty-four to forty-eight hours before. The window was growing.

The building was on Dariba Kalan — the silver market street, the narrow lane where jewellers had been selling since the Mughals and where the buildings leaned toward each other across the street like old men sharing gossip. The specific building: four stories. The ground floor: a silver shop, the kind with glass display cases and a shopkeeper who sat cross-legged on a white gaddi behind the counter, surrounded by the reflected light of a thousand pieces of silver, the light that gave Dariba its specific luminosity — not sunlight, not electric light, but silver light, the reflected radiance of metal that had been polished by generations.

The building's problem was: the third floor. A renovation. Unauthorized. The building's owner — a man who had inherited the property from his father, who had inherited it from his father, who had acquired it from whoever owned it before the British arrived — had decided to add a bathroom. On the third floor. With modern plumbing. To a building whose walls were: load-bearing brick from the eighteenth century, brick that had been designed to carry its own weight and the weight of wooden floors and nothing else.

The plumbing installation had required: cutting through the wall. The wall that was: structural. The wall that had been holding the building up for three hundred years. The cutting had weakened the wall. The weakening had produced: a crack. The crack had been growing since January. By April, in the Delhi heat — the heat that made brick expand and mortar contract and the differential between the two produce: stress — the crack had become: a fault line.

The vision: Thursday, approximately 2:30 PM. The wall gives way. The third floor collapses into the second. The second, unable to bear the impact, collapses into the first. The silver shop: buried. The shopkeeper — the man on the gaddi, the man surrounded by silver light — killed. Plus: two families on the upper floors. A total of: eleven people.

"Can we evacuate?" Mishti asked.

"Old Delhi doesn't evacuate," Audrey said. "You can't tell a Chandni Chowk family that their three-hundred-year-old building is going to collapse. They'll tell you their great-grandfather survived the 1857 rebellion in this building and it's not going anywhere."

"Then what?"

"We create a reason. Fire inspection. Gas leak. Something that gets people out without telling them: your building is going to fall on your heads."

 * 

Thursday. 11 AM. Mishti, Audrey, and Rajan arrived at Dariba Kalan. The lane was: Chandni Chowk at its most Chandni Chowk. Narrow — two metres wide in places, the buildings closing in overhead, the sky visible only as a strip of white heat between the rooflines. The ground floor shops: open, the silver catching the light, the shopkeepers sitting on their gaddis with the patience of men who measured time in: generations, not hours. The smell: silver polish and sweat and the persistent, underlying, inescapable smell of Old Delhi, which is: history. The smell of six hundred years of cooking and trading and living and dying compressed into a space that was never designed for the number of people who now occupied it.

Rajan — the former RAW analyst, the man who had left intelligence because of paperwork — was: the talker. The Division's social engineer. A man who could convince a Delhi shopkeeper to evacuate his premises the way a snake charmer convinces a cobra to dance: with patience, rhythm, and the absolute confidence that he was: in control.

"Gas leak," Rajan announced, to the shopkeeper on the ground floor. He was wearing a uniform — not a real uniform, but a facsimile. The khaki shirt and dark trousers of an SDMC inspector, with a laminated ID that was genuine in the way the Division's IDs were genuine: real card, real lamination, real stamp, attached to a department that existed on paper and nowhere else. "We've detected a leak in the main gas line that runs under this section. Emergency evacuation. Two hours."

The shopkeeper — a man named Suraj, sixty, whose family had occupied this gaddi for four generations — looked at Rajan with the specific expression of a Chandni Chowk shopkeeper being told to leave his shop: incredulous. Hostile. The expression that said: "I have survived riots, curfews, sealing drives, and the Delhi Metro construction. I am not leaving because of a gas leak."

"There is no gas line under this building," Suraj said. "We use LPG cylinders. I have been here for forty years. I know what is under my shop."

Rajan leaned in. The lean: conspiratorial. The posture of a man sharing classified information. "Uncle. Between us. The leak is not just gas. There's a structural concern. The building next door — the renovation — the wall has been compromised. MCD has been notified. If we don't evacuate now and something happens, the liability falls on: you. As the ground-floor occupant. Your insurance — do you have insurance?"

"Nobody has insurance in Chandni Chowk."

"Exactly. Which means if this building drops a floor, you lose everything. The silver. The gaddi. The four-generation legacy. Two hours, Uncle. Let us inspect. Let us confirm it's safe. If it's safe, you come back and I buy silver from you as an apology."

Suraj looked at Rajan. At the uniform. At the laminated card. At the building above him — the building he'd sat beneath for forty years without looking up, because when you've been somewhere for forty years, you stop seeing it. You see the silver. The customers. The light. Not: the crack.

"Two hours," Suraj said. "I'm locking the display cases."

"Of course."

The upper floors were: harder. Two families. A total of nine people — four adults, five children, the children ranging from a two-year-old who was carried and a fifteen-year-old who refused to leave because "my online class is at 3, I can't miss it." Audrey handled the families with the efficiency of a woman who had evacuated buildings in three cities and had learned that the key to emergency evacuation in India was not authority but: empathy. Not "you must leave" but "your children must leave." The children were: the lever. Every Indian parent, regardless of their feelings about their own safety, would evacuate: for the children.

By 1:30 PM, the building was: empty. Eleven people — the eleven who would have died — were in the street. The children eating ice cream that Preeti had bought from the Natraj Dahi Bhalle stall on the corner, because field operations required: logistics, and logistics in Chandni Chowk meant: food.

At 2:37 PM, the wall gave way. Seven minutes later than Mishti's prediction — the heat had been slightly less than forecast, the mortar contracting slower. But the result was: identical. The third floor collapsed into the second. The second buckled. The building — three hundred years of Mughal brick and Delhi history — folded in on itself with a sound that Mishti, standing at the end of Dariba Kalan, heard through her ears rather than through the antenna. The sound of a building dying. Not an explosion — a groan. The low, structural, geological groan of masonry that has been holding for centuries and has finally been asked to hold: too much.

The dust rose. White. The specific white of old brick dust and old plaster, the colour of history becoming: rubble. The silver shop — Suraj's gaddi, the display cases, the four-generation legacy — buried. The silver: recoverable. The man: alive. Standing in the street with his mouth open, watching his inheritance collapse, surrounded by children eating ice cream from the Natraj stall, the silver dust settling on their cones like a blessing or a curse, depending on how you looked at it.

Eleven people. Saved. The green section: growing.

Somewhere in India, the Counter: adjusting.


  
    Chapter 12: The Helicopter

    
    
  
  The call came through the 1947 line. Three rings — the Division's emergency code. Three rings meant: scale. Not a single death. Not a building. Something: larger.

Mihir answered. Listened. His face: unchanged. The face that had received bad news for longer than Mishti could calculate and had developed the specific composure of a man who processed catastrophe the way a riverbank processes flood — by absorbing without breaking. He hung up.

"Kedarnath," he said.

Not the 2013 Kedarnath — that disaster had happened before the Division's current configuration, before Mishti, before most of the current team. This was: different. A landslide. Predicted by the Geological Survey but ignored by the district administration because the pilgrimage season was: revenue, and revenue overrode geology. The Mandakini river was swollen from early snowmelt — the glaciers above Chorabari were melting faster than any model predicted, the ice responding to a warming atmosphere with the indifference of a system that did not care about human schedules.

"When?" Mishti asked. She was already at the map. The Survey of India sheet for Uttarakhand — the topographic lines dense, the contours climbing from the Doon Valley at 600 metres to the Kedarnath temple at 3,583 metres, the landscape vertical, the kind of terrain where gravity was not a background force but the: dominant actor.

"Seventy-two hours. The GSI report says the hillside above the Rambara bridge is unstable. The soil is saturated from snowmelt. The trigger will be: rainfall. The forecast shows a weather system approaching from the west. When the rain hits the saturated slope, the slope moves."

"How many people?"

"Pilgrimage season. The trail from Gaurikund to Kedarnath carries: thousands. On any given day, the trail between Rambara and Kedarnath has between five hundred and two thousand pilgrims. The landslide zone covers a three-kilometre section of the trail."

"We can't save two thousand people with field teams."

"No. We need: the system. The administration. The NDRF. The army. We need to close the trail."

"The district administration won't close the trail. You said it yourself — pilgrimage season is revenue."

"Which is why we're not asking the district administration."

Mihir made a call. Not the rotary phone. The black handset — the one he'd used during the Varanasi operation, the one that spoke in the language older than Hindi. This time, the conversation was in Hindi — rapid, authoritative, the Hindi of a man who was accustomed to being obeyed not because of rank but because of: knowledge. Mishti caught fragments: "Chief Secretary's office." "GSI corroboration." "NDRF pre-positioning." "Seventy-two hours, not negotiable."

He hung up. "We have thirty-six hours to get a closure order. The Chief Secretary of Uttarakhand will review the GSI data. If our prediction aligns with their report — which it will, because their report is: correct, they're just ignoring it — the trail closes."

"And if it doesn't close in time?"

"Then we go to the trail. Personally."

 * 

The helicopter arrived at the Division's building — landing on the roof, which Mishti had not known was a helipad because the roof looked like every other Old Delhi roof: flat, with water tanks and a tangle of TV antennas and a chhath area where someone had once dried papad and never cleaned up. But beneath the domestic camouflage, the roof was: reinforced. Built for exactly this.

The pilot was Audrey. Of course the pilot was Audrey. The woman who drove fast and shot well and had, Mishti now learned, a commercial helicopter licence obtained during her previous life in the Indian Air Force, a life she referenced only in fragments — "my squadron," "my CO," "the time we did relief in Kashmir" — and never in full.

"First time flying?" Audrey asked.

"First time in the air," Mishti said.

"You'll love it. Or you'll vomit. Either way, it's faster than the Rajdhani."

The helicopter — a small one, civilian-marked, the kind used by state tourism departments and VVIP evacuations — lifted from the Division's roof at 4 AM. Below them: Delhi. The city at its only tolerable hour — the hour before dawn, when the traffic hasn't started and the pollution hasn't risen and the city looks, from the air, like a circuit board. Lights arranged in grids and curves and the organic tangle of Old Delhi, where the streets followed no logic except the logic of: six centuries of people building wherever they could.

They flew north. Past the Yamuna — the river that Mishti's antenna always pointed toward, the corridor of departure, now a grey snake beneath them, its banks dotted with the early-morning fires of the homeless communities that lived along its edge. Past Meerut. Past Haridwar — the city visible as a cluster of lights around the Ganga's entry into the plains, the city where the river left the mountains and became: flat, navigable, worshipped. Past Rishikesh. Into the mountains.

The Himalayas from the air were: different from any photograph, any postcard, any Instagram reel. They were: alive. Not metaphorically — physically. The mountains moved. The cloud systems wrapped around peaks like shawls. The rivers carved valleys in real time — you could see the sediment, the colour of the water changing from glacier-blue to mud-brown as it descended, carrying the mountains down to the plains one grain at a time. The snow on the high peaks caught the first light and turned: pink. Then gold. Then white. The transformation took four minutes and was the most beautiful thing Mishti had ever seen.

"Focus," Audrey said. "You can appreciate the scenery after we save five hundred people."

 * 

They landed at Guptkashi — the town that served as the base for Kedarnath operations, forty kilometres from the temple, the last point where a helicopter could land without mountain-wind complications. The NDRF team was already there — twenty personnel in orange, the colour of Indian disaster response, the colour that said: something terrible is coming and we are: the people who walk toward it.

The trail closure order had been: issued. Thirty-one hours after Mihir's call to the Chief Secretary's office. The bureaucracy had moved at a speed that was, by Indian standards, supersonic — the GSI report corroborating the Division's prediction with the precision that comes from two independent sources reaching the same conclusion through different methods. Science and: sight. Geology and: the antenna.

But the trail wasn't empty. Pilgrims who had started the trek before the closure order — approximately three hundred, according to the NDRF's estimate — were still on the mountain. Between Rambara and Kedarnath. In the landslide zone.

"How long until the rain?" Mishti asked. She was standing at the Guptkashi helipad, the mountain air thin and cold — the specific cold of 1,319 metres altitude in April, the cold that carried the smell of deodar and snow and the diesel exhaust of the NDRF vehicles that were lining up for the trail approach.

She closed her eyes. The antenna didn't need a map here. She was: in the location. The proximity made the signal: overwhelming. She could feel the mountain. Not the rock — the water. The water trapped in the soil, pressing against the slope, the pressure building the way the pressure built behind her eyes, the mountain and the antenna: resonant. Two systems under pressure. Two systems approaching: release.

"Eighteen hours," she said. "The rain starts at midnight tonight. The slope moves at approximately 4 AM tomorrow. The three-kilometre section from Rambara bridge to the Garud Chatti crossing."

"That's our evacuation window," Audrey said. "Eighteen hours to get three hundred people off a mountain trail that takes six hours to walk."

"Helicopters?"

"Too dangerous after dark. Mountain winds. Cloud cover. We have until: sunset. That gives us eight hours of air evacuation."

Eight hours. Three hundred people. The math was: tight. The helicopter carried six passengers per trip. The flight from the trail to Guptkashi was twenty minutes each way. Forty minutes per round trip. Eight hours divided by forty minutes: twelve trips. Twelve trips times six passengers: seventy-two people by air. The remaining two hundred and twenty-eight would have to: walk. Down the trail. In the opposite direction from the landslide zone. Guided by NDRF teams who would carry the elderly, the children, the injured, the people who had started the pilgrimage with faith and were now being asked to retreat from: the mountain they had come to worship.

"I'll direct from here," Mishti said. "I can see the trail. I can see where the pilgrims are clustered. I can route the NDRF teams to the highest-density groups first."

"You can do that? From here?"

"The mountain is: loud. The signal is the loudest I've ever felt. I don't need a map. I can see the whole trail."

Mihir, who had been silent since the helicopter, spoke. "Then see it. And guide them. Every one of them."


  
    Chapter 13: The Mountain

    
    
  
  The evacuation lasted seven hours and forty-three minutes.

Mishti sat on a boulder at the Guptkashi helipad with her eyes closed and her palms pressed flat against the rock — not a map, but the mountain itself, the actual geology of the Himalaya beneath her, the stone that connected through bedrock and fault line and tectonic memory to the trail above, to the pilgrims on the trail, to the slope that was waiting to move. The antenna didn't need paper here. The mountain was: the map.

She could see them. All three hundred and seven — the NDRF's revised count, higher than the estimate because pilgrims had been arriving at Gaurikund after the closure order and had started the trek anyway, because faith does not respect closure orders, because an Indian pilgrim who has traveled five hundred kilometres to reach Kedarnath does not turn back because a man in an orange uniform says "trail closed." They had ducked the barriers. Climbed the side paths. Found the trail by routes that the NDRF didn't know about because the NDRF was: institutional, and the trail was: old. Older than institutions. Older than orange uniforms. The trail had been walked for a thousand years by people who believed that the mountain was: God. And you don't turn your back on God because of a: closure order.

"Group of forty-seven at the Garud Chatti crossing," Mishti said. Her voice: steady. The steadiness of a woman channelling the antenna at maximum power, the pressure behind her eyes now a constant burn, not painful exactly but: consuming. The burn of a wire carrying more current than it was designed for, the wire glowing but not yet: melting. "Mostly elderly. Twelve children. They've stopped because the trail is washed out at the crossing — the snowmelt has taken out the temporary bridge. They can't go forward. They can't go back without climbing the ridge path, which the elderly can't manage."

"Helicopter accessible?" Audrey asked. She was in the air — the third trip, six pilgrims delivered safely to Guptkashi, the helicopter banking through the valley with the specific aggression of a pilot who was racing: sunset.

"Negative. The Garud Chatti crossing is in a gorge. No landing zone. The NDRF ground team — where is Alpha team?"

"One kilometre south of Garud Chatti, moving north."

"Redirect them to the ridge path. If they carry the elderly up the ridge to the flat area above the gorge, Audrey can pick up in groups from there."

"That's a two-hundred-metre vertical climb carrying people."

"The NDRF are trained for exactly this."

"Copy. Redirecting Alpha."

The hours: counted. Not by the clock — by the trips. Each helicopter trip was: six people closer to safety. Audrey flew with the precision of a surgeon and the speed of a woman who understood that every minute of daylight was: six lives. The mountain winds cooperated until 4 PM, when the afternoon thermals began — the warm air rising from the valley floor, creating turbulence that made the helicopter buck and roll and made Mishti, watching through the antenna, grip the boulder harder.

The NDRF ground teams worked the trail. Alpha team reached Garud Chatti at 1:30 PM and began the ridge evacuation — carrying the elderly on their backs, the specific Indian image of a jawaan in orange carrying a grandmother in a white saree up a mountain path, the grandmother reciting the Mahamrityunjaya mantra for protection while the jawaan recited: his own. The children were easier — the children walked, because children on Himalayan trails move with the agility of mountain goats and the complete absence of fear that is: youth's great advantage and great danger.

Beta team worked the section between Rambara and Linchauli, where a group of eighty pilgrims had been walking and were now: stopping. The group included a sadhu — an old man, naked except for ash and rudraksha beads, who had been walking the Kedarnath trail annually for forty years and who refused to evacuate because "Mahadev will protect."

"Mahadev protects those who also protect themselves," Rajan told the sadhu, using the specific argumentative technique of quoting scripture against the scriptural. The sadhu considered this. Looked at the sky — the western sky, where the weather system was building, the clouds not yet rain-clouds but the precursors, the high cirrus that announced: something is coming. The sadhu conceded. Walked. Slowly. With the dignity of a man who was retreating from his god but not: abandoning him.

By 5:30 PM — sunset at the mountain's elevation, the light failing faster than in the plains, the shadows rising from the valley like flood water — two hundred and seventy-one pilgrims had been evacuated. By helicopter: seventy-eight (thirteen trips, Audrey's personal best, a number she would reference in every future conversation about her flying ability). By foot: one hundred and ninety-three, guided by NDRF teams who had walked the trail twice in both directions.

Thirty-six remained. On the upper trail. Above Garud Chatti. In the direct path of the landslide zone. They had refused to evacuate — not from stubbornness but from: inability. The elderly who couldn't be carried. The injured — a man who had twisted his ankle at the Bhairav Temple turn and couldn't walk. A woman in the late stages of pregnancy who had undertaken the pilgrimage because "the baby must be blessed by Baba Kedarnath before birth" and who was now: unable to descend.

"I need to go up there," Mishti said.

"No," Mihir said. He was at Guptkashi. Had been at Guptkashi all day, coordinating through the rotary phone that Rajan had carried in a rucksack — the phone that connected to the 1947 copper wire through a field relay that Mishti didn't understand and that Mihir described as "old technology, which is: the best technology."

"Those thirty-six people—"

"Will be moved by the NDRF. Alpha team is making a final sweep."

"Alpha team is exhausted. They've been climbing for six hours. And the pregnant woman — she can't be carried down a ridge path. She needs: evacuation by air."

"It's too dark to fly."

"Not yet. There's thirty minutes of light. Audrey can make one more trip."

"The mountain winds—"

"I can see the winds," Mishti said. And she could. Through the antenna, the mountain was: transparent. Not just the rock and the trail and the people — the air. She could see the air currents the way she could see the death-signals, the thermal patterns rising and falling, the gaps between the gusts, the windows of calm that lasted: seconds. "There's a window. At 5:47 PM. A thermal pause. Three minutes of calm air over the Garud Chatti flat. Audrey can land, pick up six, and lift before the next gust. Three minutes."

"You're asking me to risk Audrey's life on a three-minute window that you're: seeing."

"I'm asking you to trust the antenna. The same antenna that predicted the Varanasi boat. The same antenna that predicted the Chandni Chowk collapse. I can: see this."

Mihir looked at her. The look: not evaluative. Not the teacher's look. The look of a man making a decision that would either save six lives or cost: one. The life of his pilot. His best operative. The woman who flew fast and shot well and had been with the Division longer than anyone except: himself.

"Audrey," Mihir said into the field phone. "One more trip. Garud Chatti flat. 5:47 PM. Three-minute window. Mishti is guiding."

Audrey's response, through the crackling copper wire: "Copy. On my way."

At 5:47 PM, the helicopter descended through the mountain air like a stone dropped into still water — straight, fast, no hesitation. The thermal pause held. The air: calm. Three minutes. Audrey landed on the flat above the gorge. Six people — the pregnant woman first, carried by two NDRF jawaans, then four elderly pilgrims, then the man with the twisted ankle — loaded in ninety seconds. The helicopter lifted at 5:49 PM. The thermal resumed at 5:50. One minute of margin. One minute between: six saved and one lost.

The helicopter cleared the gorge. Turned south toward Guptkashi. The last light caught the rotor blades — a flash of metal in the dying sun, the specific flash that pilots call: blade glint, and that Mishti, standing on the boulder with the mountain resonating through her, saw as: beauty. The beauty of a machine in the right hands, in the right air, at the right time, carrying the right people away from: the mountain that was about to move.

 * 

The rain started at 11:43 PM. Not midnight — the weather system had accelerated, the clouds arriving ahead of schedule, the rain falling with the specific Himalayan intensity that is not rainfall but: assault. Vertical water. The kind that drowns the sky.

At 4:07 AM, the slope above the Rambara bridge released. The landslide — a mass of saturated soil, broken deodar, boulders the size of Maruti cars — descended the mountainside with a roar that was heard in Guptkashi, sixteen kilometres away. The trail between Rambara and Garud Chatti was: erased. Not damaged. Erased. The three-kilometre section that Mishti had identified was now: river. The Mandakini, redirected by the landslide, flowed where the trail had been, the water carrying the debris of a mountain that had held for millennia and had finally been asked to hold: too much water and too little forest.

Three hundred and seven pilgrims had been on that trail twenty-four hours earlier. Three hundred and seven people who had come to worship Mahadev and would have been buried by: the mountain.

Three hundred and seven: saved. The green section of the Classmate notebook: full. A new page needed.

The Counter: somewhere, adjusting. The math: balancing. The cost: unknown, invisible, distributed across a country of 1.4 billion people, each adjustment so small, so marginal, that no one would notice. A week here. A day there. The specific cruelty of a system that demanded: payment. For every gift, a: tax.

But tonight — tonight the tax was: acceptable. Because three hundred and seven people were alive who should not be. Because a pregnant woman was in a Guptkashi hospital being blessed by a nurse who didn't know she was blessing a miracle. Because a sadhu was sitting by a fire, his rudraksha beads warm against his chest, telling anyone who would listen that "Mahadev protected. As I said he would."

And because Mishti Lal — forest girl, tree climber, seer — was lying on a boulder at the Guptkashi helipad, looking at stars that were: visible, because the rain had stopped, because the mountain had moved, because the sky had cleared, and the stars above the Himalaya were: the most beautiful thing she had ever seen. More beautiful than the sunrise from the helicopter. More beautiful than the silver light of Dariba Kalan. The beauty of: survival. Of three hundred and seven people breathing, in the mountain dark, because a girl from a sal forest had put her hands on a rock and seen: the future. And changed it.


  
    Chapter 14: What Mihir Is

    
    
  
  She asked on a quiet Tuesday. The Division: slow. No active saves. Kaveri in Varanasi on a personal visit — the woman who smelled death returning to the city of cremation, which was either courage or masochism, depending on how you understood her gift. Yash in his room with his headphones, listening to silence because silence was: the only thing he couldn't hear deaths through. Ramu Kaka in the kitchen, making the rajma that was the Division's unofficial fuel.

Mishti and Mihir sat in the courtyard. Under the peepal tree. The May heat: punishing. The peepal providing shade that was: insufficient but symbolic, the tree's canopy a reminder that shelter existed even when the shelter was: not enough.

"What are you?" Mishti asked.

Mihir looked at her. The look that contained: calculation. Not dishonesty — the calculation of how much truth a person could absorb at one time. He had been doing this with Mishti since Lormi — releasing information in portions, the way a doctor administers medication, dosing the reality so the patient could: process.

"I was born in what is now Varanasi," he said. "In the period that your history textbooks call the Gupta era. I was a priest. Not the kind you see at the ghats now — the ritual performers, the businessmen in saffron. I was a different kind. The kind that sat at the burning ghats and: listened. To the dead. To the departing. I could hear the exact moment a soul separated from a body. The sound was — is — a frequency that most human ears cannot detect. A hum. The frequency of transition."

"The Gupta era," Mishti repeated. "That's — fourth century. Fifth century."

"Approximately 420 CE. Give or take a decade. The record-keeping was: imprecise."

"You're sixteen hundred years old."

"Approximately."

Mishti sat with this. The number: too large for the mind to hold without distortion. Sixteen hundred years. The fall of the Guptas. The Mughal invasion. The British Raj. Independence. The Emergency. Liberalisation. Sixteen hundred years of Indian history, lived — not studied, not read about, lived — by the man sitting across from her under a peepal tree in a colonial building in Jor Bagh, eating rajma with his fingers because he had been eating with his fingers since before forks were: invented.

"How?"

"The gift extends life. Not indefinitely — I will die. But the frequency I attuned to at the Varanasi ghat — the transition frequency — it rewired my: biology. The cells repair. The aging slows. Not stops — slows. I age approximately one year for every hundred. I am: biologically sixty. Chronologically sixteen hundred. The math is: unusual."

"And the Division?"

"The Division has existed in some form since the Mughal period. I started it when I realised that hearing the dead was: insufficient. That the gift could be directed. That people like your grandmother — seers, smellers, hearers — existed across India, appearing in every generation, and that together, we could: intervene. Change the outcomes. Redirect the departures. Not all of them — never all of them. But: enough."

"The government knows?"

"The government has known since 1947. Nehru knew. Not the details — the existence. He was: a rational man who encountered something irrational and chose to: fund it, quietly, through budget lines that no auditor has ever examined. Every Prime Minister since has known. Some have used us. Some have ignored us. Some have tried to: shut us down. We survive because the work is: necessary. And because I am: persistent. You learn persistence in sixteen hundred years."

Mishti looked at the peepal tree. The tree that had been in this courtyard since before the British built the walls around it. The tree that Mihir had probably: planted. Or known the person who planted it. Or watched it grow from a seed that fell from a bird that landed on a branch that was part of a tree that was part of a forest that no longer existed because the city had consumed it, the way cities consume forests, one building at a time.

"The language you speak on the black phone," she said. "The old one. What is it?"

"Prakrit. The language that existed before Sanskrit became: formalised. The language of common people in the Gupta period. The language I dream in, when I dream, which is: rarely. The language of the transition frequency. The language the dead: understand."

"You speak to the dead."

"I have spoken to the dead for sixteen hundred years. They are: excellent conversationalists. Better than the living, in many cases. They have: perspective. The perspective that comes from having left the body and seeing, from the outside, what the body could never see from the inside."

"What do they say?"

"Mostly? They say: 'I should have spent more time with the people I loved.' The dead are: unanimous on this point. Across sixteen centuries. Across every language, religion, caste, gender. The dead all agree: they should have loved more. Worked less. Held the people they cared about: closer."

The courtyard: silent. The peepal: trembling. The May heat: pressing down. And Mishti thought of Ganesh Bhaiya — the man in the red section, the man whose chai tasted like iron and home — and wondered if he, too, from wherever he was, was saying the same thing. That he should have loved more. That the chai stall was just a stall, that the jaggery he gave to children was: the real work, and the chai was: the excuse.

"Do you speak to Ganesh Bhaiya?" she asked. Quietly. The question she hadn't known she was going to ask until it: emerged.

"I did. The night he died. Before you called. He was — confused, as they often are in the first hours. Fire deaths are: disorienting. The transition is violent and the soul carries the: shock. But he settled. And he asked about you."

"About me?"

"He said: 'Tell the girl who climbs the sal trees that the langurs are back. And the chai stall is just wood. She is: not.'"

Mishti cried. In the courtyard. Under the peepal tree. In the May heat. The tears: hot, immediate, the tears of a woman who had just received a message from a dead man through a sixteen-hundred-year-old priest who ate rajma with his fingers and funded his operation through budget lines that no auditor had ever examined. The tears that were: grief and gratitude and the specific, impossible comfort of knowing that the dead could speak and that what they said was: love.


  
    Chapter 15: The Lormi Return

    
    
  
  Mishti went home in June. Not for a visit — for a mission. A mission she had designed herself, without Division approval, without Mihir's knowledge, without following the protocols she had spent four months learning.

The monsoon was arriving. The Chhattisgarh monsoon — not the gentle Kerala onset that the weather channels romanticised, but the central Indian monsoon that arrived like an invasion, the clouds massing over the Satpura hills and descending on the plains with the specific violence of weather that had been building pressure for months. The first rain hit Lormi at 3 AM on a Tuesday and didn't stop for forty-seven hours. The sal forest drank. The laterite soil turned to blood-coloured mud. The Achanakmar river — usually a polite trickle this time of year — swelled to a roar that Mishti could hear from the Lal house, two kilometres away.

She had told Mihir she was going home for a family visit. This was: half true. She was going home. She was going to see her family. But she was also going to do something that the Division's rules explicitly prohibited: use the antenna for personal justice.

Suresh Pandey. The tehsildar. The man who had ordered the burning of Ganesh Bhaiya's chai stall. The man whose name was in the blue section of the Classmate notebook — the section for the ones who cause the deaths. Mishti had been watching Pandey for three months. Not through the antenna — through research. Through the Division's archives, which contained files on every district official in central India who had intersected with mining companies. Through Audrey's intelligence contacts, who had provided bank statements and land records and the specific paper trail that connected Pandey to Apex Minerals, a bauxite mining company registered in Raipur with shareholders in Singapore and offices in Bilaspur that were, according to Rajan's assessment, "a money-laundering operation wearing the costume of legitimate business."

Pandey had not just burned the chai stall. He had been clearing the approach to the Achanakmar buffer zone for three years — buying land through proxies, intimidating smallholders, filing fraudulent forest clearance applications. The mining licence that Mishti's father had blocked was: the endgame. If Pandey could get the licence, the Achanakmar buffer zone would be opened to bauxite extraction. The sal forest — the forest that had produced three generations of Lal rangers, the forest that had given Mishti her gift — would be: destroyed.

The plan was: evidence. Not psychic evidence — physical evidence. Mishti would use the antenna to locate the documents that Pandey had hidden. The bank records, the land transfer deeds, the correspondence with Apex Minerals. The antenna could see: objects. Not just deaths — objects that were connected to deaths, objects that carried the resonance of the violence they had enabled. A gun that killed carries the death-signature. A document that authorised a killing carries: the authoriser's signature. Mishti had discovered this during training — had found that she could touch a murder weapon and see not just the victim's death but the moment the weapon was acquired, the hand that held it, the decision that preceded the trigger pull.

Pandey's documents would carry: the decision. The decision to burn a chai stall with a man inside it. The decision to destroy a forest for bauxite. The decision that was, in the Counter's calculus, shielded — but that in the human calculus was: criminal. And criminals, unlike the Counter, could be: caught.

 * 

She arrived in Lormi at night. The monsoon road: treacherous. The NH-130 alternating between flooded sections and sections where the asphalt had simply: departed, carried away by the rain, revealing the red soil beneath like a wound. Mishti rode the last twenty kilometres on the back of a motorcycle driven by Deepak — her brother, the vet student, who had come to the Bilaspur bus stand because "the auto-rickshaws won't drive in this rain, didi, and Papa's jeep has a flat."

Deepak had grown. Not physically — emotionally. The boy who had refused to hunt, who had preferred healing animals to tracking them, had become a young man with the specific confidence of a person who had found his purpose. The veterinary college had given him: competence. The competence of a man who could stitch a wound, set a fracture, deliver a calf. He rode the motorcycle through the monsoon darkness with the relaxed attention of a person who was: at home. In the rain. On the road. In Chhattisgarh.

"How's Delhi?" he asked, shouting over the rain and the engine.

"Hot. Complicated."

"Is the government work good?"

"It's — important."

"That's not the same as good."

"No. It's not."

 * 

The Lal house: unchanged. The verandah where Mishti had sorted mahua flowers. The charpoy where Dhanraj napped. The kitchen where Sunaina's dal tadka announced dinner with popping mustard seeds. The sal trees behind the house — taller, Mishti thought, or was she: shorter? Had the city reduced her? Had four months of maps and wicker chairs and 1947 copper wire made the forest girl: smaller?

She sat with her father on the verandah. The monsoon rain: a curtain. The sound: deafening and comforting simultaneously, the sound of water doing what water does, which is: fill everything. The chai — Ganesh Bhaiya's stall was gone, so Sunaina had made it. Not the iron-water borewell brew. The kitchen version. Different. Lighter. Missing the mineral weight of the old stall's water, the weight that had tasted like: home.

"Pandey has filed again," Dhanraj said. "The mining application. Third time. The district collector rejected it twice. This time, Pandey has: backing. The state minister for mines — Tiwari, not our Tiwari, the other one — has written a letter of support."

"A minister."

"A minister who received a three-crore donation from Apex Minerals for his last election campaign. The donation is: legal. The quid pro quo is: obvious. And the forest department cannot block a ministerially-endorsed application without: evidence of corruption."

"What kind of evidence?"

"Bank transfers. Meeting minutes. The connection between the donation and the application. The stuff that exists but that nobody can: find. Because Pandey is careful. And the minister is: careful. And the system is designed to make this kind of evidence: invisible."

Mishti sipped her chai. Looked at the monsoon. At the sal trees that were being fed by the rain, the trees that would be destroyed if Pandey succeeded, the trees that had given her family its purpose and given Mishti her: gift.

"I can find it," she said.

"How?"

"I have — access. To resources. In Delhi."

"Government resources?"

"A kind of government."

Dhanraj looked at his daughter. The look of a father who knew his daughter was: more than she was telling him. Who had accepted the "government research" explanation because accepting it was easier than demanding the truth and receiving an answer that would change everything. But who also knew — the way forest rangers know when a tiger is nearby, the way the forest knows when something is: present — that his daughter was not a research assistant. She was: something else. Something that the Lal family had been producing for generations and that the world had, finally, recognised.

"Be careful," he said. "Pandey is dangerous."

"I know."

"He burned Ganesh Bhaiya. He'll burn anyone who threatens the licence."

"I know, Papa."

"The forest can't protect you from: people."

"I know. But I can: see them coming."

 * 

The next morning, Mishti walked into the Achanakmar forest. Alone. Barefoot. The sal trees closing around her like a congregation. The monsoon had made the forest: electric. Every leaf dripping. Every surface wet. The soil — the red laterite — saturated, the water table visible in the puddles that collected in every depression, the groundwater rising to meet the rain the way an old friend rises to meet a visitor.

She found the spot — a clearing near the Kanha corridor, the place where her father had found tiger pugmarks in February, the place where the forest was: thickest. She sat on the forest floor. Cross-legged. The sal tree above her — the tree she'd climbed to watch the langurs — provided shelter that was: minimal. The rain found her. Soaked her. The forest floor beneath her: warm, despite the rain, the latent heat of the laterite releasing through the water.

She placed her hands on the ground. Not a map — the earth. The actual earth of Chhattisgarh, the geological substrate that connected to every building and every road and every government office in the state. The antenna at the Division worked through paper maps. But here, in the forest that had given her the gift, the antenna could work through: the source material. The earth itself.

She closed her eyes. Found the pressure. Directed it — not north, not toward the Yamuna's corridor of departure, but west. Toward Bilaspur. Toward the tehsildar's office. Toward Suresh Pandey.

The vision came: fast. Faster than any map-directed vision. The forest was: amplifying the signal. The sal trees, the mycorrhizal network beneath her, the root system that connected every tree in the Achanakmar to every other tree — all of it was acting as: an antenna array. Multiplying her range. Extending her reach. She wasn't just receiving — she was broadcasting. Sending her sight through the forest's network the way a message travels through a nervous system: instantaneously.

She saw Pandey's office. The desk. The files. And in the bottom drawer — locked, the key on a chain around Pandey's neck — a red folder. The folder contained: bank statements. Apex Minerals account. Transfers to: a numbered account in a Singapore subsidiary. From the numbered account to: a domestic account in the name of Sunita Pandey, Suresh's wife. The amounts: small individually, large in aggregate. Three years of transfers totalling: fourteen crore rupees. The price of a forest.

She saw the meeting minutes. Not in the office — in Pandey's home. A safe. Behind a painting of Ganpati that his wife had purchased from Fabindia because Fabindia was where aspirational Chhattisgarh purchased its: respectability. The safe contained a notebook — not a Classmate, a leather one, the leather of a man who could afford leather — with handwritten minutes of meetings between Pandey, the Apex Minerals CEO, and the state minister. The minutes detailed: the quid pro quo. The donation. The letter of support. The timeline for the mining licence. The plan for clearing the buffer zone. Including: "the removal of obstacles on the approach road." The obstacle: Ganesh Bhaiya's chai stall. The removal: fire.

Mishti opened her eyes. The forest: roaring. The rain: intensifying. The sal trees: trembling. Not the peepal's spiritual tremble — the physical tremble of a forest being hit by a monsoon, the branches heavy with water, the roots gripping the saturated soil.

She had the evidence. Not physical evidence — psychic evidence, which was: inadmissible in any court. But she knew where the physical evidence was. The drawer. The safe. The red folder and the leather notebook. She needed someone who could: obtain them. Legally or otherwise.

She called Mihir from the PCO booth.

"I found Pandey's evidence," she said.

Silence. The silence of a man who knew what she had done and was calculating whether to be: angry or impressed.

"You used the antenna on a personal matter," he said.

"I used the antenna on a corruption case that has killed one person, displaced twelve families, and threatens to destroy a protected forest. That's not personal. That's: the Division's mandate."

"The Division's mandate is death prevention. Not anti-corruption."

"Ganesh Bhaiya died because of this corruption. The forest will die because of this corruption. Death is: downstream of corruption. We can prevent deaths at the point of impact or we can prevent them at: the source."

Another silence. Longer. The silence of a man who has been alive for sixteen hundred years and has encountered this argument before — the argument that prevention should extend upstream, that stopping individual deaths is insufficient, that the system itself must be: challenged.

"Send me the details," he said. "I'll route them to Rajan. He has contacts in the CBI."

"CBI won't act on psychic evidence."

"CBI won't know it's psychic evidence. Rajan will: translate. The tip will appear to come from a whistleblower inside Apex Minerals. The CBI will obtain a warrant. The warrant will find: exactly what you described. The drawer. The safe. The folder."

"And Pandey?"

"Pandey will face the system he tried to: manipulate. Not the Counter. Not the Division. The law. Which is: slower than the Counter but more satisfying."


  
    Chapter 16: The Raid

    
    
  
  The CBI moved in August. Monsoon-end. The Chhattisgarh rains tapering from assault to: persistence, the daily downpours becoming hourly showers, the soil's capacity for absorption reached and exceeded, every surface running with red water that carried the laterite's iron signature — the signature that stained clothes and roads and, apparently, the careers of corrupt tehsildars.

Rajan had performed the translation perfectly. The psychic evidence — the locations of the red folder, the leather notebook, the bank statements — had been repackaged as a whistleblower tip from "a disgruntled employee of Apex Minerals" whose identity was protected under whistleblower statutes that Rajan had helped draft during his RAW years, statutes designed for exactly this kind of: laundered intelligence. The CBI officer who received the tip — a woman named Sarita Dubey, who Rajan described as "the most honest person in central Indian law enforcement, which is like being the tallest person in a room of people sitting down, but still: the tallest" — had obtained a warrant within seventy-two hours.

Mishti watched the raid through the antenna. From Delhi. Hand on the Chhattisgarh map. The pressure: steady. The vision: clear. She could see Pandey's office — the drawer, the key chain around his neck, the moment when the CBI team entered and Pandey's face shifted from the arrogance of a man who believed he was: untouchable to the terror of a man who realised he was: caught.

The red folder was where she'd seen it. The bank statements: complete. Three years of transfers from Apex Minerals to the Singapore subsidiary to the domestic account in Sunita Pandey's name. Fourteen crore rupees. The price of a forest, a chai stall, a man named Ganesh who had given jaggery to children.

The safe behind the Fabindia Ganpati was: harder. The painting was: secured. Not with screws or hooks — with faith. Pandey's wife screamed when the CBI team moved it. "You can't touch Ganpati ji! This is: blasphemy!" The CBI officer — Sarita Dubey, calm, professional, with the specific patience of a woman who had served warrants on people who hid contraband behind everything from Gita to Quran to Buddha — moved the painting anyway. The safe: opened. The leather notebook: seized. The meeting minutes: photographed, catalogued, entered into evidence.

The minister was: named. In the notebook. His donation. His letter. His complicity. The notebook was, in legal terms, a: bomb. Not just for Pandey — for the entire network. The minister. The Apex Minerals CEO. The Singapore subsidiary's directors. The chain of corruption that connected a chai stall in Lormi to a boardroom in Singapore, the chain that had operated for three years on the assumption that no one was: watching.

But someone was watching. Had been watching since a mahua flower fell from her hand on a February morning. Had been watching through an antenna that the Counter could shield deaths from but could not shield evidence from, because evidence was not death — evidence was: memory. The memory of decisions made. And memory, unlike life, was not the Counter's: domain.

 * 

Pandey was arrested at 3:17 PM. Mishti watched through the antenna as the CBI team led him from his office — handcuffs, the walk to the vehicle, the specific Indian spectacle of a government officer being arrested in front of his subordinates, the subordinates who had known and said nothing and who now stood at the windows of the tehsil building with expressions that ranged from: shock to satisfaction to the careful blankness of people calculating whether their own involvement would be: discovered.

Her father called at 4 PM. The PCO booth — the same booth where Mishti had called Mihir after Ganesh Bhaiya's death.

"You heard?" Dhanraj asked.

"I heard."

"CBI raided his office. Found everything. The bank statements. The mining company connection. A notebook with the minister's name."

"Will the mining licence be stopped?"

"The collector has already suspended the application. The minister is denying everything, but the notebook is — the notebook is: detailed. Pandey kept minutes like a secretary. Dates, times, amounts. Everything."

"Good."

"Mishti." Her father's voice: different. Not the ranger's voice. Not the father's voice. The voice of a man who had lived in Lormi long enough to understand that justice in Chhattisgarh was: fragile. "This is not over. Pandey will get bail. The minister will hire lawyers. Apex Minerals will restructure through a new subsidiary. The forest is: safe for now. Not forever."

"Then we watch forever."

"Who is 'we'?"

"The people I work with, Papa. The people who: watch."

Silence. The PCO booth's silence — the hum of the copper wire, the distant sounds of Lormi through the booth's glass walls, the village that had lost a chai stall and gained: a measure of justice.

"Your grandmother," Dhanraj said, "would say the forest is: watching back."

"Maybe it is."

"Be safe, Mishti."

"I will, Papa."

 * 

She returned to Delhi the next day. The Division: waiting. Not with celebration — the Division didn't celebrate. The Division processed. Each save, each operation, each intervention was: logged, analysed, filed. Ramu Kaka had made rajma — the Division's constant, the food that appeared after every operation the way chai appeared after every crisis, the domestic anchor in an organisation that dealt with: death.

Mihir was in the courtyard. Under the peepal tree. The August heat: different from May. Wet. The pre-monsoon humidity lingering even as the monsoon retreated, the air heavy with the moisture that Delhi trapped like a bowl, the city's geography — surrounded by flat plains, no hills to break the weather — making it a: reservoir of discomfort.

"Pandey is arrested," Mishti said.

"I know."

"The forest is protected. For now."

"I know."

"You're angry."

"I'm not angry. I'm: concerned."

"About what?"

"About what you did in the Achanakmar forest. The antenna through the mycorrhizal network. The amplification. That wasn't part of your training."

"It worked."

"It worked because the forest cooperated. The sal trees amplified your signal because you are: of the forest. You belong to it. The trees recognised you the way the peepal tree recognises me — as: kin. But that recognition is not: safe. The forest amplified you. The Counter felt the amplification. The Counter now knows that you can: exceed your trained range. That you can use the natural world as a: force multiplier."

"So?"

"So the Counter will: adjust. Not just the death-balance adjustments. A strategic adjustment. The Counter will begin to: watch you. Specifically. The way it watches me. The way it has watched every seer who exceeded their expected range. The Counter is not: passive. It is: adaptive. And you have just told it that Mishti Lal is not an ordinary seer. You are: a threat."

The peepal tree: trembling. The August humidity: pressing. And Mishti sat under the tree and understood that the gift was: escalating. Not just growing — becoming visible. To the Counter. To the system that balanced deaths and adjustments and the specific mathematics of the universe's bookkeeping. She had used the forest to find evidence of corruption, and in doing so, she had announced herself to: the thing that decided who lived and who died.

"What happens now?" she asked.

"Now," Mihir said, "we train you for what comes next. The Counter doesn't just adjust timelines. When it identifies a: threat, it sends something. A force. Not human. Not supernatural. Something: in between. Something that has been coming for threats to the balance since before I was born. Since before the Guptas. Since: the beginning."

"What is it called?"

"In Prakrit, it's called a: maraka. In Hindi, you would say: the Erasure. It comes. It finds. It removes. Not kills — removes. The person who was a threat simply: ceases. No body. No memory. No entry in any notebook, black or green or red. The Erasure doesn't create death. It creates: absence."

The courtyard: cold. Despite the August heat. The specific cold of fear — the physical cold, the goosebumps, the hair rising, the body's ancient response to a threat that the mind has not yet fully: processed.

"How do I fight it?" Mishti asked.

"You don't fight it. You: survive it. And the first lesson of survival is: the Erasure can be seen. By a seer. It casts a: shadow. On the antenna. A shadow that feels like — "

"Like the presence in the forest. The presence that made the sal trees go silent. The presence that was watching me before you came to Lormi."

"Yes. That was the Erasure. Observing you. Deciding if you were: a threat. At that point, you weren't. You were an untrained seer with random visions and no direction. Not a threat. The Erasure observed and: withdrew."

"But now I am a threat."

"Now you are a threat. And the Erasure will not: withdraw."


  
    Chapter 17: The Erasure

    
    
  
  It came in September.

Not at night — the films always showed supernatural threats arriving in darkness, as if evil required: atmosphere. The Erasure came at 2:15 PM on a Wednesday, in full Delhi sunlight, in the middle of the Division's courtyard, while Ramu Kaka was serving lunch and the peepal tree was heavy with September's last monsoon moisture and Mishti was eating rajma with her fingers because she had adopted Mihir's habit, the sixteen-hundred-year-old habit that felt more natural than any fork.

She felt it first. Before she saw it. The antenna: screaming. Not the hum of a signal being received — a scream. The frequency of the Erasure was not like any death-signal she had encountered. Death-signals were: specific. Individual. The frequency of one person's transition. The Erasure's frequency was: collective. It carried every death it had ever caused — every person it had removed, every absence it had created, the accumulated: nothing of centuries of erasure, compressed into a single signal that hit Mishti's antenna like a fist.

She dropped the plate. The rajma spilled on the courtyard stone — red kidney beans on grey granite, the domestic mess of an ordinary lunch interrupted by: the extraordinary. The extraordinary that was standing at the courtyard entrance.

It didn't look like anything. That was the horror. A ghost would be: frightening. A demon would be: dramatic. The Erasure was: nothing. A space in the air where something should have been but wasn't. A gap. The specific gap that exists when you remove an object from a photograph — not darkness, not blankness, but the wrongness of: absence. The eye knew something should be there. The brain tried to fill the gap and: failed. The result was a visual distortion that made Mishti's stomach revolt — the specific nausea of perception encountering: the unperceivable.

"Nobody move," Mihir said. His voice: calm. The calm of a man who had encountered this before. Many times. Over sixteen hundred years. The calm that was not lack of fear but: mastery of it. He stood slowly from his mat. The peepal tree above him: still. Not trembling. The tree that always trembled had gone: silent. The tree that was always aware had become: afraid.

"I can see it," Mishti said. "It's — it's at the gate. It's not moving."

"It's assessing. The Erasure always assesses before it acts. It's looking for: the target."

"The target is me."

"The target is whoever exceeded the antenna's expected range. You. In the Achanakmar forest. The mycorrhizal amplification. The Erasure tracked the signal back to: its source."

Kaveri stood. The woman who smelled death: retching. The Erasure's smell — if it had a smell — was not death. It was: anti-death. The absence of death. The smell of a space where death should have been and wasn't, because the Erasure didn't kill — it removed. And removal smelled like: nothing. The specific nothing that was worse than any something.

Yash had his headphones on. Not by choice — his hands had moved automatically, the reflex of a man whose auditory gift was being: overwhelmed. The Erasure's sound — the sound of accumulated absence, the chord of every removed person's unlived life — was hitting Yash's ears with an intensity that made him: cry. Tears running down his face, not from emotion but from: pain. The physical pain of hearing something that the human auditory system was never meant to: receive.

"What do we do?" Audrey asked. She had her weapon — the weapon that Mishti had smelled on the first day in the car, the gun oil, the metallic awareness. The weapon was: useless against the Erasure. You cannot shoot: nothing. But Audrey held it anyway, because holding a weapon was: comfort. The comfort of a woman who had been trained that every problem had a: solution, and the solution often involved: force.

"Mishti," Mihir said. "Look at it. Through the antenna. Not with your eyes — with the sight. Tell me what you: see."

Mishti closed her eyes. The antenna: blazing. The pressure behind her eyes no longer a hum or a burn but a: light. A white light that illuminated the Erasure from the inside, the way an X-ray illuminates bone through flesh. And she saw:

The Erasure was not empty. Inside the absence — behind the gap, beneath the nothing — there was: a record. A catalogue. Like her Classmate notebook. Every person the Erasure had removed was still: there. Not alive — present. Recorded. The Erasure didn't destroy — it archived. It took people out of the living world and stored them in: itself. A walking archive of absence. A library of people who had been and were: no longer.

"I can see the people inside it," Mishti whispered. "Hundreds. Thousands. They're — they're not dead. They're: stored."

"Yes," Mihir said. "The Erasure is the Counter's: memory. It stores the removed to maintain the balance. If they were truly destroyed, the balance would be: disrupted. They must exist somewhere. They exist: inside."

"Can we get them out?"

"That question," Mihir said, "is the question I have been trying to answer for sixteen hundred years."

 * 

The Erasure moved. Not walked — moved. The way shadow moves when the light source changes — without steps, without physics, without the mechanical limitations of a body. It moved from the gate toward the courtyard, and as it moved, the space it passed through: changed. The granite flagstones beneath the absence lost: colour. Not permanently — the colour returned after the Erasure passed, like skin recovering from pressure. But in the moment of passage, the stone was: grey. Greyer than grey. The grey of: significance drained.

"Mishti, move to the Reading Room," Mihir ordered. "Now."

She moved. Through the courtyard, past the kitchen where Ramu Kaka's abandoned rajma pot was still bubbling on the stove — the domestic sound, the ordinary sound, the sound that anchored the world in: normalcy while abnormality occupied the: courtyard.

The Reading Room. The wicker chairs. The view of the peepal tree. And beyond the tree: the Erasure, approaching.

Mihir stood between. Between the Erasure and the Reading Room. Between the absence and: Mishti. He stood the way a wall stands — not with aggression but with: refusal. The refusal to be moved.

He spoke. In Prakrit. The language of the dead. The language older than Sanskrit. The language that the Erasure — if it heard, if hearing was something it could do — would understand. Because the Erasure was older than Hindi and older than Sanskrit and older, perhaps, than: Prakrit. But Prakrit was the oldest language Mihir had, and he used it the way he used everything: fully. Without reservation. With the sixteen-hundred-year authority of a man who had been speaking to the dead since before the concept of: India.

The Erasure: paused. The gap in the air, the distortion of perception, the nothing that was something: stopped. Not because it was defeated — because it was: addressed. Someone had spoken to it. In a language it: recognised. The recognition produced: a pause. The pause of a system encountering: an equal.

The Prakrit words filled the courtyard. Not loudly — resonantly. The way a bell fills a temple, not with volume but with: frequency. The words were: a negotiation. Mihir was not fighting the Erasure — he was negotiating. The way Mishti's father negotiated with the forest. The way the Division negotiated with the Counter. Not force but: dialogue. The dialogue between two systems that had coexisted for millennia and that now, in a colonial building in Jor Bagh, were having: a disagreement.

The disagreement was about: Mishti. The Erasure wanted to remove her. The Counter had decided she was: a threat. And Mihir was arguing that she was: necessary. That the balance required not just the Counter's adjustments and the Erasure's removals but also: the seers. The people who could see the wrong deaths and prevent them. That the seers were: part of the system. Not opponents of it. That removing Mishti would not restore the balance — it would: damage it.

The Erasure considered. The consideration lasted: eleven minutes. Eleven minutes during which the courtyard was held in suspension — the peepal tree motionless, the air thick, the September moisture frozen in place, the entire Division holding its breath while a sixteen-hundred-year-old priest argued in a dead language with an entity that existed outside of: time.

Then the Erasure: withdrew. Not retreated — withdrew. The distinction matters. A retreat is: forced. A withdrawal is: chosen. The Erasure chose to leave. Not because it was defeated but because: the argument was convincing. For now.

Mihir turned to Mishti. His face: the first time she had seen it show age. The negotiation had cost him something. Not years — energy. The specific energy that sustained his sixteen-hundred-year existence, the energy that the transition frequency provided, had been: spent. In the eleven minutes of Prakrit negotiation, Mihir had aged. Not visibly to anyone else — but Mishti, through the antenna, could see it. The cells that had been repairing were: slower. The aging that had been one year per hundred was now, temporarily: faster.

"You bought me time," she said.

"I bought you: a reprieve. The Erasure will return. It always returns. The Counter is: patient. It will find another argument. Another calculation. Another reason why Mishti Lal should be: removed."

"How long?"

"Months. Perhaps a year. Long enough to: prepare you."

"Prepare me for what?"

"For the thing that no seer has ever done. The thing I have been trying to do for sixteen hundred years. The thing that would not just defend you from the Erasure but would: end it."

"What thing?"

"Enter it. Go inside the Erasure. Into the archive. And bring someone: back."


  
    Chapter 18: The Preparation

    
    
  
  October. The Division transformed.

The courtyard became a training ground — not the physical kind, not the obstacle courses and firing ranges that Audrey had trained at in the Air Force. This was: psychic training. The kind that happened in chairs, on mats, with eyes closed and hands on maps and the antenna pushed to frequencies that Mishti hadn't known existed.

Mihir designed the programme. Sixteen hundred years of knowledge compressed into: a curriculum. Each lesson building on the last, each frequency a step deeper into the signal landscape that existed beneath the visible world. Mishti had been trained to see deaths — individual deaths, the frequency of one person's transition. Now she was being trained to see: the structure. The architecture of the system that managed the deaths. The Counter's: operating system.

"The Counter is not: conscious," Mihir explained. Week one. The courtyard. October's mercy — the heat finally broken, the monsoon gone, the Delhi autumn that lasted approximately three weeks and was the only time the city was: liveable. "It doesn't think. It doesn't decide. It calculates. The way a river calculates its course — not by thinking 'I will flow here' but by: responding to gravity. The Counter responds to imbalance. When we save a life, we create: imbalance. The Counter flows toward the imbalance and: corrects it."

"And the Erasure?"

"The Erasure is the Counter's: tool. The way a river uses erosion to carve its path, the Counter uses the Erasure to remove obstacles. People who tip the balance too far. Seers who exceed their expected range. The Erasure is: automated. It doesn't choose targets — the Counter designates them. The Erasure executes."

"So the Erasure is: a machine."

"A machine made of: absence. And inside the machine — inside the archive — the removed people exist in a state that is neither life nor death. A suspension. They are: preserved. Waiting."

"Waiting for what?"

"For someone to: retrieve them. Which no one has done. Because entering the Erasure requires: passing through the absence. And absence is — to a seer, whose entire gift is based on perception, on seeing, on receiving signal — absence is: annihilation. The seer's antenna encounters the Erasure's internal space and receives: nothing. No signal. No frequency. No death, no life, no transition. The void. And the void destroys the antenna. Permanently."

"Every seer who tried—"

"Lost the gift. Three seers. Over sixteen hundred years. They entered the Erasure and emerged: ordinary. Human. Without the antenna. Without the ability to see. The Erasure didn't kill them — it took their gift. And without the gift, they were: no longer useful. No longer threats. The Counter stopped pursuing them. They lived out their lives as: normal people. Which for a seer is: a kind of death."

Mishti processed this. The stakes: clear. Enter the Erasure, risk losing the antenna forever. Succeed, and the removed people — thousands of them, archived across centuries — could be: returned. Fail, and she would become: ordinary. A forestry graduate from Chhattisgarh with no gift, no Division, no purpose.

"Why me?" she asked. "You've had twenty-seven seers. Why am I the one you think can do this?"

"Because of the forest. The mycorrhizal amplification. No other seer has been able to use the natural world as a: force multiplier. Your antenna is not: individual. It's connected. To the sal forest. To the network of roots and fungi and soil bacteria that spans the Achanakmar. That connection gives you something the other seers didn't have: a backup signal. If the Erasure destroys your internal antenna, the forest antenna remains. You could navigate the void using: the forest's signal. Not your own."

"You're saying the sal trees would guide me through the Erasure."

"I'm saying the sal trees — the forest you grew up in, the forest that made your family what it is, the forest that gave you the gift — could be: your lifeline. Inside the absence, where there is no signal, the forest's signal might: persist. Because the forest is not: human. It is not subject to the Counter's jurisdiction. The Counter manages human death, human balance, human schedules. Trees don't: die the way humans do. They don't have souls that transition. They have: root systems that persist. And root systems don't: fear the void."

 * 

The training intensified. Week two: frequency navigation. Mishti learned to move through the signal landscape like a diver moves through water — not on the surface, where the deaths and saves happened, but beneath. In the deep structure. Where the Counter's calculations were visible as patterns — rhythmic, mathematical, the specific beauty of a system that operated on pure: logic.

Week three: signal anchoring. Mishti learned to hold two signals simultaneously — her own antenna and an external anchor. Mihir served as the anchor first, his sixteen-hundred-year signal steady as a lighthouse. Then Kaveri, whose olfactory gift produced a different frequency — not visual but: aromatic. The smell of the signal. Then Yash, whose auditory gift was: dissonant, the sound-signal clashing with Mishti's visual-signal until she learned to: harmonise. To hold both frequencies without: interference.

Week four: the forest. Mihir arranged travel back to Chhattisgarh — not commercial this time, but the helicopter. Audrey flying, the civilian craft racing south from Delhi to the Achanakmar, landing in a clearing that Mishti's father had prepared because Mihir had called Dhanraj and said, with the specific directness of a man who had stopped pretending, "I need your forest, and your daughter needs: your blessing."

Dhanraj had given both. Without questions. The blessing of a father who had stopped asking "what are you" and had started: accepting.

In the Achanakmar, Mishti sat barefoot in the sal clearing. The same clearing. The same tree above her. The October forest: different from the monsoon forest. Drier. The leaves beginning their slow transition from green to bronze, the sal's semi-deciduous response to the cooling season. The leaf litter: thick. The mycorrhizal network beneath: active. She could feel it — had always been able to feel it, since childhood, the hum of the root network, the underground communication system that the forestry textbooks described in terms of: chemical signalling and nutrient transfer, and that Mishti now understood was also: a frequency. A signal. The forest's: antenna.

She placed her hands on the ground. Connected. The forest's signal merged with hers — not replacing, not overwhelming, but: joining. Two antennas becoming: one. The range expanded. Not just Chhattisgarh — she could feel the entire central Indian forest belt. The Achanakmar connecting to the Kanha, the Kanha connecting to the Panna, the Panna connecting to the Satpura, the sal and teak and bamboo networks carrying her signal across thousands of kilometres of: connected earth.

"Can you hold it?" Mihir asked. He was standing at the edge of the clearing. Not entering — the clearing was: Mishti's space. The forest had claimed her. The trees had closed around the clearing like a: embrace.

"I can hold it," she said. "It's — it's bigger than anything I've felt. The forest is: enormous. And it's all connected. Every tree. Every root. Every—"

"Fungal hypha."

"Every fungal hypha. It's one: organism. One enormous, ancient, living antenna that has been receiving signals since before humans existed. The forest was: the first seer."

"Yes," Mihir said. "That's the secret I've been keeping for sixteen hundred years. The gift doesn't come from: human biology. It comes from: the forest. The original antenna. The mycorrhizal network that spans every forest on the subcontinent. Your grandmother received the gift because she lived near the forest. Your father carries a fragment of it — his 'forest ranger's instinct' is: a weak signal, unrecognised. You received the full transmission because you grew up: inside the antenna. In the forest. On the network. Connected since: birth."

Mishti opened her eyes. The sal trees: trembling. Not with wind — with: recognition. The way they had trembled when Mihir first came to Lormi. The recognition of the network acknowledging: its seer. The antenna acknowledging: its operator.

"I'm ready," she said.

"Not yet. One more lesson. The hardest one."

"What?"

"You need to learn: what to bring back. When you enter the Erasure — if you enter the Erasure — you will find thousands of archived people. You cannot bring them all. The Erasure's structure won't allow: a mass extraction. You can bring: one. Perhaps two. The choice of who to bring back is: the choice. The moral choice. The choice that defines what kind of seer you are."

"Who should I bring?"

"I can't tell you. The choice must be: yours. But I will tell you this: every seer who tried before you went in looking for someone specific. A loved one. A friend. A person they wanted to: rescue. And the personal motivation — the love, the grief, the need — is what destroyed their antenna. Because the Erasure feeds on: personal attachment. The desire to rescue one specific person creates a signal so intense, so focused, that the Erasure can: target it. And destroy it."

"So I can't go in for someone I love."

"You must go in with: no specific target. With: openness. Let the archive show you who: needs to come back. Not who you want. Who the system: requires. The person whose absence has created the most: imbalance. The person whose return would restore what the Erasure took."

"That sounds like: the Counter's logic."

"It is. The Counter balances. The Erasure archives. And the seer who enters the Erasure must use the Counter's own logic to: select. Fight the system with: the system's rules. The only way to win against a river is to: become water."


  
    Chapter 19: The Entry

    
    
  
  November. The date chosen by Mihir: the new moon of Kartik. Not for superstition — for physics. The new moon produced the lowest tidal pull on the earth's electromagnetic field, and the Erasure, which operated on frequencies adjacent to that field, was: weakest during the new moon. Not weak — the Erasure was never weak. But: less strong. The difference between a river in flood and a river in: current. Both could drown you. One gave you: a chance.

The Division assembled at the Achanakmar clearing. All of them. Mihir. Audrey. Rajan. Preeti. Kaveri. Yash. The two analysts — Meghna and Farhan, whom Mishti had barely spoken to because they worked with data, not people, and their conversations were: numbers. Even Ramu Kaka, who had closed the kitchen and traveled to Chhattisgarh for the first time in thirty years because "if the girl is going into the nothing, she should have a full stomach first."

He had cooked. In the Lal kitchen. With Sunaina's permission — grudging, because Sunaina's kitchen was: her territory, and sharing it was: an act of trust that she extended to Ramu Kaka only because Dhanraj vouched for him and because the rajma that Ramu Kaka produced was, even Sunaina admitted, "better than mine, and if you tell anyone I said that, I will deny it until my death."

The rajma was served in the clearing. On plates that Sunaina had provided — the steel thalis of an Indian household, the plates that had fed the Lal family for decades, the plates that carried the scratches and dents of a lifetime of: use. Mishti ate. The rajma: different in Chhattisgarh. The water was different — not Delhi's treated municipal supply but Lormi's borewell water, the iron-rich water that made everything taste like: earth. The rajma tasted like earth. Like Lormi. Like: home.

"How does this work?" Dhanraj asked. He was there. Told — everything. By Mihir. Because Mihir had decided that the father who had guarded the forest for thirty years deserved to know what the forest had produced, and what the forest was: about to risk.

Dhanraj had listened to the entire explanation — the antenna, the Counter, the Erasure, the archive, the mission — with the face of a man who was hearing science fiction and recognising it as: the truth he'd always suspected. When Mihir finished, Dhanraj had said: "The forest gives and the forest takes. My mother knew. My daughter knows. I: guard. That's my job. I guard while they: see."

"Mishti will enter the Erasure through the antenna," Mihir explained. "Not physically — psychically. Her consciousness will: travel. Into the absence. Into the archive. Her body will remain here, in the clearing, connected to the forest's root network. The mycorrhizal signal will serve as her: tether. The lifeline that keeps her connected to the living world while she navigates: the void."

"And if the tether breaks?"

"If the tether breaks, Mishti's consciousness will be: absorbed. Into the archive. She will become: one of the stored. Not dead — archived. Like the thousands already inside."

Deepak — who had driven from the veterinary college, who had been told everything an hour ago and who had processed the information with the specific calm of a man who spent his days inside animal bodies and was therefore: difficult to shock — placed his hand on the sal tree's trunk. "The trees," he said. "The root network. It's like a: circulatory system. The tree is the heart. The roots are the arteries. The fungi are the: blood."

"Yes," Mihir said. "Exactly like that."

"Then the tree won't let her go. A circulatory system doesn't: release. It circulates. It holds. It brings: back."

Deepak — the healer, the man who fixed what was broken — looked at his sister. And Mishti saw: the certainty. Not hope — certainty. The certainty of a veterinary student who understood: systems. Who knew that circulatory systems were designed to return. That blood went out and came: back. That the forest's root network, which was: a circulatory system at continental scale, would do what circulatory systems do.

Bring her back.

 * 

Midnight. Kartik new moon. The Achanakmar forest: absolute dark. Not the dark of a city, where light leaks from every window and street lamp and phone screen. Forest dark. The dark that existed before electricity, before fire, before eyes. The dark that is: the original condition. The dark in which the sal trees had grown for millennia, their roots reaching through soil that had never seen light, their network operating in permanent: darkness.

Mishti sat in the clearing. Barefoot. Cross-legged. Hands on the ground. The leaf litter cold and damp — November's chill, the Chhattisgarh winter beginning, the temperature dropping to eight degrees, the cold that made breath: visible. She could see her breath in the torchlight that Audrey held. White clouds. The breath of a woman about to enter: the void.

The team formed a circle around the clearing. Not for ritual — for: signal support. Kaveri, Yash, and Mihir providing their frequencies as: markers. Three different signal types — smell, sound, sight — creating a: triangulation. If Mishti lost the forest's signal inside the Erasure, the triangulation of the three seers outside might: reach her. A backup to the backup.

"Close your eyes," Mihir said. His voice: the voice of sixteen hundred years. The voice that had spoken Prakrit to the Erasure and negotiated: a reprieve. The voice that was now saying: go. Into the thing I've been trying to enter since before the Mughals. Into the nothing. Into the: archive.

Mishti closed her eyes. The pressure: immediate. The forest's signal: enormous. The mycorrhizal network beneath her was: alive. Active. The November fungi, the cool-weather species that thrived in the post-monsoon soil, were: communicating. The trees were: communicating. The entire Achanakmar was a switchboard of chemical and electromagnetic signals, and Mishti was: plugged in. Receiving everything. The signal of a forest that had existed for ten thousand years and that was now — for the first time — being used as: a vehicle. A vessel to carry a human consciousness into the: void.

She felt the Erasure before she reached it. The shadow on the antenna — the same shadow she'd felt in the Division's courtyard. The same shadow she'd felt in the sal corridor before Mihir first came to Lormi. The Erasure was: always present. Not in one place — in the: substrate. In the space between signals. In the gaps between frequencies. The Erasure existed in the: silence. And to enter it, Mishti had to: go silent.

She muted her own antenna. The trained skill — the stillness that Mihir had taught in the first lesson. The sustained note. But instead of sustaining, she: stopped. Stopped receiving. Stopped seeing. Stopped perceiving. Let the antenna go: dark.

And in the darkness — in the silence of a muted antenna, in the absence of signal, in the void between: perception and nothing — the Erasure: opened.

Not a door. Not a gate. An opening. The way sleep opens — not through a mechanism but through: surrender. You don't enter sleep. You stop resisting it. Mishti stopped resisting the Erasure. And the Erasure, which had been waiting — patient, ancient, the archive that had been collecting for millennia — accepted her.

The void.

Nothing. The word is: insufficient. Nothing is: a concept. The void was: the reality. The actual, physical, sensory reality of: nothing. No light. No sound. No temperature. No pressure. No signal. The antenna — her own, her personal antenna that had been receiving death-signals for three years — was: gone. Not destroyed — absent. In the void, the antenna had no signal to receive. It was: a radio in a universe without: radio waves.

But the forest's signal: persisted.

Faint. Distant. The way a sound persists underwater — muffled, distorted, but: present. The mycorrhizal network, the sal tree's root system, the continental-scale circulatory system that Deepak had identified — it was: reaching. Through the void. Through the nothing. The roots didn't care about the void. The roots had been reaching through darkness since before the concept of: light. The underground was: their domain. And the void was: underground. The deepest underground. The underground beneath: reality.

Mishti held the signal. The way she'd held the pressure in the first training session — sustained, on the knife-edge between action and: being. The forest's signal was: her heartbeat. The pulse of roots in soil. The pulse that said: you are connected. You are: held. You are: not alone in the nothing.

She opened her inner eyes. Not the antenna — something deeper. Something the training had revealed but not: named. The perception that existed beneath the gift, beneath the antenna, beneath the signal. The perception that was: human. Not psychic. The basic human ability to be: present. In any space. Even this one.

And she saw: the archive.


  
    Chapter 20: The Return

    
    
  
  The archive was: a forest.

Not a metaphor — a forest. The void resolved itself into: trees. Not sal trees — older trees. Trees that did not exist in the living world. Trees whose bark was the colour of moonlight and whose leaves were: transparent, each leaf containing a face. A human face. The face of a person who had been: removed. Archived. Stored in the Erasure's internal landscape, which was — Mishti understood now, with the clarity of a perception stripped of everything except: essence — a mirror of the living world's forest. The Counter's archive was built on the same architecture as the mycorrhizal network. Root systems. Connections. Nodes. The Erasure had modeled itself on: nature. Because nature was: the most efficient archiving system ever created.

Thousands of leaves. Thousands of faces. Each leaf: a life. A removed life that continued in suspension — not alive, not dead, held in the specific state between that the Ganga's ghats had been managing for millennia. The cremation ghat released souls from bodies. The Erasure: withheld the release. Kept the souls in the leaves. In the archive-forest. Waiting.

Mishti walked. Not with legs — with perception. Moving through the archive-forest the way she moved through directed visions, the way she navigated the signal landscape during training. The forest's root signal — the faint pulse from the Achanakmar sal trees — was: her compass. Orienting her. Telling her which direction was: out. The direction she would need to go when she was: done.

The leaves whispered. Not words — frequencies. Each leaf emitting the specific frequency of the person it contained. Death-frequencies — the frequency of the moment of transition that the Erasure had captured and: preserved. Mishti's antenna was dead inside the void, but the deeper perception — the human perception that existed beneath the gift — could hear the whispers. The way you hear rain on a roof. Not individual drops. The collective: sound.

She remembered Mihir's instruction: no specific target. Let the archive show you who needs to come back. The person whose absence has created the most imbalance.

She stopped walking. Stopped perceiving. Let the archive-forest: speak.

One leaf began to glow. Not brightly — the glow of a firefly, the biological luminescence of a living thing signalling. The leaf was: high. On a tree that stood at the centre of the archive-forest, a tree that was larger and older than the others, its trunk the width of a house, its canopy spreading over the void-landscape like a: sky. The tree of the most significant removals. The central archive.

Mishti reached for the leaf. Not with hands — with perception. She extended the human awareness that had brought her this far, the awareness that was not: psychic but fundamental, the basic human capacity to: connect with another human being. She reached for the leaf and touched it and the face inside: resolved.

A woman. Young. South Indian — the features specific, the dark skin and wide eyes and the bindi that said: Tamil Nadu. Not modern — the woman's clothing, the face's context, placed her in: the 1970s. A saree. Cotton. The kind worn by women who worked in fields and labs and government offices, the unadorned cotton of a woman who had no time for: ornamentation.

The leaf's whisper became: a voice.

"My name is Kamala. I was a botanist. I studied the mycorrhizal networks of the Western Ghats. I discovered that the networks carried: more than nutrients. They carried frequencies. Signals. The forests were: communicating. I published a paper. The paper attracted attention. Not scientific attention — the Counter's attention. Because my research would have led to: understanding. Understanding of the antenna. Understanding of the forest's role in human perception. Understanding that would have allowed: more seers. More interventions. More imbalance."

"The Erasure took you."

"In 1978. I was thirty-two. Walking in the Nilgiri forest. The shola grasslands. The Erasure came at midday. In sunlight. No one saw. No one remembered. My paper was: retracted. My research: lost. My name was removed from the university's records. The University of Madras has no file for Kamala Subramanian. I was: erased."

"Your research — the mycorrhizal frequencies — "

"Would have changed everything. If the research had survived, every forest in India would have been: understood. As an antenna array. The gift would not be: rare. It would be: common. Trainable. Every person who grew up near a forest could have been: a seer. The Division would not be twelve people in a colonial building. It would be: thousands. The Counter's balance would have been: overwhelmed. The wrong deaths — all of them — could have been prevented."

Mishti understood. The Counter had removed Kamala not because of who she was but because of what she knew. The research — the paper that connected mycorrhizal networks to human perception — was the: key. The key that Mihir had been looking for. The key that could transform the Division from a boutique operation into a: system. A system capable of preventing not individual deaths but: all wrong deaths.

"I'm bringing you back," Mishti said.

"You can't bring the research. Only: me. And I will need to: redo the work."

"Then redo it."

"In the living world? With the Counter watching?"

"The Counter can't erase you twice. Mihir told me — the Erasure doesn't target the same person twice. The archive releases are: permanent. You come back, you stay."

"He's been trying to get me out for: a long time."

"Sixteen hundred years."

"Not me specifically. But: someone. Someone whose return would change: the math. I'm the one the archive chose."

Mishti gripped the leaf. The perception-grip — the connection between two human awarenesses, one living and one archived, bridged by the fundamental human capacity that the Counter could not: regulate. Because the Counter managed death and balance and schedules, but it did not manage: connection. Connection was: outside the system. Connection was: the thing that made the system: irrelevant.

She pulled. Not physically — perceptually. Drew Kamala's frequency out of the leaf, out of the archive-tree, into her own awareness. The frequency was: different from death-signals. Brighter. Warmer. The frequency of a life that had been: paused, not ended. A life that still had: momentum. The momentum of thirty-two years of living and researching and understanding, the momentum that the Erasure had frozen but could not: destroy.

The archive-forest: shuddered. The trees — the moonlight-bark, the transparent-leaf trees — trembled. Not with recognition — with: resistance. The archive was losing: a component. The system was: contracting. The Counter's balance was being: disrupted. By a girl from a sal forest who had entered the void with the forest's root signal as her lifeline and who was now pulling a forty-eight-year-old archived botanist out of the nothing and into: the something.

The void: resisted. The nothing: pressed. The absence tried to: absorb Mishti, to add her to the archive, to trade one removal for one return — the Counter's logic, the balance demanding: payment. But the forest's signal held. The sal trees of the Achanakmar, the mycorrhizal network of central India, the root system that had been carrying Mishti since childhood — held. The tether: unbroken. The circulatory system: functioning. Deepak had been right. The system didn't release. It circulated. It held. It brought: back.

Mishti opened her eyes.

The clearing. The Achanakmar. November. The new moon dark. The torchlight — Audrey's torch, steady. The circle of the Division. Mihir: standing. His face: the face of a man who had been waiting sixteen hundred years and had just felt: a change.

In Mishti's arms — not physical arms, but in the space next to her, in the clearing, on the forest floor, on the sal leaf litter — lay a woman. Young. South Indian. Cotton saree. Bindi. The woman opened her eyes. Looked at the sal trees. At the Achanakmar canopy. At the stars that were: visible, because the new moon hid nothing and the forest was: clear.

"The forest," Kamala whispered. "I can feel: the network."

"You're back," Mishti said.

"I'm: back."

Mihir knelt. The man who had been alive for sixteen hundred years and who had never — not once in those sixteen hundred years — knelt before: anyone. He knelt before Kamala Subramanian, botanist, erased in 1978, returned in the Kartik new moon of the present year, by a seer who had been born in the forest that Kamala had spent her life: studying.

"Welcome home," Mihir said. In Prakrit. In the language of the dead. In the language that was now, for the first time in its ancient existence, being used for: the living.

Kamala sat up. Looked at Mishti. At the sal trees. At the clearing.

"I have work to do," she said.

 * 

The dawn came. The Achanakmar forest: waking. The sal trees' overnight stillness giving way to the morning's first movements — langurs calling, mynas chattering, the sambar deer that Mishti had tracked as a girl moving through the undergrowth with the ancient caution of an animal that had survived by being: careful.

Mishti sat on the verandah. The Lal family verandah. The verandah where Mihir had first sat below her and told her about devdrishti. The verandah where she had sorted mahua flowers. The verandah that was: the boundary between the house and the forest, the domestic and the: wild.

Her father brought chai. Not Ganesh Bhaiya's iron-water brew — Ganesh Bhaiya was gone, and his chai was gone with him. But Sunaina had found the borewell water's specific iron ratio, and the chai she made on this morning was: close. Closer than any other attempt. The bitterness. The mineral weight. The taste of home that was not identical to the original but was: faithful. An approximation of love made with water and leaves and the specific determination of a mother who understood that her daughter had just done something: extraordinary and deserved: familiar comfort.

"How do you feel?" Dhanraj asked.

"Different. The antenna is — changed. Stronger. The forest isn't just amplifying anymore. It's: integrated. I'm part of the network now. Not a user — a node."

"A node in the forest."

"A node in the forest. Like a tree. Like a sal tree. Connected to everything."

Dhanraj sipped his chai. Looked at the sal trees. The trees his family had guarded for three generations — his father, himself, and now his daughter, who was not a ranger but something the forest had never had before: a voice. The trees had been: communicating for millennia. Through roots. Through fungi. Through the underground network that Dr. Kamala Subramanian had studied and that the Counter had tried to: erase from human knowledge. But the trees had never had: a human who could translate. A seer who was also: a node. A woman who could receive the forest's signals and convert them into: action. Prevention. Intervention. The saving of lives that the Counter had scheduled for: ending.

"The blue section," Mishti said. "In the notebook. Suresh Pandey."

"He's in jail. Awaiting trial. The minister is under investigation."

"Good. But the blue section isn't about: punishment. It's about: prevention. Pandey was the symptom. The mining company is the disease. And the disease is: everywhere. Every forest in India has a Pandey. Every buffer zone has an Apex Minerals. The forest is being: destroyed. And when the forest is destroyed, the antenna network is: destroyed. And when the antenna network is destroyed, the seers lose: their signal."

"You're saying: saving the forest is saving the antenna."

"I'm saying: saving the forest is saving: everything. The gift. The Division. The ability to prevent the wrong deaths. It all depends on: trees. On roots. On the network that Kamala studied in 1978 and that the Counter tried to: bury. The research is: the weapon. Not against the Counter — against the humans who destroy forests for bauxite and highways and real estate. If we can prove — scientifically, publishably, in journals that the world reads — that the mycorrhizal network is more than: nutrient transfer. That it's a: communication system. A perception system. That the forests are: sentient, in a way that science has not yet defined but that my family has known for three generations — then the forests become: protected. Not by rangers with lathis. By: understanding."

"That's Kamala's work."

"That's Kamala's work. And she's back. And she has: work to do."

 * 

The Classmate notebook: four sections. Black for deaths witnessed. Green for deaths prevented. Red for the costs paid. Blue for the ones who cause the deaths.

Mishti opened a fifth section. In gold ink — the gold of mahua flowers drying in the February sun, the gold of the Kedarnath sunrise from the helicopter, the gold of the Dariba Kalan silver shop's reflected light.

Section five: Returns. The people brought back from the archive. The lives restored. The absences: filled.

Entry one: Kamala Subramanian. Botanist. Erased 1978. Returned: now. The woman whose research would protect every forest on the subcontinent and, in protecting the forest, protect: the antenna. The gift. The ability of ordinary humans to perceive the extraordinary.

The gold section had one entry. It would grow. Because Mishti Lal — forest girl, tree climber, seer, Division operative, guardian angel who had entered the void and returned with a: life — was not finished. The archive held: thousands. The Counter continued: adjusting. The wrong deaths continued: happening. And the forest — the original antenna, the ancient network, the system that had been running since before humans walked the subcontinent — was: counting on her.

She closed the notebook. Drank her chai. Looked at the sal forest — the forest that was: her gift, her home, her weapon, her: network. And the forest looked back. Through every leaf. Through every root. Through every fungal hypha of the mycorrhizal web that connected every tree to every other tree to the woman sitting on the verandah drinking chai from a steel cup with iron-water borewell taste.

The forest looked back and said — not in words, not in frequencies, but in the language that trees speak, the language of: growth — we have been waiting for you. And now: we begin.
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