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Chapter 1

“Tho Merning of Jnneconco

It was a quiet, cool morning in the village of Nandipura,
Telangana. The first light gently stirred the mist that lay low
over the fields. A whisper of breeze rustled through the
mango trees, whose branches stretched wide, their fruit heavy
and fragrant. Beneath one of these trees, a group of children,
barefoot and carefree, were playing in the dirt, their laughter
mingling with the soft murmurs of the waking village. They
were children of the field workers, their small bellies often

hungry but spirits unbroken.

Among them was Ram, a boy with a thoughtful gaze, his
eyes darting to the fields and the workers beyond. Even in
play, Ram tended to watch more than act, his mind lingering
on questions that most boys his age never thought to ask. His
friend Shivaiah sat beside him quietly, broad-shouldered for
his age, his movements precise and assured. If Ram was the
thinker, Shivaiah was the doer, quick to step into trouble

without hesitation.

Raju, a boy with lively eyes, looked up at the mangoes
dangling just out of reach. His gaze lingered on the ripe,

golden fruit, his stomach growling quietly.
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“I’ll climb up and get one,” he announced, his voice bright

with a boldness that hid his own hunger.

“Is 1t okay? Won’t they get mad?” Ram, standing beside
him, asked hesitantly, his voice soft yet edged with worry.
The air felt thicker as he spoke, like even his question held

weight in the morning mist.

Shivaiah nodded. “We’re only eating... It’s not as if we're
taking their wealth,” he murmured, his words almost

blending into the rustle of the leaves.

Raju shrugged, his young face determined. “Our parents
work for this land. We deserve at least one mango.” Without
waiting for approval, he climbed up, nimble as a young
monkey. High above, the mangoes swayed with the breeze,
almost beckoning to him, and he reached for the ripest one.
The juice trickled down his chin as he took a bite, sweet and
warm from the sun. He grinned, tossing another mango

down to his friends.

For a few precious minutes, they were only children, their joy
as bright as the mangoes they held. But then a shadow crept

over them, and the warm air seemed to grow cold.

From across the field, Gopi, the overseer, strode toward
them. Towering and broad-shouldered, his dark skin
glistened under the sun, and his thick mustache twitched with
every step. His eyes were sharp, constantly scanning, always
suspicious like a hawk watching for movement. The long
stick he carried tapped against the ground with a chilling
rhythm, each strike echoing louder in the children’s ears. His
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bare chest was crisscrossed with the leather straps of his waist
belt, and his dhoti was hitched up high, revealing muscular
legs hardened by years of toil and punishment.

Gopi, the overseer in charge of the fields, was known for his
cruelty. His approach was like a storm gathering, dark,

inevitable, and heavy with dread.

“You there!” Gopi bellowed, his voice so harsh it seemed to

silence even the birds.

The children froze. The mangoes slipped from their hands
as if caught by a spell. Raju, still high in the branches, felt
his heart hammer as Gopi’s shadow darkened the ground
below. With a thud, he jumped down, landing beside his

friends.

“You dare pluck mangoes from Dora’s trees?” Gopi’s voice

cut through the still air like a whip.

“Those mangoes belong to the Dora, not to thieving hands

like yours!”.

Dora, the title given to the powerful landlords of the region,
was a word that carried both weight and warning. It wasn’t
just a name; it was a reminder of who ruled the land and who

was meant to kneel before them.

Before the children could explain, Gopi grabbed Raju’s arm
and yanked him forward, his grip iron-tight. Raju
whimpered, and the other children backed away, their faces
pale. Gopi’s stick came down hard on Raju’s legs, a sharp
crack that echoed through the field.
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“Stop!” Ram shouted, his fists clenched, a tremble of anger
flickering across his face. But he held back, knowing that any

resistance would only make things worse.

Gopi herded the children through the village, forcing them
to march toward the council, where Bhupathi Raju, the head
of the Doras and the village council, sat on his high platform,
a silent witness to every injustice. Other villagers trailed

behind, their faces etched with fear and resignation.

“Dora, these brats were stealing mangoes,” Gopi sneered,

pushing the children forward.
“Children will be children,” Bhupathi mused, his eyes dull

with disinterest. “But they must learn.”

Without waiting for further command, Gopi tied each child
to the banyan tree, his hands rough and unyielding as he
fastened the ropes tightly. Each child felt the harsh bark
digging into their backs as Gopi ignored their whimpers.
Raju was tied last, the ropes cutting harshly into his small

WrISts.

Gopi raised his stick high, the air whistling around it before
it landed with a sickening crack on the children's legs. Their
screams filled the village, piercing the hearts of anyone who
dared to listen. Ram bit his lip, holding back tears, while
Shivaiah trembled beside him.

As the children cried out in pain, parents rushed to the scene,

falling to their knees before Bhupathi, pleading for mercy.
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“Please, sir, they're just children! They didn’t know any
better!” Raju’s mother sobbed, hands trembling as she
clasped them together.

Bhupathi raised a hand, silencing the crowd with a simple
gesture. “Untie them,” he commanded Gopi, “A scare is

enough.”

Gopi, grumbling under his breath, moved to untie the
children, loosening the ropes one by one. Their bruised, sore
legs gave way as they stumbled into their mothers’ arms. But
as Gopi reached Raju, Gajendra, one of Bhupathi’s council

members, interjected with a cold glint in his eyes.

“Leave that one,” he ordered sharply, his voice cutting
through the murmurs. “Leave him there till tomorrow

morning, let the night teach him a lesson.

Raju’s mother wailed, her pleas reverberating through the
gathering, but no one dared defy the council member’s
command. With a cruel grin, Gopi tightened the ropes
around Raju even more, leaving the boy shivering and
terrified.

As the villagers began to disperse, one of Bhupathi’s men
cautiously approached, his voice low but filled with unease.

“Sir, was this all really necessary for such a small mistake?”

Bhupathi’s gaze remained fixed on the scene before him.
“For now, perhaps,” he said coolly. “But this generation is

under our control. To keep the next one in line, they must
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see what happens when boundaries are crossed.” He cast a

glance back at Raju’s trembling form.
“Next time, they’ll think twice before acting foolishly.”

Gajendra lingered as the others began to leave, a smirk
spreading across his face. “That’s where I come in,” he said
with a dark chuckle. “I handle things like this, and people
think Dora is fair.”

He looked at Bhupathi, who returned the grin, the two
exchanging a knowing glance like conspirators sharing a

private joke.

As night fell, Raju’s small form remained tied to the tree, his
breath shallow as the darkness crept in, chilling him to the
bone. Ram and Shivaiah, watching from a distance, felt a

simmering anger bloom within them, sharp and bitter.

Raju’s family stayed by his side through the night, their
whispers soft, like prayers, or perhaps curses. By dawn, when
Gopi finally released him, Raju’s face was pale, his eyes dull,
and he stumbled as he tried to walk. His mother gathered
him in her arms, her heart heavy with a dread that seemed to

settle into the soil.

Whispers swept through the village as neighbors gathered,
some murmuring sorrow, while others stood silent. “Take
him to the town doctor,” an elder woman suggested, placing
a comforting hand on Raju’s mother’s shoulder. Her own
eyes glistened with unshed tears, as if sharing the burden of

grief.
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But Raju’s breath grew shallower, fading like the last stars
before dawn. His mother knelt beside him, her voice
trembling with desperate pleas, yet his gaze drifted,
unfocused and far away. And as the first light touched the
earth, Raju’s spirit quietly departed, leaving a void that

echoed with a stillness heavier than silence.

The weight of Raju’s death brought a group of parents
together in quiet desperation. Later, as dusk settled over the
village, they gathered in the fading light, voices low and

hesitant, each word laced with sorrow and fear.

Mallayya, a frail man known for his thoughtful nature, finally
spoke up. “This can’t happen again,” he murmured, his
words trembling with restrained rage. “What if it’s one of
ours next?” He looked around, his eyes pleading. “We

should think about sending our children somewhere safe.”

The idea was met with hesitant nods and a few skeptical
frowns. Lakshman, visibly worn from worry, shook his head.
“And where would we send them? We barely have enough

to get by ourselves.”

Mallayya leaned in, his voice barely above a whisper.
“There’s a hostel in the town. They take children of the
backward castes. They’d be safe there, fed, taught, and out
of Bhupathi and Gopi’s reach.”

A few parents nodded, clutching their shawls tighter. “They
should learn and find a way out, rather than face what Raju

did,” one whispered, her voice trembling with fear.
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Not everyone agreed, however. Shankar, one of them,
frowned and spoke sharply: “Education doesn’t plow the
fields or sow the seeds. And what if they don’t return? We

need them here.”

The gathering fell silent, torn between the hope of a different
life for their children and the harsh realities of survival.
Eventually, they drifted away; some resolved to protect their
children, while others, weighed down by helplessness, had

their fear act as an anchor holding them in place.

In the shadows, Ram and Shivaiah watched silently, their
young eyes reflecting a deepened awareness, absorbing every
harsh word and act of cruelty. They had seen fear grip even
the strongest amongst their elders, silencing pleas and forcing

submission.

The realization settled heavily on them: remaining in the
village would mean a life bound by the same chains of fear
that held their parents and friends. Staying was not an

option.

That night, under a sky scattered with stars, Ram and
Shivaiah quietly pack a few of their belongings. The weight
of their decision was softened by an unyielding resolve. Their
parents, though filled with apprehension, understood the
necessity. It was less about a hope for what lay ahead and
more about an acute fear of what could happen if they stayed.
And so, as dawn approached, they slipped away from the
village, leaving behind the familiar paths and whispers of
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oppression, seeking a place where fear no longer ruled and

freedom, however uncertain, might finally be within reach.

When Ram and Shivaiah arrived at the hostel in the nearby
town, a wave of unease swept over them. The walls, cold and
impersonal, stood like silent witnesses to their inner turmoil.
Around them, the boys who had already settled in moved
with an air of ease, their lives seemingly woven into daily
routines. But Ram and Shivaiah felt the weight of their

1solation.

The struggles of their village lingered in their minds, and the
unfamiliar world before them only intensified their sense of
being out of place. The nights were sleepless, filled with the
constant question of what their future held. Could they make
a difference for their village, or would they become lost in this

new environment as they had back home?

As the days passed, the others found their rhythm, slipping
into their schoolwork, chores, and simple companionship.
But not Ram and Shivaiah. They stayed on the sidelines, in
the quiet corners of the hostel, their eyes distant as they

observed life moving around them.

Their fear wasn’t just about adjusting to their new
surroundings; it was about the uncertain path they had
chosen. They had left everything behind seeking change, but
now they wondered if they had merely exchanged one set of
challenges for another.
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The warden, an elderly man whose face bore the marks of
years spent guiding boys like them, noticed their quiet
struggle. His life had been spent caring for students, some
eager for change, others broken by their pasts, but all
carrying their own burdens. One evening, as the sun sank
low and the hostel began to quiet, he made his way toward
the two boys. His steps were measured and soft, and when
he reached them, he sat down beside them with a calm

authority, as if he already understood their struggles.

"You both seem troubled," he said, his voice gentle and
understanding, like a parent's comforting words in the midst

of a storm.

Ram and Shivaiah exchanged a brief glance, both hesitant.
Ram broke the silence, his voice quiet, weighed down by the

confusion 1n his heart.

“We... we don’t know what to do. We’ve come from a village
torn apart by struggles. We thought coming here would be

an escape, but now we feel more lost than ever.”

The warden listened attentively, his face softening with
empathy. He didn’t interrupt as the boys shared their story,
the pain of their village, their dreams for change, and the
growing fear that clung to them. When they finished, the
warden leaned back slightly, his gaze distant, as though

recalling memories of similar conversations.

"I’ve heard stories like yours before," he said, his voice low,

steeped 1n experience.
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"Many come here simply seeking a way out, a chance to
survive. They work outside, send money home, but never
enter a classroom. Their lives are difficult, without much
hope to change. But there are a few... very few... who choose
education. They face the joy of learning, the fear of change,
because they believe in something greater. And it’s those few

who return to their villages and make a real difference."

His voice faltered for a moment, and he placed a hand on

each of their shoulders, the gravity of his words sinking in.

"It’s not easy, boys. You're right to feel uncertain. But if you
want to help your village, it has to begin with you. Education
won’t just change your minds; it will give you the power to
change the minds of others. You have a choice, but it won’t
come without sacrifice. It will be a struggle, but it’s a struggle

worth having."

Ram and Shivaiah sat in silence, the depth of the warden’s
words sinking in. The fear they had carried with them didn’t
disappear, but something shifted inside them. This place,
which had once seemed cold and foreign, now felt different.
It wasn’t just a refuge. It was an opportunity. The chance to
become more than just two boys from a broken village, it was
their chance to become the change their village so desperately
waited for. But to do that, they would have to find the

courage to learn, to grow, and to face whatever challenges lie

ahead.

The warden offered them a gentle, knowing smile, his eyes

shimmering with unshed emotion. "Many have walked this
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path before you," he said softly, "but few have had the
courage to truly embrace it. I believe you have that courage.
And if you do, the change you long for in your village will

follow."

For the first time since their arrival, Ram and Shivaiah felt a
spark of hope inside them. It wasn’t much yet, just a faint

ember. But it was enough. Enough to take that first step.
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Chapter 2

Winds of Change

By the time Ram and Shivaiah left Nandipura, the winds of
change had already begun to stir. It was 1980. The dark
cloud of the 1975 Emergency had passed, but its shadow
still lingered like an open wound on the heart of the nation.
Across India, frustration simmered. Something unseen but
powerful was building in the air, waiting for the right moment
to break free. The voices of the oppressed, kept silent for

years, had begun to rise again.

The Naxalite movement had already spread through
Andhra Pradesh and West Bengal, and Osmania
University had become one of the strongholds of this
revolutionary spirit. It was no longer just a place for degrees
and examinations. The campus had turned into a furnace
where 1deas clashed and sparked, where each corridor

carried the heat of restless arguments.

During this period, a man named Laxman had walked into
this same university. To the world, he was a simple library
assistant, slightly stooped, with grey streaks in his hair,
always carrying a stack of books. In truth, he was a wanted
revolutionary hiding from the police. By day, he quietly
arranged books and stamped library cards. By night, he
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searched for students whose eyes lingered on Marxist theory,
on peasant struggles, on the history of uprisings. He planted
thoughts like seeds, never knowing which would grow, but

trusting that some would one day split the earth.

When Ram and Shivaiah arrived for their BA in Political
Science, they stepped into a campus still burning with this

energy.

The hostel years had already tested them. Many boys who
had joined from Nandipura had dropped out along the way.
Some found work in tea stalls and mechanic shops, sending
a few rupees home. Others returned to the village to help
with farming or to care for younger siblings. Education was
a luxury in their world; a pair of working hands was worth

more than any certificate.

Whenever they returned to Nandipura, Ram and Shivaiah
tried to teach the village children under the neem trees or in
small courtyards. Few listened, many drifted away, but they
kept at it. The memory of Raju tied to the banyan tree,
shivering through the night, had planted a stubborn fire in
them. It was this memory that kept them going when studies

felt heavy and the hostel boys mocked their seriousness.

For Ram, it became a question he could never shake: Why

should fear rule our lives?

For Shivaiah, it became a vow: No one should suffer like that

again.
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Their families saw them differently. Ram’s father muttered
that books could not fill grain bins, but he knew in his heart
his son was not like the others. His mother prayed Ram’s
anger at the world would not turn him hard. Shivaiah’s
parents, meanwhile, thought it safer for him to study in town.
They had seen his quick temper, his sharp tongue, and
feared that if he stayed in the village, he might one day stand
up to the Dora and bring trouble on them all.

Back in Nandipura, nothing had changed. Bhupathi Raju’s
word was still law. Gajendra’s punishments had grown
harsher. Overseer Gopi walked the fields like a hawk. A few
parents sent their children to school, but debts and drought
always pulled them back into the old cycle.

As the years passed, Ram and Shivaiah’s paths began to
take shape without either of them noticing. Ram spent hours
in the library reading about reformers who had fought
injustice with ideas and persistence. He began to believe that
words could be sharper than any weapon. Shivaiah read too,
but his shelves were filled with histories of revolutions, of
people who had overthrown kings and landlords. The
French Revolution fascinated him. Every account of a ruler
brought down by force lit something in his eyes. For him,

oppression could not be reasoned with; it had to be broken.

By this time, their personalities and appearances had started
to reflect the paths they were carving. Ram was lean and sun-
darkened from long hours spent with the willagers. His

posture was deliberate and thoughtful, and his eyes always
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seemed to be searching for some distant horizon. He spoke
carefully in debates, measured and precise, but when he
spoke to villagers, he used simple language, often drawing
images from the land, the crops, or the changing seasons. He
was quiet, almost reserved, but when he spoke with authority,
his words carried weight and made people listen. Shivaiah,
on the other hand, moved with restless energy. His eyes
flared with fire whenever he saw injustice. Taller and broader
than Ram, he had a presence that was hard to ignore. His
words were sharp, decisive, and often illustrated with
practical examples from village life. In private, he could be
contemplative, revealing glimpses of the idealistic youth he
had once been, but in public, he spoke with command, and
people followed without question. Together, they were two
sides of the same coin. Ram believed in patience, careful
planning, and changing hearts and minds, while Shivaiah
believed in action, in immediate results, and in making the
powerful feel fear. They were bound by friendship, but the
gap between them grew with every passing day.

When they entered Osmania University, these seeds began
to grow faster. The campus walls were painted with slogans.
Debates spilled out from classrooms onto the lawns.
Speeches turned into marches. Every conversation seemed to

circle back to one question: How does a society change?

Ram argued for slow but steady reform. If you change your
mind, the rest will follow, he often said. Shivaiah’s voice was

sharper. Change must be taken, not begged for.
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Laxman noticed both of them.

It started without anyone noticing.

Shivaiah had been spending more time in the university
library. Ram thought it was for the same reason he went
there, to read in peace, away from the hostel noise. But one
evening, when Ram went looking for him, he saw Shivaiah
sitting at the far end of the reading room with a man he had

never seen before.

The man had peppered grey hair and a calm but firm voice.
He was not teaching from any textbook. He was telling
stories. Stories of farmers who had seized their own land, of
students who had marched against injustice, of young men
and women who had disappeared into the forests and

returned carrying rifles.
Shivaiah’s eyes glowed in the dim light.

When Ram walked over, the man gave a polite smile,
introduced himself as LLaxman, and left with a cloth bag

swinging from his shoulder.
That night in the hostel, Ram asked, “Who was that?”

“Just an old man who knows the truth,” Shivaiah replied,
lying back on his bed. “Not the truth in books. The truth

from the ground.”

17 | The Soil Remembers



Ram did not question him further, but he began to notice
changes. Shivaiah started repeating LLaxman’s words. “The
law is just paper until someone forces it into action.”

Sometimes Ram agreed. Other times, he only frowned.

Weeks went by. Ram spent his evenings in student debates
and drafting petitions for better facilities in government
schools. Shivaiah disappeared often, returning late at night

with mud on his sandals and a restless fire in his eyes.

One afternoon, Ram caught sight of a folded pamphlet
sticking out of Shivaiah’s shirt pocket. He pulled it out and
saw bold red letters calling for armed resistance in the

Telangana countryside.
“This is not our way,” Ram said quietly.

Shivaiah’s jaw tightened. “Your way is to wait. My way is to

”

act.

In the distance, Laxman stood under a tree, speaking to a
small group of students. His face showed nothing, but for a

brief moment, his eyes turned toward them.

Ram felt something heavy in his chest. For the first time, he
wondered if the wind that had carried both of them out of

Nandipura was now pushing them toward different paths.

It was a quiet Sunday afternoon. The campus wore a lazy
look. Some boys were lying on their beds, half asleep. Others
were outside on the ground, playing cricket in the harsh sun.
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Ram had chosen the library. He was sitting by the window,
reading an old book on social reforms during British rule,

when his eyes fell on a familiar figure.

Shivaiah was seated at a corner table with LLaxman. The old
man’s eyes are calm but sharp. His voice was low, yet every
word seemed to weigh heavily in the air. Ram caught bits of
their talk... meetings in villages, police raids, people living

under false names.
When Laxman noticed him, he waved for Ram to join them.

“You care about your people,” Laxman said, looking
straight at Ram. “That is good. But you are tying your own
hands. You want change without shaking the throne. Do you
think kings give up their crowns just because someone asks

politely?”
Ram did not reply.

Laxman turned to Shivaiah. “Come with me next week.
There is a meeting near Warangal. Farmers who have had

enough. Men who will not beg for justice, they will take it.”
Shivaiah’s answer was quiet but firm. “I will come.”

Ram’s voice rose before he realised. “Shivaiah, think. Once
you take that road, there is no turning back. This is not a
debate in the university. This is blood. And once it begins,

it will not stop where you think it will.”

Shivaiah looked at him steadily. “Ram, do you remember
Raju?”
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Ram’s throat tightened.

“He died because no one acted,” Shivaiah went on. “We all
watched him tied to that tree. We said nothing. We did
nothing. Do you think education will stop another Gopi,

another Bhupathi Raju? I will not wait for the day when
another child dies like that.”

Ram stepped closer and lowered his voice. “And what if the

next child dies because of your bullet?”

Silence filled the space between them. Laxman watched

quietly, as if he had seen such crossroads many times before.

Shivaiah finally turned his face away. “I am not afraid of

what must be done.”

Ram knew there was nothing more to say. The door had

opened, and Shivaiah had already stepped through it.

They walked back to the hostel without speaking. The same
wind that had carried them out of Nandipura was now

parting, each current pulling them towards a different fate.

That night, long after the lights went out, Ram lay awake
staring at the ceiling. The air in the room felt heavy. He
thought of the narrow lanes of his village, of his mother bent
over the hearth, of his sister fetching water from the well. He
thought of the council meetings where only men spoke, and

of the women who listened from behind half-closed doors.

Shivaiah’s path was set. Ram could feel it. But in his own

heart, another decision was taking shape. If change had to
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come, it had to grow from the soil where the injustice was
rooted. He could not wait for the city’s promises to trickle

down. His place was among his people.

By dawn, Ram had made up his mind. It was time to go

home.

The winds of change were still blowing, but for Ram, they

would take a different direction.
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Chapter 3

Rams Relunnv: A Sood of Luoludion

The day Ram returned to his village, the air was thick with
humidity and the scent of wet earth. Dust clung to his clothes
as he stepped off the bus, kicked up from the dry, red-soiled
road that wound through the heart of the village. The sky
hung low and grey, swollen with the weight of a retreating
monsoon. On either side, rice fields stretched into the
horizon, their leaves heavy with rain, drooping like tired
shoulders. A few buffaloes wallowed in muddy ponds,
swatting away flies with lazy flicks of their tails. Life moved
slowly here, like it always had, but something in Ram moved

faster now.

The village hadn’t changed, but Ram had. Time in the city,
at Osmania University, had opened his eyes. Now,
everything felt different. The quiet lanes, the tired tea stalls,
the same bent-backed farmers, they all wore the weight of old
struggles.

Children’s laughter echoed in the distance, a rare spark in a
world dulled by routine and resignation. Bhupathi Raju still
ruled from his high seat, and the people still lived under his
thumb. But as Ram walked past the mud houses and
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weathered faces, a quiet resolve stirred in him. He could no

longer ignore what he now saw so clearly.

As he neared his home, Ram saw his mother waiting for him
at the doorway of their modest house. The sight of her
silhouette framed against the fading light brought a wave of
comfort and nostalgia. The smell of freshly cooked rice
wafted from the kitchen, mingling with the earthy scent of the

mud walls and the dry fragrance of grass that clung to the
thatched roof.

She greeted him with a smile, a gentle expression of warmth,
though her eyes betrayed the familiar shadow of worry that
seemed to follow her everywhere. It was a look that spoke

volumes: a mother’s unspoken concern for her son.

"Come inside, Ramudu," she called, wiping her hands on

the edge of her sari.

"You’ve grown thinner. The food in the city must not be
good for you." Her tone was a mixture of affection and
concern, as though nourishing him was her life’s sole

responsibility.

Ram smiled at her fussing, inhaling deeply the familiar
smells of home. "I've missed your cooking, Amma," he
replied, stepping inside. The house was just as he
remembered it: simple, comforting, with its cool earthen

floors and the rhythmic clatter of metal utensils in the kitchen.
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His mother, ever absorbed in her duties, barely paused from
her work. "Laxmi!" she called sharply, summoning his

younger sister.

[Laxmi appeared almost immediately, rushing out with flour,
dusting her hands. Her bright smile illuminated her face, and
for a moment, the excitement of seeing her brother again
softened her features. Her eyes sparkled with joy, and she

stepped closer to him.

"Anna! You're finally back!" she exclaimed, nearly bouncing
with the enthusiasm of a child.

Their mother turned with a firm expression. "Laxmi! Stop
wasting time. Go and heat water for your brother’s bath," she

instructed. "Let him rest after his journey."

The joy in Laxmi’s eyes dimmed just slightly, but she
nodded obediently, hurrying off to carry out the task.
Though her heart brimmed with happiness at her brother’s
return, duty had always been a quiet, unspoken expectation
in their household.

Laxmi prepared the water, her movements quick and
practiced, all the while listening to the soft hum of her
mother’s care as she set the food aside for Ram, each dish a

small gesture of love.

After freshening up, Ram sat down to eat. The quiet rhythm
of the house struck him; his mother moving constantly,
tending to his needs, and Laxmi, working silently in the

background, unseen but ever-present. It was the same as
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always, but now, after many years away, a quiet discomfort
stirred in his chest. His mind churned, but for the moment,
he swallowed it down with the familiar warmth of his

mother’s cooking.

His father sat across from him, his back straight, his face
etched with the years of labor and the unspoken weight of
family responsibility. The silence between them felt charged,

and Ram could sense the question his father was about to

ask.

"So, Ramudu," his father began, his voice rough from years
of hard work in the fields, "You've finished your studies.

What are your plans now?"

Ram hesitated, weighing his words before speaking with a
quiet but firm resolve. "l want to bring change, Nanna. |
want to educate the village to make sure everyone is treated
with respect and dignity, no matter who they are. Everyone

deserves a better life here, not just in the city."

His father’s face tightened, a flicker of disbelief passing over
his features. "I thought you left for the city to escape this
struggle. To live a better life." His voice held an edge of
concern, but also something darker fear, perhaps, of what

Ram was proposing.

Ram met his father’s gaze with steady determination. "Why
should I go to the city for a better life just for myself?" he
asked calmly. "I want that better life here, for everyone. I

want our whole village to live with respect.”
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His father looked away, his hand rubbing over his weathered
face, as though trying to chase away the thought. The air
thickened with the tension between them, a silence that

stretched longer than it should have.

"Ram, do you even understand what you're saying?" His
father’s voice was low, filled with an anxiety that Ram could
not ignore. ""This village doesn’t change. Bhupathi Raju and
his men have ruled here for generations. They won’t allow it.

They’ll come after you and us if you go against them."

Ram’s mother, stirring a pot over the fire, paused and
glanced anxiously at him. Her hand trembled slightly as she
rested the ladle on the edge of the pot. “Listen to your father,

Ram,” she said softly, her voice heavy with unease.

“You don’t understand what they’re capable of. We've lived
under their rule all our lives, seen their power firsthand.
Don’t you remember what they did to Raju? He was just a
boy, but even then, you saw their cruelty. If you challenge
them, they won’t hold back; they’ll do far worse.”

But Ram’s resolve only grew stronger. The injustices he had
seen In the city, the inequities that marked every part of life
here, would no longer be ignored. His father’s words, though
filled with care, only fueled his determination. He could not

stay silent.

His mother, sensing the growing tension, stepped forward
and placed a gentle hand on his shoulder. "Eat first, Ram,"
she urged softly, her voice trying to calm the moment. "There
will be time to talk later."
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The room fell into a heavy silence, the weight of their
unspoken fears hanging in the air. Yet, beneath that weight,
Ram’s resolve had already hardened. He had not returned
to escape the struggles of village life. He had returned to

change them.

Later that night, as Ram lay outside beneath the vast night
sky, the stars scattered above him, his mother came to check
on him. "Ramudu, what are you thinking about so deeply?"

she asked gently.

"I won’t live in fear, Amma," Ram replied quietly. "The
village needs change. And I'm not afraid of Bhupathi Raju
or his sons. They can’t control us forever. We have the power

to demand more, to demand fairness."

But his mother shook her head slowly, her eyes filled with
worry. "It's not that simple, Ramudu," she whispered.
"You're talking about going against powerful men, men who
have no mercy. They’ve killed people before, and they’ll do

it again. You'll bring trouble upon yourself and upon us."

Before leaving, she looked at him one last time, her
expression softening with concern. "Don’t think too much,

my son. Have a good sleep."

As Ram lay beneath the stars, his mother’s words echoed in
his mind, but they did nothing to quell the fire within him.
Change was coming, and he would not be silent in the face
of it.
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The next morning, the village felt unnaturally still. The air
was damp with the lingering scent of wet soil, and a chill
breeze swept through the narrow lanes, rustling the trees like
whispers of the past. The usual morning sounds, birdsong,
the cluck of hens, and the rustle of chores were strangely
muted. Even the sunlight seemed hesitant, casting a pale
glow over familiar paths. Ram walked slowly, absorbing the
silence, sensing that something beneath the surface had
shifted. The village hadn’t changed, but the quiet held a
weight, as if the land itself knew that something was about to

begin.

Passing a cluster of low huts, a voice broke through the

silence, as familiar as the warmth of a forgotten sun.
“Ram! Is that really you?”

Ram turned, his heart quickening as he saw Rudra, his
childhood friend, standing there, eyes wide with surprise and
disbelief. They embraced tightly, their smiles filling the gap
of years and distance. For a fleeting moment, the village
around them vanished, and they were two boys again,

dreaming of a future they never truly understood.

But Rudra‘s smile faded, replaced by a shadow of something
unspoken. “Three years ago, a mill was built on the outskirts,
near Bhupathi Dora’s fields. One of the Doras set it up, and

I’ve been working there ever since.”

Ram’s smile wavered, his brow furrowing. “That’s good,

isn’t it? Work for the village, some extra income.”
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Rudra’s laugh came out jagged, a bitter sound that cut
through the air more sharply than the morning chill. “At first,
yes. But it’s a trap, Ram. Most of us took loans, thinking
we’d pay them off with our wages. Now... it feels like we’re
sinking deeper each day. T'wo-thirds of my pay goes straight

to the Doras. All we get are scraps.”

The words hit Ram like a sudden gust of wind, cold and
sharp. His voice barely held a tremor as he spoke, “You’re
telling me... despite working from dawn to dusk, you're left

with nothing?”

Rudra’s expression darkened, and his voice dropped to a
near whisper. “We can’t even raise our voices in fear. The
village council reminds us constantly of what they've given
us. The land. The jobs. The ‘help.” Question it, and their
grip tightens. And the moment we step out of line...” His
words trailed off, swallowed by the weight of his unspoken

fears.

Ram’s hands clenched at his sides, a simmering rage rising
within him, though he kept his face as still as the silent trees
around them. The Doras’ grip on the village was more
suffocating than he had ever imagined. It wasn’t just his
friend’s spirit that had been crushed; it was the very soul of
the village, stifled beneath the weight of their power.

As they walked, the fields stretched out before them, vast and
unyielding, owned by the Doras. The crops, rich and full,
nourished their wealth while the villagers’ bellies remained

hollow. The rice mill loomed in the distance, a jagged
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presence on the horizon, nestled between the darkening edge
of the forest and the endless fields. Its metallic clatter echoed
through the stillness, a constant reminder of the labor that

never stopped, of bodies worn to the bone.

Ram noticed the lines etched deep into Rudra’s face, the
tremor in his once-strong hands. He felt a pang of sorrow for
the friend he had known once, full of laughter, full of dreams.
Rudra’s hand moved toward a shed nearby, where exhausted
laborers huddled together, their faces as worn as the earth
beneath their feet.

“That’s where they put us when we fall behind,” Rudra
muttered. “No pay. No rest. Not until they think we’re fit
enough to work again. It's a punishment for being too

human.”

Ram’s insides twisted, a storm of fury threatening to break
free as he gazed at the hollowed-out faces of the villagers,
each a silent witness to years of unyielding labor. Their eyes
were tired, fearful held something more, though. A flicker of

defiance, buried but not extinguished.

“Rudra,” Ram said, his voice firm but soft, “Is there anyone

here willing to stand up against this?”

Rudra glanced around, eyes darting nervously, as though the
walls themselves might be listening. “Some whisper about it,
but...” He hesitated. “It’s dangerous, Ram. The Doras
have spies everywhere. Men who would sell out even their
own kin for a few coins. And those who speak out? They’re
never the same if they return at all.”
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Ram nodded, a cold determination settling in his chest. This
would not be easy. He would need their trust, their unity,
and he needed them to see the power in their own voices. For
now, he would wait. Watch. And when the time was right,

he would turn their whispers into a roar.

Over the next few days, Ram walked through the village,
engaging in quiet conversations with those who felt the same
burn of injustice in their hearts. Every night, under the veil
of darkness, he gathered small groups of elders, the old
keepers of forgotten tales, who spoke of days when they had
owned their land, when they decided their own fates. The
bitterness in their voices was potent, and Ram knew they had
waited too long for a spark, for a fire to ignite the hope they
thought had long been extinguished.

The meetings grew, transforming from quiet whispers to
determined murmurs, and then to resounding rallying cries.
Ram spoke of unity, of resilience, of the unyielding strength

that comes from standing together.

Slowly, their courage began to take hold, a new resolve
sprouting in the cracks of their fear. What began as discreet
gatherings evolved into marches, modest at first but swelling
with conviction each day. Rudra and others stood steadfast
by his side, their voices rising in unison, defiant and

unyielding.

But as their movement gained momentum, it inevitably
caught the attention of Bhupathi Raju and his sons, Raghu
and Bhadra. Within the shadowed walls of their grand
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mansion, the three men sat in brooding silence, the growing
echo of Ram’s movement looming over them like a storm

ready to break.

Raghu, the eldest, his eyes as cold as the stones beneath his
feet, stared at the news of Ram’s rallies with a quiet fury that
simmered just beneath the surface. “This will end badly for

him,” he said, his voice low, a warning wrapped in calm.

Bhadra, the brutish one, slammed his fist on the table, the

sound echoing through the room.

“Let me handle him,” he growled. “I’ll make him regret ever
setting foot in our village. If we let this grow, the villagers will

forget their place.”

But Bhupathi, the patriarch, raised a hand, his eyes
gleaming with a dark promise. “Patience,” he murmured, a
smile playing at the edges of his lips. “Let him play his game.
When we strike, it will be swift. And he’ll remember who
holds the reins.”

As Ram’s rallies swelled, so did the tension in the village. It
was as If the air itself had thickened, heavy with the promise
of a storm, a battle between fear and hope, between chains

and the courage to break free.
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Chapter 4

T Rubng ity Quo nd
Bhadra

In Nandipura, twilight didn’t simply fall; it settled, like dust
on worn feet or silence on untold truths. The village exhaled
its fatigue in slow, quiet sighs as the sun dipped behind
tamarind groves. In the alleys, barefoot children chased
shadows; women returned from the well, balancing brass

pots and unspoken burdens.

From the fields, the sounds of caste were subtle, not declared
but absorbed. The ryots, mostly of the middle and lower
castes, finished their tilling while the Dalits, who could not
even dream of land ownership, cleared cattle dung from the
byways or carried temple wood barefoot. The smell of sweat
mingled with incense, and faith covered inequality like a

fragile veil of turmeric on an old wound.

Above it all, on the ancient hill, stood the Bhupathi mansion.
It was not just a house, but a symbol. Built of red stone and
white lime, it was spoken of in hushed reverence. It
overlooked the village like a shrine cast in authority. It was

said that even storms paused before touching its gates.
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But to understand Bhupathi Raju’s power was to
understand the very soil of Nandipura.

Long ago, when the region was still fractured by petty kings
and clashes between landlords, Nandipura had no name, no
unity, just scattered villages often raided by bandits or rival
clans. In those years of chaos, it was Bhupathi Raju’s great-
grandfather, Sivaram Bhupathi, who raised a militia of local
farmers and ousted the dacoits that plagued the land. They
say he fought not with royal grants, but with the rage of a
ploughman defending his crop.

Grateful and afraid, the villagers gave him land, loyalty, and
legacy. The British, recognizing his control over the
countryside, granted him honorary titles and access to
zamindari privileges. Temples were built with his donations,
tanks with his name. Over time, his family became more than
rulers; they became the law, the temple, and the memory of

protection itself.

The name Bhupathi came to mean stability. And stability,

in a land torn by caste and poverty, became sacred.

So the Bhupathis didn’t just rule Nandipura; they defined
its moral compass. Their power wasn’t simply political; it
was ritualized. They sat in the front row of every festival, lit
the first lamp during Sankranti, and gave the final word at
the Panchayat. Their rule had been birthed in legend,
ancestors who had saved the village from invading armies,
blessed by saints, chosen by gods. Over time, these myths

hardened into social cement.

34 | The Soil Remembers



Bhupathi Raju, the current patriarch, was a relic carved from
tradition itself. He moved slowly, spoke rarely, but when he
did, his words were measured like mantras. He believed in
hierarchy, the way others believed in rain, an act of nature.
To him, Ram’s ideas of equality were not just dangerous;

they were unnatural.
Inside the house, his sons argued like fire and stone.

The brothers were opposites, not only in belief but in the very

energy they carried.

Raghu, lean and still as a shadow, had the look of someone
who could watch a fire without blinking. To him, order and
hierarchy were sacred, the threads holding the fabric of the
village together. He did not merely believe in the caste
system; he revered it as the spine upon which society rested.
Without it, he was convinced, the world would dissolve into
chaos. In his eyes, discipline was as sacred as prayer. “Every
man must know his place,” he often said. “And every

woman, her duty.”

Bhadra, seated across from Raghu with the intensity of a
caged animal, radiated an unsettling energy. His frame,
powerful and coarse, seemed too large for the confined space,
his presence filling the room with an oppressive heat. Where
Raghu saw inaction as a strength, a space for strategy and
patience, Bhadra saw only cowardice, a failure to enforce

their will. He held no regard for diplomacy.

Now, pacing the long corridor carved with ancestral
emblems, he said with a sneer, “Ram speaks of fairness? Let
35 | The Soil Remembers



him live one week without our land, our laborers, our

goddamn wvillage customs. Let’s see how fair he feels then.”

Raghu remained still, gazing out at the lamps being lit across
the rooftops. “He’s clever,” he murmured. “He doesn’t
speak with anger. That’s why he’s dangerous. He speaks of
‘rights” and ‘justice’... words that make poor men feel bigger

than their hunger.”

Bhadra chuckled darkly. “Poor men should feel nothing but
obedience. That’s their place. That’s how this village has
survived. And the women? They’ll follow whoever brings
rice and firewood. Ram speaks of change, but the women
still touch their husbands’ feet at dawn.”

Raghu’s face darkened, but he said nothing.
And above them both, Bhupathi Raju finally stirred.

“Enough.”

The room froze.

He stepped forward, age and authority wrapped around him
like sacred thread. “This village is not ruled by swords or
sermons. It 1s ruled by silence, by habit, by shame. You want
to strike Ram? Fine. But do it through the village itself. Use
the Panchayat. Use the temple. Make the people feel that it
is they who are disturbed by him, not us.”
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The council of Nandipura gathered.

A conclave of the village’s oldest voices, men who believed
in order as much as in gods, whose lives were built on land,
caste, and legacy. They sat in the mandapam beside the
temple courtyard, walls breathing smoke from flickering oil
lamps, the air thick with turmeric, camphor, and old

suspicion.
Ram stood before them, not among them.

His bare feet, cracked by fields, stood on the same stone that
carried centuries of sermons. And yet, here he was

summoned, not invited. Questioned, not welcomed.
Raghu rose, measured in his words, cold in his tone.

“He does not come from our lines. He was never taught our
shastras. And yet, he speaks of dharma. Not just speaks
preaches. He tells our people that fairness is not granted by
birth but deserved by breath. And worse... they listen.”

A cloth merchant adjusted his shawl. “The workers refuse to
bow now. The weavers talk of equal pay. Even the boy who
sweeps the courtyard said he, too, will fast for the gods this

month as if that makes him our equal.”

A priest murmured, “They quote the same scriptures we do,

but not with reverence. With demand.”

An elder turned to Ram directly. “Your father tilled our
land. Your mother cleaned the temple steps. What makes
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you think you can question the order we were born to

protect?”
Ram’s voice was low, steady.

“Because my father tilled this land, he knows it better than
you. Because my mother cleaned the temple steps, she sees
the gods more clearly than those who look at them through

silk veils.”

Murmurs rose. Some with fury. Some, oddly, with quiet

respect.

Venkataiah, cautious but curious, asked, “Are you saying

blood has no place in order?”

Ram replied, “I’m saying the blood of the poor has watered

your order long enough.”

The room tensed. Someone whispered, “uppity.” Someone

else muttered, “dangerous.”
Bhupathi Raju entered.

The murmurs died like a wind cut short.

He walked slowly, the thud of his staff echoing in the old

stone chamber. He looked past Ram, not ignoring him, but

erasing him with his gaze alone.
He faced the council, speaking softly.

“This village was built on lines. Lines that tell us who we

are, where we belong. Between those lines, there is peace.
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Harmony. Hierarchy. You start erasing those lines... what

remains is not freedom. It’s chaos.”
He paused, letting the heaviness sink into the room.

“Let him question the gods. Let him quote dharma. But if
he questions order, then he must answer not to me, not to

this council, but to the village.”

He turned to Ram now, finally, the weight of his stare like

stone.

“The Panchayat will be called. You will speak. They will
listen. And then they will decide if you still belong.”

He turned to leave, but stopped.

“This is your last chance. Bow and stay. Or stand and face

what follows.”

Then, without another word, Bhupathi walked out, his

silence heavier than a threat.

Later, as Ram walked alone beneath the neem trees, dust

curling at his feet, his mind churned.

‘So this 1s his game... Let them resent me. Make the village
believe it is their will that rejects me. And then step in not as

a tyrant, but savior. He casts the rope, but lets others tie the

knot. And he thinks I'll thank him for the mercy of it.”

Ram looked back at the fading spire of the temple.
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‘He fears not my words but the ears that have begun to hear
them. He doesn’t need to silence me. He only needs to make

them stop listening.’

A bullock cart passed, carrying dry husks. A woman with a
water pot watched him as he passed and nodded, ever so

slightly.
Ram smiled faintly.

‘Let them call the Panchayat. Let them try to put me back
in the box they built. 'm not here to burn the village. I'm

here to remind it who it forgot.’
The battle was no longer one of caste or land.

[t was for voice.

And Ram had found his.
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Chapter 5

Ram and Dovivs Marriage: | Now
Ausakaning

The air in Ram’s household had thickened with tension.
Kausalya, his mother, deeply rooted in tradition, grew
uneasy with Ram’s involvement in village protests and fiery
ideas. To her, his rebelliousness was a dangerous path, and
the only solution she saw was marriage.... A wife, she
believed, would anchor him, turn his gaze back to hearth and

family.

She chose Devi, her brother’s daughter, for him. Devi was
modest, quiet, and uneducated, yet her calm presence drew
people in. She had grown up in the fields, her life revolving
around harvests, festivals, and prayers. But her eyes, sharp

and watchful, often caught more than she let on.

The elders fixed the match quickly. Word spread like
wildfire through the village lanes. Some men laughed that
even Ram’s sharp tongue would be tied now, while women

whispered that Devi’s fate would not be easy.

When Devi first heard the news, her heart leapt and sank at
once. She had admired Ram from a distance, watching him
speak in gatherings, his words fearless before men who made
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others tremble. She had dreamed of him, though she had
never dared to think such dreams could be real. Now the
thought of becoming his wife filled her with pride but also a
quiet fear. Could she keep pace with a man like him?

The wedding was simple yet grand in feeling. The courtyard
of Ram’s ancestral home was decorated with mango leaves
and marigold strings. The priest’s chants rose with the smoke
of the sacred fire. Ram, in a silk dhoti, looked distant, his
mind wandering far from the sacred rituals. Devi, in a
crimson saree her uncle had given, lowered her eyes,
performing each step with trembling hands. For her, every
gesture was weighty, not just duty but the beginning of a life
tied to Ram.

When turmeric rice rained over their heads and the knots
were tied, blessings filled the air. For most, it was just
another wedding. But Dewi carried in her heart a silent vow:
to walk with this man, whether he noticed her or not, whether

his path was thorned or straight.

Ram agreed to the marriage more for his mother’s sake than
his own. His heart still burned with thoughts of revolution,
of poor farmers, of justice. Marriage felt like a rope tying him
to a world he did not have time for. Yet Devi, entering her

new life, carried a patience that he could not see yet.

In the first days, she moved like a quiet river through the
household. She rose before dawn, lit the hearth, fetched
water, and learned every corner of her new home. She

obeyed her mother-in-law’s instructions with patience. She
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never raised her voice, never demanded attention. But her
eyes often followed Ram. She noticed the dust on his feet
when he returned late, the silence in his voice when he ate

without tasting, the distant fire in his eyes.

For Ram, Devi was courteous, graceful, but in those early
days, she was almost invisible. He respected her, but his
mind was elsewhere. He did not realize that she was
listening, observing, and slowly stepping into his world in her

own quiet way.

Sometimes, in the evenings, Devi would set his food before
him and sit nearby, her eyes lingering on him with unspoken
questions. She longed to ask about his thoughts, about the
world he wanted to change, but she feared disturbing him.
Still, her heart whispered, This man is my life now. I must

find my place in his journey.

One night, when the courtyard lamps flickered low, she
gathered courage. As she set down his plate, she asked softly,
“Bava, what is it you are trying to do? Why do you speak so
often about equality?”

Ram paused, surprised at her voice. He saw her eyes, shy
but steady. “I’'m fighting for change,” he said gently. “For a
soclety where every person, no matter his caste or wealth, can

live with dignity.”

Devi lowered her gaze, her heart quickening. Her voice was
almost a whisper. “If dignity is for all, then why are women

treated differently? Why must we live this way?”
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The words trembled out of her, and at once she regretted
them. “Did I speak out of place?” she asked quickly, her

fingers twisting at her saree edge.

Ram looked at her, startled. He had fought for the farmer,
the laborer, the lower caste, yet he had not thought about the
women 1n his own home. His mother, bent under tradition.
His sister, silent in her chores. His wife, sitting before him

with courage hidden under shyness.

“No, Devi,” he said at last, his voice heavy with realization.
“You are right. I had not thought of it.”

That night, Devi’s question would not leave Ram’s mind.
His thoughts, once filled only with fiery speeches and
protests, now turned inwards. For the first time, he noticed
the quiet burdens of the women around him. His mother
bending over the hearth with tired hands, his wife watching
him with questions she rarely voiced, and above all, his sister
Laxmi, whose eyes lingered too often on his books though no

one ever asked her why.

The next morning, Ram found Laxmi near the kitchen,
scrubbing brass pots until her hands grew red. Her gaze, as
usual, wandered now and then to the books stacked on the
wooden shelf nearby. She looked at them as if they held

secrets forever locked away from her.
“Laxmi,” Ram called softly. She turned, startled.

“Anna?” she asked, unsure why he was looking at her with

such seriousness.
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“Do you... have dreams?” His voice was gentle, yet there

was a weight to it.

Her eyes flickered in fear, then dropped. “I do, Anna... but
've never told anyone. Amma says such things are not for

girls.”

A deep guilt gripped him. She had nurtured silent dreams,
and he had never thought to ask. “Why didn’t you tell me?”
he asked, his voice heavy.

Laxmi’s voice broke into a whisper. “I was afraid, Anna.

They say girls aren’t supposed to want these things.”
Ram’s heart softened. “Laxmi... I'll teach you.”

Her eyes grew moist, tears slipping down with a mixture of
disbelief and joy. For the first time, she felt her dreams were

not foolish but worth holding on to.

From that day, the evenings in the courtyard changed. After
finishing her chores, Laxmi would sneak to Ram’s side, and
he would guide her slowly through the shapes of letters, his
voice patient. Devi often sat nearby, pretending to sort rice
or fold clothes, but her ears were always alert. She absorbed
everything, tracing words in her mind though she never
admitted it at first.

One evening, as Ram finished teaching, Laxmi giggled
softly. “Vadina, why don’t you try too?”

Devi blushed, shaking her head. “I will only spoil your

learning.”
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But Ram looked at her with quiet curiosity. “Why not, Devi?

Learning is for everyone.”

That night, under the dim lantern light, Devi sat with Laxmi,
both of them stumbling through the alphabet. Their laughter
mixed with the rustling of night winds. For Laxmi, it was the
joy of stepping into a world she had always longed for. For
Devwi, it was a secret pride that she, too, was walking beside

her husband in his path, even if in a small way.

To Ram, these sessions were another duty among many. To
Devi, every shared word, every smile of encouragement, felt
like a treasure. He may not have noticed, but when his hand
lingered a moment on hers while showing how to hold the
chalk, her heart fluttered.

As weeks passed, a bond grew between Devi and Laxmi.
They whispered together in the kitchen, not only about
household work but about letters, words, and the strange
excitement of being part of something forbidden yet
beautiful. Devi began to feel less like just a dutiful wife, more

like a bridge for her sister-in-law’s dreams.

One night, while they sat sorting grains, L.axmi spoke in a
hushed voice. “Vadina... do you think Anna can really
change things?”

Devi paused, her hands stilling. She looked at LLaxmi with
steady eyes. “If he doesn’t try, then who will?”

That simple answer gave Laxmi the courage she had never

known. From then on, their secret lessons became not only
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about themselves. They began to whisper about other
women, about neighbors who longed for more but dared not
speak. Slowly, the thought bloomed between them, why not

teach the whole village, the way Ram was teaching them?

Meanwhile, Ram and Devi’s relationship shifted quietly.
For him, her presence was steady, expected. But for her,
each small gesture mattered. The way he asked once if she
was tired after carrying water, the way he listened, though
distracted when she shared about the hens laying more eggs,
and even the way he accepted the glass of buttermilk she
offered after a long day. These moments stitched themselves
into her heart, proof that their bond, though unspoken, was

growing.

One night, Devi prepared a meal with special care, adding
an extra pinch of spice she knew he liked. As she placed it
before him, she gathered courage. “Bava... do you ever think
of the future?”

Ram looked at her, surprised. “I do, Devi. But my future lies

in the work that must be done.”

Her heart sank a little, but she nodded silently. That answer,
though painful, became her strength. If his path was filled
with thorns, she decided she would walk barefoot beside him.

Gradually, Ram began to notice her more. The way she
waited for him without complaint, the way she encouraged
Laxmi, the quiet questions that shook him more than fiery
speeches ever could. She was no longer just his wife; she was
becoming his partner in a way he had never expected.
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And then one evening, Devi stood at the doorway, her face
glowing, her hands resting on her abdomen. Ram looked at

her, confusion turning into realization.
“Devi... are you...?” he asked softly.

She nodded, shy joy lighting her eyes. “Yes, Bava. We are
going to have a child.”

In that instant, Ram’s world shifted. His revolution, his
dreams for society, all of it took a step back before the quiet
truth standing before him. The woman who had waited,
understood, and believed in him was now carrying their
future.

For the first time, Ram felt that his fight was not just for the
poor and oppressed but for the life growing inside Devi, for
the women beside him, for the home that had quietly become

his strength.

Their journey was no longer his alone. It was theirs. And in
that bond, Dewi’s silent love became as powerful as his

loudest cry for justice.
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Chapter 6

The Shadow Pth

While Ram’s words echoed in courtyards, filling the air with
slogans and hope, Shivaiah’s footsteps carried him into a
quieter, harsher world. He was not the man of the stage. He
was the one who slipped through shadows, who listened
more than he spoke, who learned to see cracks in walls where

others saw nothing.
He began as a courier.

At Osmania University, he was the youngest among the
recruits. A thin boy with sharp eyes and quicker legs. He
carried pamphlets between hostels, tucked folded notes into
library books, and slid messages under doors. Nobody paid
attention to him, and that was his biggest strength.

But he paid attention to everything.

He saw how the police lathi always fell hardest on the poor.
He saw how landlords filled their storerooms with grain
while children in huts licked empty plates. He heard stories
of comrades who vanished in the middle of the night, their

voices cut off forever.
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At first, in his heart, Shivaiah thought only one thing
mattered: violence. Blood for blood. If the world were cruel,

the answer had to be fire.

Then came one night near Warangal. He was carrying a
message, folded small and hidden inside the sole of his
chappal. A police patrol stopped him. One constable pushed
him, kicked open his bag, laughed at his torn clothes, and

searched for contraband.

Shivaiah’s fists clenched. His blood boiled. If only he had a

sickle in his hand, he thought, one clean strike across the

man’s throat...

But before anything could happen, the constable’s hand slid
into Shivaiah’s shirt pocket during the search. His fingers
brushed against a folded ten-rupee note. He pulled it out,
looked at it, and then at Shivaiah. A smirk spread across his
face. He pocketed the note casually, patted Shivaiah, and

waved him away.

That night, Shivaiah sat in a dim tea shop, dust on his
clothes, sweat on his back. His anger had not cooled, but
something stirred inside him. Until then, he believed courage
meant blood. But that night, ten rupees had saved him, not
violence. He thought long and hard.

Sometimes a bow, sometimes a bribe, sometimes silence,

these could be stronger than a knife.

The turning point came a few weeks later, in Khammam.
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A young comrade, full of fire, wanted to try a different path.
A landlord had beaten two Dalit farmers black and blue for
refusing bonded labour. The boy marched the bleeding men

to the police station.

“We must prove law is on the side of the poor,” he said with

pride.

But the moment they entered, the circle inspector saw the
bruised men, smelled rebellion, and locked them in. The
boy, too, was dragged inside. By evening, four comrades

were behind bars.

The camp went into panic. Some shouted for a raid on the

station. Others wanted to scatter and run.

Shivaiah stayed quiet. He remembered the constable in
Woarangal, the greedy hand stretched for money, the faint

smile after a bribe.

That night, Shivaiah walked to the police station with a bag
of jaggery, a bottle of liquor, and fifty rupees tucked at his

walst.
The constable at the station frowned.
“What are you doing here at this hour?”

Shivaiah bent his head and spoke softly.

“Sir, my uncle’s son was caught by mistake. These poor men
don’t know politics. They only know the plough.” He
pushed the arrack bottle forward.
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The constable’s eyes softened. Later, when the inspector was
half drunk, Shivaiah pressed the money into his hand. The

man grunted and waved his hand lazily.

“These fools are eating my rice here. Take them away. Do

not bring them again.”

By dawn, Shivaiah walked out of the police station with all
four comrades. Not a single bullet was fired. No blood

spilled. Only a quiet exchange of bribes, words, and masks.

When they returned to camp, everyone stared. Ravi, one of

the rescued, caught Shivaiah’s arm.

“Anna, how did you do this? We thought we would rot

there.”
Shivaiah did not look at him. He only said,

“Not all battles are fought with bullets. Sometimes you fight

by making them believe you are on their side.”

From that night, he was no longer just a courier. He was the
one who could bend the system, who could outwit enemies,

who knew when to bow and when to strike.

The courier boy was gone. In his place, something new was

being born.

From that night, his comrades looked at him differently. He
wasn’t just a courier anymore. He was the one who could
bend the system to their will, who could turn enemies into

tools, who knew when to fight and when to bow.
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Chapter 7

Unhoard Uoices

Ram’s journey toward empowering the women of the village
was transforming not just their lives but his own
understanding of society. The quiet strength of Devi, Laxmi,
and countless women who had been denied basic respect
became his driving force. Determined to create a movement
rooted in education and awareness, Ram began organizing
evening gatherings beneath the sprawling banyan tree.
There, under the fading light of the day, the seeds of change

Wwere sown.

Devi and Laxmi stood unwaveringly by his side, their roles
crucial yet understated. While Ram spoke of rights and
possibilities, it was Devi’s warmth and Laxmi’s quiet resolve

that bridged the chasm of fear that gripped the women.

“Learning 1sn’t rebellion,” Laxmi would tell them, her voice

calm yet unyielding. “It’s dignity.”

At first, the women came with hesitation. Some lingered in
the shadows, their faces hidden behind veils, their eyes
darting nervously toward the paths they had taken. They
feared the wrath of their husbands, the scorn of their mothers-
in-law, and the weight of tradition. But Devi and Laxmi’s

gentle encouragement began to chip away at those fears.
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Devi’s presence was like a balm, unspoken but deeply felt.
Her silence carried as much power as her words, her actions
a testament to the strength of quiet determination. Slowly,
the women began to stay longer, listen more intently, and,

eventually, participate.

Among them was Shanti, a woman from the lower caste who
had spent her life in the periphery, unseen and unheard. She
walked the village paths alongside Kamala, the councilman’s
wife, performing thankless chores, fetching water, grinding
grain, and sharing burdens both physical and emotional.
Shanti had watched the gatherings from afar, her curiosity
warring with her fear. What if she were caught? What if her
very presence tainted the sanctity of the group?

It was Devi and Laxmi who noticed her potential. “This is
for you, too,” Devi would say in her soft, steady tone. “You

belong here as much as anyone.”

Each day, they would speak to Shanti in passing, their words
a gentle nudge toward something greater. The effort bore
fruit. Shanti began to attend the lessons, first standing on the
fringes, then sitting among the women, her hands trembling
as she traced letters in the sand. Her hesitation gave way to

a quiet confidence that was impossible to ignore.

Shanti’s transformation did not go unnoticed by Kamala,
who observed her companion with a mix of pride and
apprehension. Then, one evening, as they walked back from

the temple, Shanti turned to Kamala and said, with
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uncharacteristic boldness, “Madam, come with me. It’s not

just about reading, it’s about understanding who we are.”

Kamala paused, her heart pounding. A lifetime of
conditioning told her to dismiss the thought, but something
in Shanti’s eyes gave her pause. For the first time, Kamala

considered stepping into a space she had always thought
forbidden.

Her first visit to the banyan tree was tentative. She lingered
in the shadows, her head bowed, her every movement
betraying her fear. But as the evening unfolded, she felt
something she hadn’t expected: belonging. The gatherings
were not merely about learning; they were about reclaiming
dignity. Kamala returned, her presence stirring whispers

among the women and unease among the men.

Then, one afternoon, an unexpected opportunity arose. Near
the temple, the council members had gathered in a heated
discussion over the logistics of the upcoming Bhavani
Jathara, the grand festival honoring Goddess Bhavani, an
incarnation of Parvati Devi. Their voices carried across the
courtyard, laced with urgency as they debated crowd

management and ceremonial preparations.

Emerging from the temple after her morning darshan,
Kamala, accompanied by Shanti, paused as the conversation
reached her ears. Her steps faltered, her gaze drifting toward
the group of men deep in discussion. For a moment,

hesitation flickered in her eyes. This was not a space where
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women typically voiced opinions. But something about the

topic held her in place.

Beside her, Shanti noticed the change in Kamala’s
demeanor. She gave a subtle, knowing nod, an unspoken
encouragement. Kamala inhaled deeply, her fingers
tightening around the edge of her saree as she took a step
closer, her presence unnoticed yet poised at the threshold of

something unfamiliar.

Hesitant at first, Kamala took a breath and moved closer,
clearing her throat to catch their attention, “Perhaps we
could set up water points near the entrance?” she suggested,

her voice respectful yet steady.

“It would help those coming from far distances. And for the
young mothers. .. a shaded area might be useful.” Her voice,
though tentative, carried a wisdom born of years spent

understanding the needs of her family and community.

A silence fell. The men shifted uncomfortably, casting
sidelong glances at one another. The air grew thick as
Kamala’s words hung in the space between them, a
boundary crossed without intent. One of the elders shook his

head, murmuring disapprovingly.

Another councilman muttered, “Women have no place in
p
these matters,” his voice carrying a mix of shame and

indignation.

For Kamala, it was a moment of clarity; her insights, though
practical, were dismissed because they came from her, a

woman.
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As she turned away, her heart heavy, she felt something shift
inside her, a quiet ember of resolve beginning to glow. The
men’s dismissal was not her failure; it was theirs. They had
refused to see her worth, but she would no longer refuse to

see it herself.

The incident rippled through the village. Kamala’s courage
emboldened others, and soon, more women joined the
gatherings. Some came openly and others in secret. The
banyan tree became a sanctuary, its shade shielding them

from the harsh glare of judgment.

But not everyone welcomed this quiet revolution, especially
Bhadra, Bhupathi’s second son.

Raghu, the elder son, watched the turmoil with a more
measured eye. In a private moment with Ram, he voiced his

concerns, his tone a mix of caution and conviction.

“You think you’re helping them,” he said, “but you're
disrupting something that has held us together for
generations. | raditions are not chains, Ram. They are the
foundation of our society, the balance that keeps us steady.

If we lose that, what will remain?”

Ram’s response was calm but unwavering. “Traditions
should guide us, not blind us. If this so-called balance is built
on inequality and silence, then it is not worth preserving.

Respect cannot be demanded through fear; it must be earned
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through fairness. If we truly value our traditions, then we
must make room for them to evolve, not let them imprison

”»”

us.

Raghu’s eyes narrowed, the weight of his father’s beliefs
pressing heavily on his shoulders. “And what if this evolution
you speak of brings chaos instead of harmony? Do you think
the village can withstand such a shift?”

Ram’s gaze intensified, his voice firm. “Harmony cannot
exist where there is injustice, Raghu. True balance comes
from giving everyone a voice, not just those in power. Change
may unsettle us, but it is better than living in fear and
ignorance. You cannot tie me or anyone else to a tree for
defying you, as your father did to Raju. That was not
balance; it was cruelty disguised as order. If we let fear define

us, we will never be free.”

Raghu’s face tightened, the words striking a chord he could
not ignore. The shadow of his father’s actions loomed large,
and for a moment, a flicker of doubt crossed his features. Yet,

the years of ingrained loyalty and belief in tradition held him
back.

“Ram,” he said slowly, his voice low but steady, “you are
asking for equality because you desire it. But for me, it is my
duty to hold my people’s honor. Like you are fighting for

your people, [ am fighting for mine.”

Ram’s reply was calm but edged with fire. “Duty that
silences others is not honor, Raghu. It is fear dressed in
sacred words. My fight is not for myself; it is for those who
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have no voice at all. What honor is there in keeping them

chained while you call it balance?”

Raghu’s jaw tightened. His gaze slid for a fraction of a
second, the faintest tremor beneath his cold conviction. A
memory flickered, the hollow eyes of the boy tied to the
banyan tree, the whispers in the village that had never really

died. For an instant, doubt cracked his certainty.

But when he spoke again, his tone was iron. “And what you

call chains, I call order. Without it, villages fall apart.”

Ram leaned closer, his voice low but unyielding. “No,

Raghu. Without justice, villages rot from within.”

Beneath the sprawling banyan tree, courage took root.
Laughter intertwined with whispered questions, hesitant
steps toward literacy turned into quiet defiance, and the
village, unknowingly, began to shift. What had started as
stolen moments of learning became something far greater, a

silent revolution.

One evening, Shanti, her voice trembling yet resolute, posed

a question that cut through the silence like a blade:

"The Jathara i1s for Goddess Bhavani, a woman. Yet, no
woman has a say in its arrangements. [hey pray to the

goddess, but they do not respect the women in their own

homes. Why?"
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The words hung heavy in the air. The banyan tree, a silent
witness to generations of unchallenged traditions, now stood
as a symbol of awakening. It was no longer just a place of
learning but a forge of transformation, where women were

reclaiming their right to speak, to question, and to be heard.

Their journey was far from over, but it had begun, and there

was no turning back.

In their quiet defiance, they found a strength no scornful
whisper or disapproving glare could erase. Together, they
were reshaping their roles not as shadows cast by the men in

their lives, but as voices that demanded to be acknowledged.
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Chapter 8

%Mﬂhngofwmpihuu

As days passed, Shivaiah was no longer just carrying
messages. He was carrying lives. He guided comrades across
checkpoints, paid off constables with stolen rice bags, and
opened escape routes when raids closed in. His sharp
memory for faces, his calm voice, and his ability to sense

danger before it struck made him invaluable.

In months to come, he smuggled rifles inside grain carts,
arranged false wedding processions to disguise movement,
and spread whispers so cleverly that even policemen
unknowingly carried their lies forward. Slowly, his name

moved through the camps in hushed voices.

When someone asked, “Who will get us through this?” the

answer was always the same. Shivaiah.

The boy who had once bribed his way into a police station
and walked out with four prisoners was no longer seen as just
a courier. Some called him reckless. Others called him
brilliant. But all of them followed him.

It was during this time that Raghavaiah entered his life.

The forest was glowing red with sunset when Shivaiah first

saw him, a man wrapped in a frayed grey shawl, his beard
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streaked with years underground, his face weathered like
bark, his eyes sharp as an eagle’s. Raghavaiah was a name
whispered with respect and fear. To the comrades, he was a

leader; to Shivaiah, he would soon become something more.

Raghavaiah had heard of him. The boy who slipped
messages through slippers. The boy who outwitted
policemen with a bribe. The boy who kept calm when others

panicked. He wanted to see this boy with his own eyes.

After watching him for a while, Raghavaiah spoke. “You
have a sharp head,” he said, his voice low, steady. “Most
believe courage lives in the hand. You have found it in the

mind. That 1s rarer.”

From that day, Raghavaiah kept him close. He taught
Shivaiah to read maps, to trace escape trails, to smell betrayal
before it arrived. He showed him how to mark the sound of
boots on dry leaves, how to hide rifles inside a wedding
palanquin, how to wait for the right moment instead of

rushing to strike.

At night, sitting by the dim glow of firewood, Raghavaiah
spoke like a father. He had no softness in his tone, but his
words carried a weight that shaped Shivaiah.

“Remember this, son,” he once told him, placing a hand on
his shoulder. “A bullet can kill a man. But fear, once

planted, can rule a whole village.”
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Shivaiah drank in his words. In Raghavaiah, he found what
he had never had: a man who demanded strength but also

gave purpose.

Yet, Shivaiah was not a man of only patience. There were
nights when silence was not enough, when whispers had to

be replaced with fire.

Near Dornakal, two comrades were captured by a landlord’s
men. T hey were tied to a tree and beaten until their skin was
shredded. Shivaiah reached the spot with six others. He
watched, his jaw set, his finger brushing the rifle trigger. For
a moment, he thought of bribery, of cunning tricks, but the

sound of his comrades’ cries drowned the calm within him.

He stepped out of the shadows, raised his gun, and fired.
The first guard collapsed before he could shout. The others
scattered in panic. One man swung an axe, but Shivaiah
struck him down with the butt of his rifle, cracking his jaw

into the earth. The comrades were cut free. Blood soaked the

dust. Silence fell.

That night, word spread quickly. The boy who could walk
into a police station with a bribe was also the man who could
spill blood without hesitation. He could use both mind and
hand. His comrades saw it clearly now: Shivaiah was not

only clever. He was dangerous.

The real test came near Yellandu. Teen men huddled around
a map scratched into the earth. Some wanted to storm the
police station to show their strength. Shivaiah listened quietly
and then shook his head.
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“We will not fight where they are strong,” he said. “We will
fight where they are blind. At dawn, when guards are half

2
asleep.

The raid was carried out on a grain storehouse. By morning,
women 1n the nearby village were cooking rice they had not

seen in months. No shots were fired, no blood was spilled.

That night, Rawvi, one of the freed comrades, whispered to
him, “Anna, you don’t carry messages anymore. You carry

”»”

us.

Shivaiah did not smile, but he knew. The courier boy had
gone. A captain had taken his place.

But fate had its own test waiting.

While Shivaiah was away on this mission, the police raided
the shelter where Raghavaiah stayed. The forest shook with
gunfire, shouts, and the smell of burning thatch. The
comrades fought back bravely, but they were outnumbered,
cornered, and broken. By the time Shivaiah returned, the

silence was heavier than the smoke that still lingered.

He walked through the clearing slowly, each step sinking like
a stone. Raghavaiah lay among the fallen, his grey shawl
torn, his hand still clutching the barrel of his nfle. His eyes,

once sharp and commanding, were closed forever.

For a long time, Shivaiah stood there, his fists trembling, his
jaw tight. No tears came, only silence. The man who had

taught him to read maps, who had shown him patience, who
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had placed a hand on his shoulder and called him son, was

gone.

That night, the comrades gathered in grief. No one spoke.
They only looked at Shivaiah. Not out of choice, but out of
need, he was the one they turned to. And in that moment,
without a word, the mantle of Raghavaiah fell upon his

shoulders.

From then on, wherever he went, whether it was a hut near
Kagaznagar, a teashop outside Bellampalli, or a wedding
procession carrying rifles hidden under garlands in Mulugu,

Shivaiah’s name grew heavier, his shadow longer.

Raghavaiah’s death sealed his place. The father was gone.
The son had become the captain. There were new recruits
waiting for him now, a boy with bruises from police lathis, a
girl with a blade hidden in her braid, another clutching a torn
copy of Red Star Over India. They did not see him as a
courier anymore. | hey looked at him with eyes that burned

for orders.

Shivaiah spread out scraps of cloth, marking lines with
charcoal. “This 1s where the Dora stay. This is where the
guards sleep. And here,” he said, tapping the map, “this is
where we remind them that fear does not belong only to

them.”
They nodded in silence. He had become their leader.

Yet even as he walked deeper into the fire, one tie to his old

life remained.
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Ram’s wedding.

Shivaiah came in disguise, wrapped in a rough shawl,
standing quietly behind the neem tree just outside the
courtyard. Nobody noticed him, not the guests, nor even his
own parents, who sat among the crowd, their faces lit by
lamps and joy. He looked at them only once, from a distance.
Their hair had turned greyer, their backs more bent. For a
moment, the boy in him ached to run forward, to fall at their
feet. But the man he had become held him still in the

shadows.

He watched the laughter, the lights, the rituals. In his hand,
he held a small packet of peanuts. For a while, he stood in
silence, his face hidden, his heart heavy with memories of

childhood mango hunts and long conversations with his

friend.

When the moment was right, he slipped inside quietly. Only
Ram saw him at first. Their eyes met, and both men knew
words would be too heavy for this moment. Ram squeezed

his shoulder, a gesture full of memories and unspoken

brotherhood.

Devi, standing beside Ram, noticed the stranger’s eyes
beneath the shawl. She had only seen him once in childhood,
but Ram had spoken of him often, with a mix of pride and
worry. Something in the way this man stood half in light, half

in shadow, told her who he was.

She lowered her gaze, but not before catching the flicker of
pain in his eyes. A sorrow that did not belong to weddings.
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His clothes smelled faintly of smoke and forest mud, his
palms rough, a packet of peanuts clenched in one hand like

a talisman of some lost boyhood.

For a brief second, Devi and Shivaiah shared a silence that
spoke more than words. She understood, without being told,
that this was a man who had chosen a different path, one that
would never let him stand freely among families, among

laughter, among rituals.

Then he nodded once, almost like a farewell, and turned
away. His figure melted into the dusk, leaving behind only
the faint rustle of the shawl.

Devi looked at Ram. His smile had faded slightly, though he
said nothing. She understood then that Shivaiah was not just
Ram’s friend. He was the other half of the struggle, the half
that lived in shadows and blood, a life she prayed her

husband would never be forced to choose.

For Ram, the revolution was sunlight. Slogans, speeches,

and open defiance.

For Shivaiah, it was fire in the dark. Behind storerooms.
Underfloor planks. In the silence of the night, waiting for the
right spark to burst out.

Leadership did not come to him through speeches. It came
through trust, through cunning, through blood, through the

shadow of a man who became more of a father than his own.

And in that shadow, Shivaiah became a captain.
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Chapter 9
A Qnowing Tonsion: The Uitlago
(Councif’s Foar.

Ram’s influence was spreading like wildfire among the
villagers, and the old order was beginning to crack under the
pressure. What had once been a modest gathering under the
banyan tree had transformed into a quiet revolution. The
village council, led by Bhupathi Raju, felt their grip slipping
as more people listened to Ram’s calls for equality and
dignity. Women began to question their roles, men wrestled
with doubts about their authority, and the council, once

revered, now faced whispers of dissent.

Bhupathi’s sons, Raghu and Bhadra, were at the eye of this
storm, though their paths diverged like day and night.
Bhadra seethed with rage, his faith in power and tradition
unwavering. o him, Ram was a disease infecting the village,

a threat that needed swift eradication.

Raghu, however, watched with a more measured eye. His
silence masked an internal battle, torn between his loyalty to
his father’s legacy and the uncomfortable truths he could not

1gnore.

During a tense council meeting, Bhadra’s fury erupted.
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“We’ve tolerated him long enough!” he snarled, slamming
his fist onto the wooden table with a force that seemed to
shake the very foundations of their dominance. “If we don’t
put an end to this now, the entire village will rise against us!

Are we just going to stand by while this fool incites a revolt?”

Bhupathi sat at the head of the table, his face impassive,
though his piercing gaze betrayed his unease. Raghu, seated
nearby, studied his father’s reaction, aware of the weight of
leadership on his shoulders. He also noticed Dhanraj’s
subtle nod of approval when Bhadra’s anger flared, a gesture
that sent a ripple of doubt through Raghu’s mind. Could it
be that even those within their circle were beginning to

question the old ways?

Finally, Raghu spoke, his voice calm but insistent, slicing
through the tension like a blade. “We cannot afford to act
impulsively. Yes, there is unrest, but we’ve kept this village
together through patience and order. Bhadra’s approach will
only bring more resistance. Ram has followers now; if we act

harshly, we might turn the entire village against us.”

Bhadra shot him a scornful glare. “You’re too soft, Brother.
Can’t you see? He’s inciting rebellion! If we don’t act, they’ll
tear down everything we've built.” His voice carried a
desperation that was not just about power but fear, the fear

of losing control over a world he understood.

Bhupathi, ever the calculating patriarch, finally spoke, his
voice cold and deliberate. “Ram’s influence grows because

he provides hope where there was none. If we act in haste,
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he’ll become a martyr. Yet if we remain passive, we risk
losing control of the village. Our approach must be measured

and strategic.

Amidst the heated debate, a hush fell over the council
chamber as Dhanraj, a senior council member known for his
measured words, leaned forward. His voice, though soft,
carried a weight that commanded attention. “Perhaps there
is some truth in what Ram says,” he murmured, his gaze

steady despite the palpable tension in the room.

The words seemed to echo, reverberating against the thick
silence. The room was stunned, the unspoken weight of
tradition suddenly challenged by his calm assertion. “The
world 1s changing,” Dhanraj continued, his tone deliberate,

each word like the strike of a hammer on a fragile wall.

“And perhaps we, too, need to change. These women have
lived in the shadows for too long. Maybe it is time they find

their place.”

Bhupathi’s eyes narrowed as he studied Dhanraj, his
expression unreadable, but his grip on the armrest of his
chair tightened. Bhadra, however, could not contain his
outrage. His chair scraped loudly against the floor as he shot
to his feet. “And you, uncle Dhanraj,” he spat, his voice
dripping with indignation, “would throw away centuries of
tradition for Ram’s ideals? Do you think the villagers want
chaos? He’s stirring up nothing but trouble, leading them to

believe they deserve more than they do!”
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Dhanraj’s gaze didn’t waver. His voice, still calm but now
carrying a subtle edge, responded firmly. “I say this not for
Ram, but for what he has awakened. The villagers have been
quiet for too long, not because they were content, but because
they had no choice. What he offers them is not rebellion, it
is hope. And hope, my dear Bhadra, is stronger than any

fear we impose.”

The tension in the room was almost tangible as Dhanraj’s
words settled. A few council members exchanged uneasy
glances, their faces betraying a mix of doubt and reluctant
agreement. Bhadra’s knuckles turned white as he clenched
his fists, his fury barely restrained. Bhupathi, still silent,

looked to his elder son.

Raghu, who had been listening intently, now broke his
silence. “Uncle Dhanraj’s point has merit,” he said

cautiously, his tone deliberate, as if walking a tightrope.

“Change is inevitable, but it must be controlled. If we appear
rigid and unyielding, we will only fuel Ram’s cause. The
people may begin to see us as oppressors rather than leaders.
We cannot afford to lose their trust, Father.”

Bhupathi leaned back in his chair, his expression clouded
with thought. “T'rust,” he said slowly, each word deliberate
and cold. “Once lost, it cannot be easily regained. And yet,
we must tread carefully. A single misstep could cost us

everything.”

His words settled like a heavy mist in the room, leaving an
uneasy silence. One by one, the council members rose and
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began to leave, their faces betraying a mixture of doubt and
unease. |he meeting ended without resolution, only a

deepening divide among them.

As the others filed out, Dhanraj lingered, his thoughtful gaze
resting briefly on Raghu. In that fleeting moment, Raghu
caught a glimmer in the old man’s eyes, something unspoken

yet profound. It was more than understanding.

Night fell over the village, cloaking it in the soft glow of a
waning moon. | he bustling streets grew quiet, save for the
occasional rustling of leaves and the distant chirping of
crickets. Yet, beneath the stillness, an undercurrent of change

pulsed stronger than ever.

While Bhadra paced in his quarters, consumed by fiery plans
to crush dissent, Raghu sat alone, Dhanraj’s words still
echoing in his mind. They mingled uneasily with Ram’s
ideals, planting seeds of doubt in his heart. Far from the
council chambers, Ram stood beneath the ancient banyan
tree, his presence calm yet commanding, as if he carried the

weight of the villagers” hopes on his shoulders.

Unable to shake his inner conflict, Raghu found himself
drawn to the tree. He approached quietly, his footsteps
muffled by the soft earth.

“You're playing with fire, Ram,” he began, his voice steady

but laced with a rare vulnerability.
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“You're pushing too hard. People are afraid. They don’t
know what to do with these new ideas. If you keep this up,

you’ll spark more than just hope. You’ll ignite chaos.”

Ram turned, his expression resolute, his voice calm but firm.
“Change is already here, Raghu. People are starting to see
that they deserve more than what they’ve been given. For too
long, they’ve lived in fear, believing the lies about their worth.

I can’t turn away from that. And neither should you.”

Raghu’s brow furrowed, frustration and doubt etched deeply
into his face. “And when they rise up, what then? Do you
think they’ll know what to do with that freedom? You're
inviting chaos. People don’t know how to handle upheaval.

They’ll tear each other apart.”

Ram’s gaze softened but didn’t waver. “People fight,
Raghu, when they’re hungry and oppressed. If we show them
respect, give them dignity, there won’t be a need for
destruction. Fear might keep the peace temporarily, but it
stifles growth. They’ve been silent because they had no other

choice. Now, they’re learning to believe in themselves.”

For a long moment, neither spoke. Raghu’s eyes dropped to
the ground, his thoughts a storm of conflicting loyalties.
Dhanraj’s earlier words echoed alongside Ram’s, creating an

unbearable weight in his chest.

“Ram,” he said quietly, his voice heavy with inner turmoil.
“I understand what you’re trying to do, but I have a duty to
my family. You're pushing against something much bigger
than you realize. If you continue... this will end badly.”
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Without waiting for a response, Raghu turned and walked
away, his steps heavy, his shadow stretching long under the
pale moonlight.

Ram stood rooted beneath the banyan tree, watching Raghu
disappear into the darkness. His heart was heavy, but his
resolve only deepened. He knew the battle for the village’s
soul was far from over. The cracks in its foundation were
growing, and soon, the fragile balance would give way to the

nevitable.
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Chapter 10

Qurito of Ot Frionds

The dust of battle still clung to Shivaiah and his men as they
made their way back from a dangerous raid on one of the
Dora’s strongholds. Their bodies were sore, their faces tired,
but what weighed most on their minds was the young girl
they had rescued the night before.

For weeks, whispers had circulated in the village that Dora’s
son had kept her locked inside the manor, treating her like a
toy for his cruelty. When Shivaiah heard of her suffering, he
did not wait for meetings or plans. For him, this was not

about revolution or strategy. It was about justice.

The fight was fierce. Dora’s men had double-barreled guns
and long knives. The night echoed with gunshots, shouts,
and the clash of steel. Shivaiah’s men had the advantage of
surprise, but the defenders fought with the madness of

cornered animals. Blood fell on both sides.

Inside the manor, in a dim room lit by a single lantern, they
found the girl. She sat huddled in a corner, her wrists swollen
and bruised, her clothes torn, her face pale with fear. When

Shivaiah stepped in, she flinched as if expecting another
blow.
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“It 1s over,” Shivaiah told her gently. “You are safe now.”

Slowly, with trembling fingers, she touched his hand. But
when Shivaiah turned and saw the Dora’s son grinning at
the doorway even in defeat, his blood boiled. Without a
second thought, Shivaiah struck him down. His fury was
cold and merciless. The oppressor’s life ended there, in the

same house where he had caused so much pain.

By dawn, the manor was silent, its walls blackened by fire,
its pride shattered. Shivaiah and his men left, carrying the
girl with them.

On the road back, weariness hung heavy. The girl sat in the
jeep beside Shivaiah, clutching her shawl tightly. She did not
speak. The bruises on her wrists were fresh, her eyes lost
somewhere far away. Behind them rattled an old bus,
carrying the rest of the group. Among ordinary villagers sat
the injured comrades, their wounds wrapped in cloth, their

faces tense with fear of pursuit.

After an hour, Shivaiah stopped near a small town. The
morning market was in full swing. Farmers shouted prices,
women bargained, and the smell of spices and jaggery filled

the air. He turned to his men and spoke quietly.

“We will stop here. Get medicine first, then food. Keep your

heads low.”

The group split up. Two men helped the injured into a
narrow lane, to the small house of an old doctor known to
the villagers. Shivaiah knocked twice. The door opened, and
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the old doctor, thin but sharp-eyed, let them in without a

word.

“Bring them inside quickly,” he said.
The house smelled of herbs and camphor. The wounded

were laid on mats. The doctor worked with steady hands,
stitching wounds and tying bandages. He asked no

questions. Only gave quick orders.
“Hold him steady. This will hurt. Boil more water.”

Shivaiah stood near the doorway, his face calm but his eyes
alert. The rescued girl sat in a corner, silent, her eyes
scanning the room as if shadows themselves might attack her

again.

An hour passed. The bleeding was under control. Shivaiah
quietly placed a pouch of coins in the doctor’s hand. The old
man pushed it back.

“Keep it,” he said softly. “Just leave before anyone notices.”

Back in the market, the sun was high. His men moved
carefully among the stalls, buying sacks of rice, oil, and dry
rations. Shivaiah lifted a heavy sack onto his shoulder when

his eyes suddenly froze on a face in the crowd.
It was Ram.

For a moment, both men stood still, their hearts skipping.
Ram was near a spice stall, the sunlight falling on his face.

His eyes widened in shock, then softened with recognition.
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Shivaiah’s lips curled into a rare smile. Ram, equally
stunned, smiled back. The noise of the market seemed to
fade as they walked towards each other. When they met, their
hands clasped tightly, holding not just strength but years of

memory.

Then they embraced. For a few seconds, the busy
marketplace vanished. They were no longer rebels and a
student, no longer men shaped by different roads. They were

only two friends, reunited after years of distance.

The people around them carried on with their business,
shouting, bargaining, laughing. But for Shivaiah and Ram,
the world had gone quiet.

Old friends had found each other again.

“It has been too long, Ram,” Shivaiah said, his voice warm

but heavy with weariness.

“Far too long,” Ram replied with a small laugh. “I am here
on some postal work. A few friends from the university are
sending books, chalkboards, whatever we can use for our

literacy classes.”

“Books?” Shivaiah raised an eyebrow, almost smiling.

“What next, villagers reciting poems under a mango tree?”

Ram chuckled. “Not yet. But they have started listening.
Small steps, Shiva. People are slowly beginning to believe
they matter.”
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They moved to a quieter corner of the market, away from the
rush of voices. Their talk drifted between two worlds.
Shivaiah spoke of raids, of freeing tenant farmers who had
been crushed by landlords. Ram spoke of women learning to
read, of young girls daring to ask questions, of the way hope

was spreading like the first light of morning.
But laughter soon faded.

Leaning against a wall, Shivaiah’s voice grew sharp. “Ram,
why waste time on whispers and chalk dust when blood is
being spilled? Do you think the Doras and council heads will

ever give up power just because you speak kindly?”

Ram did not flinch. “I am not asking them. I am trying to
change the soil from which this power grows. My way takes
time, yes, but it plants thoughts. If society itself does not
change, then even if today’s Doras fall, new ones will rise
tomorrow wearing different clothes but ruling in the same

”

way.

Shivaiah’s eyes narrowed. “And you think lessons will erase
oppression? While you teach poems, women are assaulted,

children starve, and families are thrown out of their homes.”

“I know,” Ram said quietly, his voice steady, “and it hurts
me every day. But if we only use fear, then tomorrow
someone else will use the same fear against us. My fight is to
ensure that the next generation does not need a revolution.
We must build awareness inside every home. Even in ours.

Otherwise, what will change?”
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For a long moment, the silence between them was heavy.

Shivaiah finally looked away. “You have not changed, Ram.
Still the idealist. Still lighting candles in a storm.”

Ram gave a faint smile. “And you still want to burn the

whole forest to scare the wolves.”

Despite himself, Shivaiah laughed softly. “Maybe. But some

wolves only understand fire.”

The tension melted for a breath. Ram reached out and
placed a hand on Shivaiah’s shoulder. “Come home with
me. Devi is due any day now. I want you to meet her... to
bless the baby. We walk different paths, but you are still part
of my life. This child deserves to meet the man who once

dreamt of a better world with me.”

Shivaiah’s hard gaze softened. Memories of childhood, of
mango hunts, of whispered dreams under the stars, flickered
in his eyes. “I will come,” he said at last. “For the child. For

”

you.

When they parted, Shivaiah’s vice-captain leaned in and
asked quietly, “Anna, why have we never touched your

village? That is where the revolution is needed most.”

Shivaiah looked into the distance, his face unreadable. “Not
every village has someone like Ram. If anyone’s way might
work without bloodshed, it 1s his.”

With that, Shivaiah turned back to his men, leaving Ram

standing alone in the crowd. The market bustled around
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him, but Ram’s heart was restless. He knew the road ahead

was growing sharper with every step.

And back in the village, his absence had already been

noticed.

Bhadpra stood before a restless crowd of men, his arms folded,
his face full of scorn. Farmers, mill workers, and labourers
shifted uneasily, their faith shaken.

“Where is Ram?” Bhadra’s voice rang out. “The same Ram
who promised you better wages? The same Ram who said
he would fight for you? Where is he now?”

The men muttered among themselves, uncertain.

Bhadra lowered his tone, letting the words drip with poison.
“I will tell you. He is not with you. He spends his time
teaching women. At first, we thought it was harmless. A few
letters on a slate, nothing more. But have you noticed what
has begun? They talk. They question. Today, they ask about
rights. Tomorrow, they will question your authority in your

2
own homes.

The crowd stirred. Some frowned. Others remembered how
their wives or daughters had recently started asking questions

they had never asked before.

“This is how it begins,” Bhadra pressed on. “He makes

promises to you, then turns away and fills women’s heads
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with ideas. And what about you? Where does that leave

you?”

His words struck like arrows. Doubt and unease spread

across the faces of men who had once stood firm behind

Ram.

When Ram returned later that evening, he felt the shift
immediately. The warmth that once greeted him had turned
cold. Rudra, his closest ally, stepped forward, his face heavy

with anger.

“Ram, where have you been?” His voice carried more than

frustration. It carried hurt.

Others joined in, their voices sharp. “You promised to fight
for us. Instead, you spend your time with women. Did you

forget us?”

Ram looked at their faces, men he had worked beside, men

who had trusted him. Now their eyes held suspicion.

“No,” he said firmly. “I have not forgotten. Teaching women

to read does not mean I abandoned you.”

But Rudra shook his head. “Then why does it feel like you

have?”

Ram exhaled slowly. Shivaiah’s words echoed in his mind.

Maybe he was losing his people to doubt, just as Shivaiah
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had warned. His jaw tightened. He could not let them slip

away.

“This ends now,” Ram said, his voice rising. “If the council
will not listen to us, we will make them listen. We will stop
work. No one will go to the mills. No one will plough the
fields. Not until they agree to fair wages.”

The men fell silent.
A boycott.

The whispers that followed were filled with fear and
confusion. Could they survive it? Would it break them or free
them?

The news spread like fire through the village. At the manor,
Bhadra wasted no time. He stormed into his father’s

chamber.

“Did you hear what he has done?” he shouted. “He met

Shivaiah, and now he calls for a boycott. This is not about

wages anymore. | his is rebellion.”

Bhupathi’s eyes narrowed, his silence more dangerous than

anger.

Bhadra’s voice dropped low, almost hissing. “First, he spoke
of equality. Then he gave women ideas. Now he is starving

the village. Soon, the people will rise against us.”

Back in the village, fear spread like smoke. Some worried the

boycott would fail; others feared it might succeed.
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That night, Ram sat alone beneath the neem tree, staring at
the dark sky. The village slept uneasily, but his mind did not

rest. His choice was made.

Now he would have to live with it.

84 | The Soil Remembers



Chapter 11

Doasizs Burdon

Ram sat on the old niwar bed beneath the neem tree, his face
shadowed by the burdens he carried. The suffering of the
village, Shivaiah’s words, and his own unyielding pursuit of
justice had left his gaze hollow, a quiet ache in his expression.
His fists clenched as if to grasp onto something solid, some

fading sense of hope, but it was slipping through his fingers.

He glanced up, lost in thought, eyes fixed on the sky above.
The dry rustle of leaves overhead mirrored the unrest within

him.

Dewvi approached quietly, her steps careful despite the strain
of her nearing labor. The sight of her husband, shoulders
hunched as though carrying the entire village’s sorrows,
twisted her heart. Without a word, she sat beside him on the
edge of the niwar bed, her hand gently resting on his

shoulder, a silent offering of presence, of grounding.

Ram didn’t speak at first. He closed his eyes and, as if
yielding to an unspoken pull, leaned sideways, laying his
head on her lap. Dewi adjusted slightly, her hand moving to
his hair, gently stroking it, her touch patient and calm. She
looked down at him, her eyes soft but steady, a silent shelter

in the midst of his storm.
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After a long silence, Ram exhaled deeply, his voice edged
with the bitterness of betrayal.

“Devi... when I first spoke about fighting for their rights, the
villagers celebrated me. They saw me as a savior. When |
demanded fair wages and justice, they cheered louder than
ever. They lifted me up, placed their hopes on me. But the
moment | said women have rights too everything changed.
Suddenly, I was no longer their hero. They turned away as
if I had spoken something unspeakable. These men...
they're no different from the Doras they claim to despise.
The same hunger for power, the same need to keep others

beneath them. Nothing has changed... nothing.”

His words lingered in the open air, heavy with despair and
disillusionment. Dewvi’s fingers paused in his hair for a

moment, then continued their slow rhythm, grounding him.

“Bava...” she said softly, her voice like a warm breeze,
“change doesn’t come without resistance. The louder you
speak for those without a voice, the more they will try to
silence you. But isn’t that why you fight? Isn’t that why you
started?”

He let out a dry chuckle, though it carried no humor. “I'm
starting to think Shivaiah was right all along.”

Ram turned his head slightly, looking up at her, searching
her face as if hoping to find the clarity he couldn’t find within
himself. Devi held his gaze, calm and unwavering, not with

easy reassurances, but with quiet, enduring strength. And in
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that moment, something within him stirred. A flicker of hope,

fragile but real.

Sensing his weariness, Devi leaned down just a little and

nudged him gently, her lips curving into a faint smile.

“Bava... I've been craving something sour all day. Do you

think we could find a raw mango?”

Her words, light yet deliberate, broke the weight of the
moment just enough. Ram blinked, surprised by the
simplicity of her request. He let out a breath, shaking his
head, but the ghost of a smile tugged at his lips.

For the first time in days, a soft laugh escaped him, quiet and
real. “A raw mango, huh?” he murmured, his voice softer

now.
“Let’s find one.”

They walked hand in hand toward Bhupathi’s mango grove,
each step stirring memories, moments he’d both cherished
and struggled to forget. Reaching up, Ram plucked a green
mango, wiping it on his sleeve before handing it to her. Devi
took a bite, and her face puckered at the sharp, tangy flavor,
making him chuckle softly.

She glanced up at him with amused curiosity. “What’s so
funny?”

Ram’s gaze softened as memories rushed in, waves of

nostalgia and resolve mingling.
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“This mango,” he whispered, “it’s the fruit that started it all.
All this... everything. Strange, isn’t it?> So many years of
struggle and fighting, and here we are, right back where we
started.” They shared a quiet laugh, a brief moment of peace
in the midst of the storm. Neither of them noticed, though,

the eyes that watched from afar.

From the shadows, Bhadra’s spies watched Ram and Devi
walking hand in hand near the grove. Their eyes followed
every step, every smile, every quiet word exchanged between
husband and wife. Without wasting a moment, they rushed
back and reported to Bhadra, their whispers laced with

urgency.
“Ram and Dewi are together in the fields... alone.”

Bhadra’s lips curled into a cruel grin. He had been waiting
for this. Waiting for the moment when Ram would be
vulnerable, when his pride and defiance could be crushed in

one stroke.

“First, he dares to meet with Shivaiah and his rebels,”
Bhadra muttered, his voice heavy with venom. “Then he
organizes a boycott, stirring unrest in my village. And now,
he roams the fields with his wife at this hour. He thinks no
one 1s watching. He thinks he is safe.” His eyes narrowed,

burning with hatred.

“This is it,” he sneered, rising to his feet. “T'onight, we will
end this charade. Tonight, I will kill him and his woman,
and this village will remember forever who rules and who
obeys.”
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With a twisted authority, he grabbed his weapon and barked
at his men. “Come. Follow me. Tonight, we will remind

them what fear truly means.”

Unaware of the impending storm, Ram and Devi walked on,
lost in their brief moment of togetherness. Ram teased her
about her cravings, and Dewvi laughed softly, her hand
brushing against his arm. But the laughter was cut short.
Suddenly, Devi stopped. A sharp pain gripped her, and she
clutched her belly. Her eyes widened.

“Bava...” she gasped. “The baby... it is time.”

Panic surged in Ram. He caught her before she fell, holding
her tightly. “Hold on, Devi. Stay with me,” he whispered
urgently. His eyes darted around in desperation. At the edge
of the grove stood the rice mill, its doors half-open, silent,
and deserted.

With trembling strength, he carried her inside, laying her
gently near the wall. He brushed back her damp hair from
her face, his touch both tender and helpless. “Stay here.
Don’t move. I'll get help.”

But before he could leave, the silence broke. The doors of
the mill burst open with a crash. Torches flared, and
shadows leapt across the walls. The smell of o1l and smoke
filled the air. Bhadra and his men stormed in, their faces
twisted with bloodlust.
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“There you are,” Bhadra snarled, stepping forward with
deliberate slowness. His cruel grin stretched wider as his men

fanned out around him.
“Bhadra, not now,” Ram growled, his voice low but steady.

Bhadra’s eyes gleamed with malice. “Not now?” His
laughter was like broken glass. “You defied me, Ram. You
defied centuries of order, and for what? For speeches? For
women’s rights? For these foolish dreams? No... tonight,
your fire dies. You, your wife, and your unborn child end

here.”

Bhadra’s sneer deepened, his grip tightening on his weapon.
“You think your words will save you, Ram? Tonight, we end

this... and you, with it.” He signaled his men to attack.

Outnumbered, Ram fought with every ounce of strength he
could summon. His fists collided with flesh, his kicks sending
attackers sprawling. Each blow he dealt was fueled by the
thought of Devi and their unborn child. Blood stained his
skin, but he stood firm, a human barrier between his family

and the darkness that sought to destroy them.

The air was thick with tension, the clash of steel and cries of
battle echoing through the mill. Then, cutting through it all,
a cry filled the air. The cry of a newborn. Dewvi’s labor had
ended, and their child’s first wail filled the space like a

beacon of life amidst the chaos.

Hearing the cry, Ram froze for a moment. His heart swelled

with emotion of joy, relief, and an overwhelming urge to rush
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to his wife and child. But that fleeting second of distraction

cost him dearly.

A sharp blade found its mark, stabbing deep into his side.
Ram staggered, pain shooting through his body as blood
quickly soaked his clothes. He clutched the wound, gasping,

his vision blurring. Yet even in his agony, his thoughts were

with Devi and their child.

Bhadra stepped forward, his lips curling into a cruel smile.

“This is your end, Ram,” he sneered, relishing the moment.

Ram’s body weakened, but his spirit refused to give in. The
sound of his baby’s cries fueled his resolve. Summoning all
his strength, he steadied himself. As Bhadra lunged again,
Ram deflected the attack and managed to wrestle the knife
from his hand.

The struggle was fierce, but Ram fought with the desperation
of a man who had everything to lose. In a final burst of
strength, he drove the blade into Bhadra’s chest. Bhadra
gasped, his eyes wide with shock, before collapsing lifeless to
the ground.

The remaining men hesitated, their courage evaporating as
they watched their leader fall. One by one, they turned and
fled, leaving the mill in silence, save for the soft cries of the

newborn.

Ram, bleeding and weary, staggered toward the sound of his
child’s cries. The air was heavy with the remnants of

violence, but that small, fragile cry pierced through it all. As
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he approached, he saw Devi, exhausted but radiant, cradling

their newborn.

His legs faltered, his strength nearly gone, but he knelt beside
them, his bloodied hand trembling as he reached out. Taking
the child in his arms, he felt a surge of emotion, a brief,
fleeting moment of pure joy. His vision blurred, his body

failing, but a faint smile lingered on his lips as he looked at

Devi and their child.

Despite the searing pain, he forced himself to cut the
umbilical cord, the knife still trembling in his bloodied grasp.
With the last of his strength, he placed the newborn in Dewvi’s
arms, pressing the hilt of the knife into her hand. His breath

was ragged, his voice barely more than a whisper.
“Geo... Live for him.”

His eyes locked with hers one final time.

Then, his body gave out, slumping beside her. The mill,
filled with violence and chaos, now stood still, save for the

gentle sound of a newborn's cry and the heavy silence that

followed Ram's final breath.

Holding their newborn, Dewi felt her world collapse, her
heart shattering into a thousand unfixable pieces. Tears
blurred her vision as she clung to her son, a storm of grief,
rage, and love raging within her. Her body ached with the
pain of childbirth, her heart with the pain of loss. Ram’s last

words echoed within her; she had to live for their son.
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With blood-stained ground beneath her, Dewvi took the knife

in one hand, her baby in the other, and forced herself to move
forward, away from the place where Ram lay. Her sari clung
to her legs, soaked with the blood of childbirth; her legs
shook, body weakened by exhaustion, but she pushed
forward, step by step. Every step was a painful reminder of
the life she had just brought into the world and the life she
had just lost.

Lost in her thoughts, she kept walking, unaware that she had
entered a dense forest. Her mind swirled with despair and

unanswered questions.

‘What kind of world have I brought my son into?’ she
thought, her grip tightening on the baby.

‘A world where men like Ram die for a dream they can’t
even live to see. A world where women endure unspeakable
pain just to give birth, only for their children to grow up in
the same oppressive cycle. What is this society we’re trapped
in?’

Her breath came in short, ragged gasps as the weight of her
grief pressed down on her. “‘Why do we bring life into this
world?’ she whispered to herself. “To see it wasted on greed,
ego, and meaningless pride? To watch men fight for power

and caste while women are left to pick up the pieces?’

Devi looked down at her baby, his tiny face peaceful,

unaware of the horrors awaiting him in the world.
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‘Will you grow up to fight like your father?’ she wondered,
her voice a whisper lost to the trees. “Will you become
someone who dominates others, or will you be crushed under
the same system that has oppressed me? Why should you

suffer for the mistakes of those who came before you?’

With each step, her thoughts grew heavier, darker. “At least
Ram is at peace now,” she thought bitterly. “But our son...
he will have to fight too. He’ll grow up in this cruel world,
where children are fed to the same oppressive cycle Ram
tried to break. What’s the point of bringing a child into a
world like this?”

Her heart clenched. ‘At least he’s a boy,” she thought with
a surge of guilt. “If it were a girl, she would already be
condemned, enslaved by greedy men and the choking rules
of this society. Rich or poor, high caste or low caste, it does
not matter. The only difference would be the cost of your

saree, not your fate.’

She bit her lip, the pain grounding her for a moment before
more anguish flooded in. ‘But even for a boy... how will he
grow up? Will he become like Ram, fighting against
injustice? Or will the system bend him, teach him to conform,
to take out his frustrations on another woman? Men are born

from women, yet they treat us like objects.’

Her steps faltered as a chilling thought pierced her heart.
“Would it be better if we both died now? At least then he

wouldn’t have to suffer. I wouldn’t have to carry this

unbearable weight. This sorrow.”
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She stumbled through the forest, her body weakening, her
mind trapped in an endless loop of anger and despair.
Suddenly, the sound of rustling leaves broke through the
silence. A hand touched her shoulder, and a soft voice called

out.

“Dewi...”

She kept walking, as if she had not heard. Then he came
forward and stood in front of her, stopping her. She froze,
gripping the knife tighter. Her tear-streaked face slowly lifted
and met the kind eyes of Shiva, Ram’s closest friend. He did
not ask any questions; he did not need to. He saw the pain
etched into her face and understood more than words could

say.

“I am here for you now,” Shiva said gently, placing a

reassuring hand on her shoulder.

Devi did not speak, but slowly, the tears began to flow again,

streaming down her face as her body trembled with grief.

Behind him, men from his group appeared, along with a
doctor who quickly came forward to tend to Devi and the
baby. Though they handled her with care, Devi remained

distant, numb, barely noticing their efforts.

As they wrapped her and the baby in blankets, her senses
slowly returned. She looked down at her son, his small face
a fragile symbol of hope amid the darkness. Tears streamed
down her cheeks as the first light of dawn broke through the

trees, casting a soft glow over the forest.
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With Shiva by her side and the group guiding her forward,
a flicker of resolve began to grow in Devi’s heart. Ram’s

sacrifice would not be in vain. She would make sure of it.
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