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Chapter 1

Introducing Malti

Malti walked on the narrow dirt path that led to her home, under the
blistering sun, balancing a basket of vegetables on her head. Her thoughts
wandered to the world beyond the village. She had heard from the older
girls about the modern, bustling city, thriving with opportunities for women
to work and achieve. For a moment, Malti’s heart swelled with the desire to
someday experience that world outside the constricting boundaries of her
village.

"Malti, slow down!” A woman’s voice startled Malti, breaking her mus-
ings. She glanced back to see her aunt, Phoolwati, huffing and puffing along
with her unusually spirited vigor.

”"We must hurry home; your mother is preparing the evening meal and
has been fretting over the spice mixtures,” the older woman complained,
while simultaneously hoisting her own basket onto her wide hip.

"I’'m sorry, Chachi. In this heat, my mind seems to drift,” Malti said
apologetically, although her true thoughts remained distant. She did not
dare reveal where they had wandered moments before, fearful of the reaction
they might yield.

Her aunt eyed her curiously, but did not press further. Her attention
seemed preoccupied, absorbed in the doings of the village. They walked in
silence for some minutes, when at last Malti asked, ”Chachi, have you ever
pondered a life beyond this village?”

Phoolwati scoffed at the thought. ”A life beyond the village? The village
has been my life, Malti, just as it is your mother’s, as it was my mother’s

before me. The village provides our home, our food, and our family. What
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CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCING MALTI 7

more could you want, child?”

Malti did not answer, her hesitation impeded by both her aunt’s surging
obstinacy and her own compelling curiosity. Their evening meal together was
a simple affair, and as the sunlight wafted into the room, Malti struggled to
find words to articulate her desires. She longed to know more, emboldened
by her innate curiosity that lay dormant, echoing through the deepest folds
of her heart.

Suddenly, the door swung open with a loud creak, and Sarita, Malti’s
sister, burst through, cheeks flushed with excitement. ”Malti! You’ll
never guess what I heard!” She exclaimed, breathless. ”Saraswati Devi’s
granddaughter is back from the city; she studied in a college and now she

wears trousers like a man!”

Phoolwati’s brow furrowed at the news. It is unnatural, this desire to
bring foreign ways into our village. It will be the cause of strife,” she grum-
bled, and Malti’s heart grew heavy with a mixture of hope and trepidation.
She could not discern the reason for this particular aversion to change, nor
could she fully suppress her excitement at the possibility of meeting this

granddaughter, who dared defy their deeply rooted traditions.

”Chachi, could we visit Saraswati Devi’s house tomorrow? Her grand-
daughter may have some stories that I would love to hear,” Malti said, her

voice trembling with a barely concealed eagerness and anxiety.

Wisdom shone in Phoolwati’s eyes as she looked at Malti sternly. ”You
remind me of Saraswati Devi in her youth, Malti. I see the same fire in
you, that same yearning for something greater than what our lives have
prescribed for us,” she sighed, and a shadow fell across her face as if she were
mourning the dreams of a more ambitious and audacious past. ”Alright,
child. Tomorrow, we shall go. But remember what I have said of bringing

unrest.”

As Malti lay on the floor of her small hut, she found herself unable to
sleep, haunted and inspired by the young woman who dared spread her
wings beyond the confines of their village. Malti prayed for courage, praying
that she too could find the strength to pursue truths that transcended the
boundaries of her own existence. In that moment of vulnerability, nestled
in the cool darkness, an ember was kindled within Malti’s spirit - a spark

that would soon blaze forth, igniting the fight for her destiny and purpose.
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Malti’s Childhood in the Village

Malti Sharma, swathed in the unblemished crimson glow of the setting
sun, sat cross - legged at the edge of the tranquil village pond, carefully
observing the men and women who were gradually returning to their modest
dwellings after a long day of toil. The air was laden with the sweet and
evocative aromas of burning cow dung used to cook the evening meal, while
the raucous laughter of children rang out like peals of delight. It was an
idyllic sight, one that resides firmly within the deepest recesses of the heart,
a living testament to the unsullied beauty of rural life.

“You’ll be late again, Malti!” her younger brother Vikram’s youthful
voice jolted her reverie. “Aai will be angry if you don’t finish your chores
before supper, you know!”

Malti frowned at her younger brother, her eyes narrowing playfully as
she replied, "I know, Vikram, but there’s something compelling about this
moment, don’t you see? It’s moments like these that make you believe the
world is a truly beautiful place, ripe with endless possibilities.”

Vikram cocked his head, confused by her wistful words, but responded
earnestly, “I don’t understand, Malti. Isn’t this just like any other day?”

“That’s precisely what I mean, my dear brother,” she said, her voice
tinged with an overwhelming earnestness. "It is in these seemingly ordinary
moments that the extraordinary takes root.”

As Malti rose to leave, the warmth of the fading light caught her radiant
face, casting an ethereal glow around her determined young visage. She
yearned for a life beyond the confines of this world, to tiptoe gently over
the boundaries her village had set for her. She traced her fingers along the
earth by her feet, the soil silently echoing her mantra, “nothing binds me.”

The parched earth bore witness as Malti walked towards home, each
footfall firm and purposeful. Women carrying large vessels of water on
their heads stole glances, a mixture of envy and admiration in their eyes.
Malti had always been unique, even when she was a little girl who would sit
by the pond while the other children played. She wore her dreams in the
embroidery of the motifs on her kurtas, in the unapologetic way she carried
her books. Her imagination danced in the sway of her plaits, each tied tight
enough to contain her ever - growing enthusiasm.

But knowledge demanded a steep price. Had her parents not deemed it
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a mere whim, perhaps Malti would not have snuck off with her grandmother
Saraswati Devi’s dusty and dog-eared textbooks each night after her siblings
went to bed, reading by the weak, flickering light of an oil lamp until her
eyes grew heavy with fatigue.

“Malti,” her grandmother’s voice silenced her thoughts as she entered
their small, mud - walled home. “Have you finished your chores for the day?”

With an assurance that belied her slight form, Malti replied, “Yes, Dadi
-ji. I'll begin preparations for dinner.”

But Malti could not shake the feeling of unrest that cloaked her. She
had witnessed the determination in her grandmother’s eyes each time she
had defied age - old customs and dared to pursue her all - encompassing
passion for knowledge. Saraswati Devi, a woman who spoke in whispers of
ink and folded edges of worn pages, had planted within her granddaughter
the seeds of thirst for knowledge. In the dappled glow of candlelight, Malti
had unearthed worlds that stretched far beyond her humble village, and
in each endless night, beneath the solemn gaze of the moon, she vowed to
bridge that great unknown that separated her from the world she so craved
to inhabit.

As she stirred the spicy curry with brisk, sure strokes, the voice of her
father, the ever-stern Raghav Sharma, echoed within the cramped space of
their dwelling, amplifying her doubts and summoning her deepest fears to
the fore. “Malti, I've told you time and again, your dreams cannot put food
on the table or shelter over our heads. Education is meant for boys like
your brother, not young girls like you. You do us no favors by such foolish
pursuits.”

Somewhere in the shrinking space between her heartbreak and resigna-
tion, a seething spark of defiance flickered and burst into flame. Malti raised
her head, her eyes alight with quiet rage. “Baba, the boundless potential
that resides in our dreams does not distinguish between girls and boys.
Education is a birthright, not a luxury-”

Before she could finish, Raghav’s voice thundered and he brought his
hand down with a resounding slap.

“Enough, child!” he bellowed as Malti stumbled, her delicate cheek ablaze
with the sting. “Do not make a mockery of the sacrifices we have made for
you and our family.”

Saraswati Devi quietly moved towards Malti, her sunken, tired eyes now
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ablaze with defiance. “Education,” she whispered, her voice shaking with
forcefully suppressed emotion, “is not a privilege earned, but a right to be
fought for. Do not cower, my Malti. Your dreams are valid.”

As the feeble rays of twilight receded into darkness, Malti stared wide-
eyed into the boundless depths of her life and the power it held - curled up
like a fiddlehead fern within her still - beating heart. In that moment, she
clung to her indefatigable faith in the notion that she could transform her
dreams into reality and pledged herself to the cause.

For the first time in her young life, she realized that the extraordinary
could indeed be found in the midst of the ordinary. She stood at the fork in
the road, determined to forge a unique path for herself, and from the embers
of doubt, Malti Sharma began her journey towards the great, untamed wilds

of the unknown.

Family Background and Pressures

It was dawn when Malti woke to the sound of her father stomping through
the house. The steady downpour of rain had drenched the clay walls and left
the rooms with a damp, musty smell. Malti rubbed her eyes, annoyed that
sleep had left her abruptly. On instinct, she felt the urge to dart through
the veils of gray morning and take refuge on her grandmother’s lap. But
she knew that would not be possible - today was Virender’s birthday, and
her father’s nerves were frayed with the burden of one more mouth to feed.
With a groan, she swung her feet to the side of the clay bed and sat up.

She heard faint footsteps outside her room. Glancing at the door, she
saw her mother Padma’s face framed in the doorway, her eyes wide with
anxiety.

”Your father is in one of his moods,” she whispered urgently. ”Stay
inside and don’t make any noise. There’s talk he might make another deal
with Baldev Singh - your father is that desperate.”

Malti saw her mother’s face crumple and watched as she turned her head
slowly, peering out into the courtyard. Her father’s voice reached them like
a clap of thunder, sending chills down Malti’s spine.

"I will not let my family starve! If I must darken my hands and soul, so
be it! It’s Rajesh’s fault the last deal went sour, and I will make him pay in
blood if T have to!”
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Padma closed her eyes, tears streaming down her cheeks as she tried to
hold in her sobs. Malti’s heart seemed to crumble along with her mother’s
resolve. Her eyes stung with unshed tears, but she could not weep. A pool
of anger and helplessness spread through her heart, and she gripped her
fists tightly.

In that moment, it was as if a gust of wind tore through Malti’s con-
sciousness, clearing her vision. She stood and bravely met her mother’s
devastated gaze. Her voice was soft but unyielding, like the murmur of the
waves against the sand.

”"Enough is enough,” she whispered aloud, her voice quivering but her
words resolute. "I will not let father destroy us this way. I will find a
solution, Amma. I promise.”

Surprised, Padma wiped away her tears and stared at her daughter.
It had been years since she had heard her daughter speak with so much
determination. Ages ago, it seemed now, when Malti had given her trembling
heart a voice and declared her dream of pursuing an education. On that
day, Padma had softly laughed at her daughter’s innocent dreams to change
her world, impressed by her compassion but wary of the heartbreak that
would come from reaching for the impossible. She had long believed that
Malti had put away those lofty dreams, realizing that she was chained by
her family and the expectations they held for her.

But as she looked at Malti now, she saw the birth of a fire that could
not be extinguished. Padma did not dare to hope, but in her heart, she
began to kindle the dream that her daughter’s conviction could surpass the
harshest storms and bring the change they so desperately needed.

"Be careful, my child,” Padma whispered, her voice strained with emotion.
"Your heart is a fragile thing, and the world is not kind to those who dare
to defy its cruelty.”

Malti reached out and intertwined her fingers with her mother’s, feeling
the warmth of their connection. "My heart is not as fragile as the hopes
I have for our family, Amma,” she replied, her tone resolute but her eyes
brimming with love. ”If this world is cruel, then I refuse to be passive in
the face of it. I will fight for the life we truly deserve, I promise you that.”

Padma smiled through her tears, her chest aching with love for this
brave girl, her Malti who promised to shatter the walls of their suffering. In

her heart, a kernel of hope began to stir - for herself, for her family, and for
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the future of this village.

A Dream to Pursue Education

Chapter 3: A Dream to Pursue Education

"Your mother tells me you’ve been reading through your evenings again,”
said Uncle Jivan, his back bent, pulling a small fish from the net he’d cast
into the Ganga. "Tell me, child, what is it that you want?” His eyes were
age-worn, but still crinkled at the corners like he knew a secret.

Sunrise had painted the river a dome of molten gold, and Malti stood
barefoot at the water’s edge, skirts lifted to the knees, her gaze fixed on the
horizon. The warm water barely reached her waist; its surface shimmered
as if stroked with brush strokes steeped in sunlight.

”I wish to pursue my education,” Malti murmured, almost drowned by
the swish of water as it pooled and gathered around her feet. "I wish to
know how to read the wind as it speaks through the palm trees, to decipher
the tangle of history that’s woven into the dust of our streets like the threads
on Mathaji’s sari.”

Her words were cast like seeds in her tall, proud voice, one she only dared
to share with the river; for Uncle Jivan, on the other hand, the admission
was still new. He picked up the last fish and tilted it toward her. "There’ll be
no living to be made off flapping fish and curling toes in the mud,” he said,
his voice even and saline as the tide. ”You’ve not even thirteen summers
yet, child. Thousands of leagues your dreams cover like the Monsoons, but
your heart must stand tethered to this land.” And saying this, he set the
fish, cleaned of its innards, into his basket and reached down for his sickle.

Malti was done with flayed fish and tethered hearts. With each passing
day, her yearning grew restless like the wind, drove her to drink the wisdom
from her mother’s lips as lifeblood, and she did not care that this was not
the path mapped out for her, or that lawyering was a land reserved for men
with families nestled in a fate dissimilar to hers. She simpered and bowed
and they dragged her to the marriage mela each season, and all the while,
her resolve hardened like clay.

"Uncle Jivan,” she said, suddenly, a sudden heat making firewood of her
bones. "Tell me, if there’s something I could do, a place I could go, a future

other than what’s expected of me ... would you stand by me?” She watched
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him gently slap the water, sending rivulets running from his palms, and she
knew there were plans in his heart where nested her dreams. Responsibility
too had its burdens - it whispered to her in hushed tones that she had to
do more than reach for the skies; she had to build a staircase for the ones
that came after her.

”Child, I can’t change the natural order of things,” the elderly man,
wise in his years, replied patiently, not looking up from his activity. "It is
not for me to grant you passage beyond these fields, however much I may
understand your thirst for knowledge.”

She stood still for a moment, her gaze locked on the river’s ebb and flow,
the eternal dance of water. "Then what should I do, Uncle? Where must
I search for my destiny?” she asked, her voice a whisper in the growing
murmur of the morning breeze.

An almost imperceptible smile flickered at the corner of his mouth, like
a fish slipping just beneath the surface. "Daughter, your dreams are not
meant to be caged by this village and its people. The hidden parchment of
your future lies in the heart of the city, where knowledge and ambitions are
born.” His hand was firm on her shoulder, the touch both gentle and sere as
old parchments. "Find your path, Malti, and let the waters of courage flow
within you. It is your path to walk, but remember, I will remain by your
side as your guiding star.”

As Malti stood there beside her confidant and guardian, she was filled
with a growing sense of purpose, a fire fanned by silent encouragement.
Her dreams began to take flight, propelled by winds that soared above and
beyond the banks of the Ganga; they would not be quenched by the worries
of the elders or the expectations of her family.

Malti returned to her chores with a heart lifted from earlier encounters,
and a sense of determination coursing within. For Malti, it was time to
demand education and seize her destiny. She would break the shackles of

tradition and forge her path, no matter the cost.

Encouragement from Saraswati Devi

Malti stopped in her tracks as she saw her grandmother, Saraswati Devi,
sitting on the mud - smeared veranda watching the red sun dipping behind

the hazy horizon. She lost in the beauty of the twilight hour; Malti was
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hesitant to get an audience.

"Didi, do it, talk to her!” whispered Radhika, Malti’s younger sister,
giving her a little push. "Now’s the right time!”

With her heart pounding, Malti approached her grandmother and bowed
her head to touch Saraswati’s rough, sunburned feet in reverence.

”Sit, child,” said Saraswati, and Malti sat beside her, feeling her heart
beat travel up to her throat.

”Grandmother,” she began, ”can I ask you something?”

Saraswati turned her milky eyes towards Malti’s nervous face. "What is
troubling you, my little sparrow?”

Malti mustered the courage and blurted it out: ”In your opinion, is it
wrong for me to dream of going to college and becoming something more
than just a married woman, confined to the household chores?”

The silence that followed was deafening, the question, a blasphemy in
the ears of many in their village. Saraswati’s gaze, however, was tender,
and Malti dared to believe she sees something unspoken, a hidden nod of
approval and understanding.

"It does not matter what I think, Malti. What do you think?” she finally
whispered, searching her granddaughter’s soul with those probing cataract -
clouded eyes.

"I think,” Malti hesitated, "I think I can be more than just a wife and a
mother. I think I can make a difference. But I am afraid.”

"You are like your mother, Malti,” Saraswati said, a wistful smile on her
lips. "When she was your age, she had dreams bigger than this small house
and our little village. But life had other plans for her.” Her voice was soft,
wistful.

For a second, there existed only the dying sun, the whispered breeze
between grandmother and granddaughter, and the truth, unspoken yet
understood.

”?Grandmother,” pleaded Malti, "won’t you help me? Please, tell me
how I can achieve my dreams and fight the tidal wave that threatens to
take everything away.”

Saraswati took a deep breath and leaned in, her body quivering. Malti
wondered if it was only from her old age or something more - a hidden
excitement, a brewing hope.

"My only advice to you, Malti, is what I wish someone had told me



CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCING MALTI 15

many moons ago,” she said, her voice filled with the weight of a long-buried
knowledge. ”You must not give in to fear or despair when the world turns
against you. When you feel like everything is falling apart, and the sky is
crumbling, you must find the strength that lies deep within you and rise
against the darkness.”

Malti trembled, feeling the words tightening a knot inside her. "How
will I do that, Grandmother?”

"By seeking an education, by discovering new truths, you break the
shackles that have bound women like us for millennia. And when you are
older and wiser, you shall awaken something in other young women who
live in silence and oppression,” she said, her voice low and full of wisdom
the world had silenced throughout her lifetime.

”You must first seek the truth within you, Malti, for it is there you shall
find the courage to change the world.”

Malti’s eyes glistened with unshed tears and brimming determination.
There was something in the way Saraswati spoke-it was not just wisdom, it
was a deep anguish, a cry for justice over the dreams that were crushed or
stolen away from generations of women in the village.

"Thank you, Grandmother,” Malti whispered, trying to hide the tremble
in her voice. Saraswati placed a loving, wrinkled hand on Malti’s cheek,
and Malti felt an odd mixture of comfort and fear. Change was coming- she
knew it now; the future was calling for her, and she must answer the call,
no matter the consequences.

"I will make you proud, Grandmother,” she vowed softly, as the last red
flicker of the sun vanished behind the horizon, casting a moonlit shadow

upon a new destiny.

Discovering the College Opportunity

The sun hung low in the sky, languidly painting the countryside in a fierce,
golden glow as it began its descent into the horizon. Malti Sharma stood
under the shade of the Pipal tree, staring at the dusty narrow road that
snaked through the verdant fields of wheat and mustard in their final days
before the harvest. The wind, a soft and gentle caress, made the branches
of the tree quiver as it rustled softly, sending a flurry of leaves fluttering to

the ground at her feet.



CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCING MALTI 16

It was early evening, and yet the heat still clung to the atmosphere,
making Malti’s skin glisten and her cotton sari cling to her body as she
awaited the arrival of the rickety, old bus that connected their sleepy village
to the bustling city of Delhi. She had been standing there for over an hour,
growing increasingly impatient as the bus’s tardiness threatened her well -
laid plans to remain undetected while she retrieved her package. Finally,
she saw a cloud of dust approaching and the unmistakable sound of the
engine declaring the bus’s imminent arrival.

“Malti, you must be baking out here under the sun!” shouted her cousin,
Kishori, as she arrived, panting with the effort of running. “I cannot
understand for the life of me why you’re waiting over an hour for a letter
when I offered to fetch it for you myself.”

Malti sighed dramatically, even as a small smile played about her lips.
“Oh, Kishori, you must understand I’ve been waiting for this letter since I
found out I was being considered for the scholarship! Besides, I need to see
for myself what it says before I face Amma and Baba.”

The two soon boarded the bus, both anxious and excited. The bus driver,
a boisterous man with a thick mustache and unruly hair, greeted them with
an all- too-knowing grin as he handed Malti her sought - after letter. She
hesitated under his gaze, briefly considering delaying the moment of truth
until she reached her family’s home. Yet, something about the urgency in
Kishori’s eyes forced her to tear open the envelope carefully with trembling
hands.

Her dark, imploring eyes scanned the carefully typed words, longing to
find the phrase she’d been dreaming of for three whole years. Malti’s breath
hitched involuntarily as she reached the end of the first paragraph and,
silently, her mouth moved to sound out the words she dared not whisper
aloud.

“Your application to St. Meena’s College, New Delhi, for the upcom-
ing academic session has been accepted, and you have been awarded the
Foundation Scholarship for your outstanding academic achievements to
date...

Time stood still for a moment as the enormity of her accomplishment
dawned upon her. Malti could hardly believe it - she had won not only the
coveted place at St. Meena’s College but the scholarship that would make
it possible for her to attend!
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She looked up, not at Kishori, but at the driver, and with a grin so
bright her heart threatened to burst from her chest, she handed him a few
coins as a token of appreciation. The driver’s mustache seemed to retain its
usual boisterousness as he winked and accepted her gift. Turning to Kishori,
her face pale with disbelief, Malti whispered, “I did it. I really did it.”

Kishori stared, wide - eyed, for a moment before they screamed and
threw their arms around each other jumping and shrieking as if the bus’s
jaunty rhythm could not contain such exuberance. Malti sensed a bubbling
joy growing inside her, an indescribable, intangible giddiness; the feeling
of winning a battle against all odds, against the stubborn beliefs and
customs that sought to tie her to an unambitious life of early marriage and
motherhood.

As the euphoria of the moment faded, she felt steel - hard determination
take its place, imbuing her with new strength. She knew that her biggest
battle was still ahead of her facing her family and demanding the right to
avail this opportunity. But Malti was ready. She had come too far to back
down now.

The bus juddered to a stop outside of Malti’s modest home, and as she
stepped off, her ears were filled with the joyful, raucous laughter of her
family, already in the midst of their evening meal.

“Amma, Baba,” Malti called, her voice wavering from the sheer force
of her determination, “I applied to St. Meena’s College in Delhi, and I've

received the Foundation Scholarship. They want me there, and I want to

”

go.
The laughter ceased, and the crowd fell silent. Malti braced herself for
the storm she knew would follow, her heart full of love and resolve as she

prepared to fight for a future only she dared to dream of.

Applying and Getting Accepted

Malti paused at the doorstep, her hand hesitating over the brass handle of
the beautifully carved wooden door that led to the small room she shared
with her two sisters. The sun had set over the village a few hours back, and
she knew her sisters would be sound asleep by now. Taking a deep breath,
she stealthily opened the door, careful not to make any noise, and tiptoed

inside. The dim glow of the oil lamp flickered on the brick wall near the
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doorway, casting eerie shadows on the floor.

Lying on a rickety stool in the corner of the room was a brown, unas-
suming envelope, slightly thicker than the usual post her family received.
Malti felt her heart stir, a potent brew of hope and fear. She glanced at the
small, weathered calander hanging limply on the wall - the date taunted her;
she could feel the scrutiny of tomorrow’s expectations, bold and underlined.
She picked up the envelope, her fingertips trembling as she held it tightly,
close to her chest. This was it. It was all in that envelope. Her dreams, her
future, everything.

Malti hurried to the back of the house, her heart pounding in her chest.
She could hardly contain her nervousness as she opened the envelope, the
worn paper almost crackling in the silence. Inside lay her answer, her ticket
to freedom - or her sentence to remain forever rooted to the very ground
they all called home.

With shaking hands, Malti pulled out the letter and unfolded the neatly
creased lines. She held her breath, scanning the words, her eyes darting back
and forth. Moments passed, heavy as the air of the monsoon approaching,
until finally they took storm - a bright smile erupted across her face, her
eyes welling with tears of joy.

"I got in!” she whispered; the words falling like boulders that slipped
into quiet waters. Her dream of higher education had finally come true; she
had been accepted into one of the most prestigious colleges in the city, a
gateway to the world away from that small village that had always felt like
a prison.

But there was no time to celebrate. Malti knew she had to share this
news with her family, to plead with them to let her go. Her heart fluttered
with fear at the thought; the very suggestion of a girl leaving her village
to pursue education was unheard of, and she knew her conservative family
would not take the news lightly.

Early next morning as the sky turned yellow and gold, Malti sought out
her grandmother, Saraswati Devi. Her eyes searched the haze in the air and
found her unpretentious figure, her hands hugging her knees, her eyes closed
in prayer. She knew her grandmother was her only ally - the one person
who understood and encouraged her dreams.

As the morning bells of the temple faded into a quiet hum, Malti mustered

her courage, her mind resolute despite the storm of uncertainty within her



CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCING MALTI 19

heart. ”Amma,” she called out softly, as she showed her the letter. "I got
accepted. Please, I need your help.”

Saraswati opened her eyes slowly and looked at Malti, her gaze laden with
a calm serenity, wisdom learned through years of navigating the labyrinth
of their traditions. ”Show me,” she said softly, extending a withered hand.

Malti handed her the letter without a word, her heart a dance between
fear and elation. Her eyes locked with her grandmother’s, searching for a
verdict in that fathomless gaze. The seconds stretched out like taut strings,
bound to snap at any moment.

Saraswati’s eyes traced every word on that paper, back and forth they
went as the shifting rhythm of the village pulsed around them. At last, she
nodded, her eyes meeting Malti’s indomitable stare. "We must tell your
parents, Malti. This could change not just your life, but the lives of all the
women in this village. It’s time for a revolution.”

With a fire ignited within her soul and the weight of the family’s decision
looming over her shoulders, Malti knew she had to stand her ground. Armed
with her grandmother’s support, her dreams carried the hopes of generations.
She would rise like a phoenix from the ashes of tradition, writing her own
legacy in the pages of history. She would pave the way for the women who
hid behind whispers, carrying the torch of change, and in its flames burn

away the old to make way for the new.

Breaking the News to the Family

Malti sat on her bed, trembling, the heavy envelope clenched between her
fingers. She dared not open it, dared not confirm what she already knew to
be true: that change was on the horizon. No, she decided, shaking her head
vehemently, the dust motes swirling around her in sympathy. With a swift,
decisive motion, she tucked the envelope under her pillow and strode out of
the little room, leaving her destiny hidden and unexamined.

Outside was the deceptive calm of the calm before a storm, with soft
breezes rustling through the wheat fields and the low hum of village life in
the air. Trancelike, Malti walked to the bustling epicenter of the village -
the temple steps. For weeks, her heartbeat had quickened each time her
thoughts turned to the furtive meetings she’d had with Saraswati Devi, her

quicksilver grandmother who had, for months, urged her to dream bigger,
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think smarter. But staring now at the women arrayed before her, dressed
in vibrant rainbow hues, fists stained red with prayer and hope, her throat
tightened, and she knew she couldn’t tell them about the letter.

Not yet.

The sun dipped low in the sky, and the women rose, one by one, leaving
the temple courtyard. As they lit clay lamps and ushered the stars out,
Malti glanced once more at the envelope, now nestled between the folds of
her sari. She swallowed, her mouth dry as parched earth, and, with a resolve
borne from Saraswati Devi’s whispered tales, she decided it was time.

Her father sat under the ancient banyan tree, silhouetted by the moonlit
sky, his pipe glowing like a distant star. Malti approached, her heart
thrashing in her chest, hands trembling. Apprehension curled its tendrils
around her, tightening its grip. Yet, fortified by the spears of moonlight
that pierced the darkness, she drew a shaky breath and looked her father in
the eye.

"Pitaji, I have something to tell you.” The words lodged in Malti’s throat,
like pebbles in a river bed, stubborn in their obstinacy.

Her father, the lines on his face softened by the dim light, glanced
over his shoulder, and his hands stilled on the pipe. In the depths of his
gaze, Malti caught a glimmer of fierce affection, but it was quickly doused,
smothered by the steely veil of duty. "Speak,” he intoned, and something
within him seemed to brace for impact.

For a heartbeat, the air weighed heavy, pregnant with possibility. Then,
bending beneath the weight of tradition and expectation, she pulled the
letter from her sari and spilled the truth onto the barren path between them.
"I applied to college. I gave my word; I promise to work hard, to learn all
the things I can’t in the village. To be better...”

Malti’s strangled plea was met by silence, her father staring at her as
though he beheld a ghost, a specter from a forbidden past. But the dam
had broken, the long-held secret laid bare in the dying moonlight. The rest
of her words tumbled from her lips, swirling about them like fireflies aglow.

Her mother had been a shadow in the night, quiet as a stone. She
approached with careful steps, the face of Durga portrayed in the sudden
storm within her eyes. Her gaze fell on the letter, its edges now creased and
worn, and she muttered through gritted teeth, "You defy our wishes, Malti?

Are our dreams not enough for you?”
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Malti’s heart twisted in her chest at the hurt radiating from her mother.
The namesake statue of the goddess watched silently from the temple
entrance, painted eyes telling her to be strong. "Ma, I love you, but I cannot
be who you want me to be. The village isn’t enough anymore.”

Tears glinting like silver in the moonlight, her mother turned and strode

away, the hushed rustle of wheat fields offering the only condolence.

Moving to the City

Malti stood at the entrance of the village at dawn, her feet reluctantly
planted, as if her soul already walked the path to the unknown. The sun
had yet to rise, and an insatiable yearning stirred within her chest. Was
she ready to begin anew? Her gaze swept over the familiar surroundings:
the shade of the old banyan tree where men joined in laughter and shared
the latest gossip, the narrow lane leading to the ancestral house of the
Thakurs, and the worn stone path where her friends - her sisters - played
with handmade dolls.

In her hands, she clutched the letter of her acceptance to the prestigious
women’s college in the city-a dream she had secretly nurtured since she’d
learned to love the alphabet.

"Move away, Malti,” she heard her father say, walking down the path
with a lantern in hand. Radha, her softer - spoken mother, followed behind,
eyes like black pools of sorrow. They stood with her, beside a rented carriage
that would carry her to the city, an assault to their honor. ”You must go
now if you are so set on tarnishing our reputation and ruining your own life.
Your mother and I have done everything to stop you, and still, you insist
on turning your back on the ways of our ancestors.”

His voice, thick with pride and anguish, forced a plaintive sigh from her
lips. "Father, don’t you see? All I want is a chance to grow, to learn and to
find who I am. This village has taught me so much, and you will always
remain with me in my heart. But I must be the change I wish to see in the
world, even if my love for you must be met with your disappointment.”

Radha’s sobs were quiet and muffled, and she reached out towards Malti
with a timid, trembling hand. "My child,” she whispered, "I cannot bear to
see you go, but the hopes you carry in your heart have become too heavy for

us to bear. If you must leave, we will not burden you with our grief. In the
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end, we pray to the gods that your actions will pave the road to something
greater.”

Malti gathered her mother in her arms, embracing a warm tearful sorrow.
”I will make you proud, I promise. Both of you.”

As Malti boarded her carriage, her father spoke again, his voice gruff
and faltering. ”I will never see the day when a woman’s education brings
any good upon her family. But, go, satisfy your selfish desires.”

There was no softening in his eyes, no melting of the anger that had
burned through the night.

Malti nodded once, a mask of stoic resignation shaping her face. The
words she wished to say - of gratitude and love - remained lodged in her
throat. She pulled herself onto the carriage, her belongings tucked safely
beside her, bracing herself for the journey that would take her worlds away
from the only home she had known.

As the carriage began to roll forward, she caught sight of a figure emerging
from a shadowy corner, a lady cloaked in sorrow and age. Saraswati Devi,
her white braids woven with wisdom, stepped forth, stretching out her hand
for Malti.

"Wait, Malti,” she called out as the wheels began to turn.

Malti grabbed her grandmother’s outstretched hand, holding on to the
strength she’d silently given her from the beginning. "Saraswati Devi-"

"Your true journey starts today,” she interrupted, her voice steady.
"Believe in yourself when the world refuses to see your value. Even in the
darkest moments: You are capable. You are worthy. Remember, every
choice you make from now on will define the rest of your life.”

Malti nodded, each word of Saraswati Devi’s encouragement like a shield
strengthening against the arrows of doubt. As the carriage once more
resumed motion, Malti held onto the image of her grandmother’s fearless
face, knowing it would return to her in those moments of darkness, flickering
with a promise that would guide her through the unknown.

Relentlessly, the wooden wheels carried her from all that she had known
into the unknown, and a deep uncertainty weighed heavily on her heart.
Does the future hold more than the dreams I dare to dream? she wondered,
as the growing distance from her village caused an uneasy tremor within
her.

Even if the bonds of her familial ties tugged like invisible ropes, she
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knew that she had made her choice . . . and with it, a destiny bright with
the light of a thousand stars.



Chapter 2

Malti’s Struggles with
Identity

Malti’s hands were shaking as she held the chipped ceramic teacup, listening
to the rising din of the village argument that had erupted outside her mud -
brick home. How could this happen? Just seven months ago, she had been
a poster - girl for the new, modern Indian woman, adorning the cover of a
national magazine that showcased the "Bright New Minds of India.” Now
look at her, ignominiously returned to her ancestral village because of a
scurrilous tale maliciously spread by her once- fellow villagers. As though
she had anticipated their viciousness, the teacup slipped and shattered,
slicing a jagged gash across the clay floor.

Malti let out a strangled cry of frustration, attracting the concern of
her sympathetic grandmother, Saraswati. "Beta, what happened?” she
asked softly, already guessing at the strong emotions running through her
granddaughter.

"They blame me for the drought, Dadi; for bringing upon them the
curse of angry gods-all because I dared to imagine a world where I could
know more than my village,” Malti whispered back, unable to say the words
louder.

”Angry gods?” scoffed Dadi, sitting down to draw Malti close. "Tell that
to the politicians who siphon off our water for their factories and satisfy
their gluttonous thirst while we drink our fill of nothing.”

Malti considered the words of her grandmother and the look of fierce

determination in her eyes, contemplating the evident kindness and under-

24
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standing in her presence. Emboldened, Malti’s thoughts wandered where
they had not for months, taking her back to the dusty halls of her college,
where as part of the social welfare club, she had become the talk of the city.

She remembered her heady days in college, when the ideas of equality
and justice had consumed her young life, when she had tirelessly worked
alongside Aarti and the others. And then Veeru with his cocky smile
continually urging her-"Go on then, Miss Righteous. Tell them what you
told me. They’ll have to listen now.” Veeru, with his strong arm draped
around her shoulders, had brought a tenderness into her life that Malti had
never known, the soft thaw of friendship, of recognition that stretched back
to her lonely days in the village.

Malti’s daydreams darkened as she tried to retrace her own undeniable
path. All that stood between her and her village now began to constrict
encloser and closer, suffocating, until she was gasping for breath.

What good had her education been when she had been rendered an
outcast? What use were her grand plans of uplifting the oppressed when
all her village saw in her was the perpetrator of their misery? More dev-
astatingly, she wondered if they were right. I met with that reporter, she
admonished herself; I trumpeted my achievements to draw attention to the
iniquitous state of our people. But look what happened. I showed off my
college friends to enshrine their trust. But look what happened.

"Look what happened!” she echoed aloud, as tears overcame her. "Why,
they loathe me all the more, convinced I'm an upstart who wants to bulldoze
them into surrendering their cherished traditions. They won’t listen to a
word I say, all because I'm damned by circumstances befallen me at birth.”

The fierceness of her grandmother’s voice cut through Malti’s self - pity.

7

”Your birth is your fortune, Malti,” she snapped. "You and I both know
it could have been a very different story.” Saraswati’s anger softened as
she took Malti’s hand. ”You've done a brave thing. But even the fiercest
revolutionaries have had to confront their demons - you are no different.
Your destiny is to stand on the fence line, bridging worlds and speaking
truths. Whether you like it or not, your real battle has only just begun.”
Lost in her grandmother’s words, Malti tried to rise above the eddying
river of doubt that threatened to wash her away, from the parched village
and the venomous whispers, from the airless silence they enveloped her in.

She could not be sure, but in the fragile recesses of her heart, she knew
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she would battle, ferociously and without mercy, to keep her worlds from
tearing her apart.

"You're right, Dadi,” Malti murmured. "Waiting in the wings is my life’s
purpose no matter the opposition, no matter the hatred. Now I will rise,
and I will reclaim my village, my people. .. my place.”

For she was Malti, a blend of the staunch village embers and the invig-
orating winds of the city skies. The grandmother held her granddaughter
close, the winds stirring at their backs, knowing that this fateful moment
would forever be etched in the annals of time, and that Malti’s destiny
would serve as a testament to the healing power of a fierce wave of radical

love.

Malti’s inner conflict between traditional and modern
values

“But it’s in my blood, Amma,” Malti protested as the steamy afternoon sun
languidly draped over the wooden benches of her college’s bougainvillea -
adorned courtyard.

“What is?” Her mother’s voice was strained, the static crackle of the
phone line merging with the tension between them.

“The path I have chosen, Amma - to bring change, to make our vil-
lage...our people...see a better way.” Malti’s heart roared like a wild, untamed
beast beneath her chest, drumming for change.

Her mother’s reply came like shards of ice down her spine. “You are
defying the very people who gave you life, Malti. Your father toiled and
sweat under merciless suns so you could have the opportunity to learn. And
this is how you repay him, by turning against us?”

“No, I...” Malti clenched the phone tighter, as if the device could
summon physical hold of her mother’s hand.

“Beta, your head has been filled with city ideas. They have polluted
your thoughts, poisoned you against your own family. Our roots are sacred
- we cannot hack them away because you believe you have seen a greater
truth in those concrete jungles.” The elder woman’s voice strangled Malti’s
conviction but she resisted.

“But Amma, I still practice our rituals, I follow our traditions, I respect

our gods. My struggle in the city is by holding onto those values, not tearing
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at them,” Malti reasoned, her voice quivering with doubt.

“Then why must you persist in causing so much turmoil? Every day
I must face the shame and disrespect...your father suffers in silence. His
spirit withers.” Her mother’s words carried the weight of sorrow, as if Malti’s
rebellion had degraded their very essence.

Before Malti could say more, Aarti and Veeru strolled towards her, faces
flushed with excitement. Her mother’s voice dimmed as Aarti whispered,
“There is a way, Malti. We have figured it out!”

Malti looked at her friends, her allies in the grand battle against millennia
of repression, and then back to the phone now resting in her sweat - soaked
palm. She saw her present and her past; a tangle of her loyalties and love.
Fighting back the pang of betrayal that gnawed at her soul, Malti replaced
the receiver, echoing a soft “goodbye” to her mother.

As she turned to face Aarti and Veeru, she felt herself straddling a
tightrope that stretched between two worlds that were hers, yet neither
completely. She was the girl who wore dupattas and prayed to village
gods; she was the girl who wore jeans and debated about women’s rights in
bustling college hallways.

Accepting change meant forsaking her family, worshiping progress meant
burning the memories of her past, but Malti knew that the future of countless
young girls rested on her resolve. She took a deep breath and reached for
her friends’ hands.

“Tell me what we need to do.”

Rejection from her conservative family members and
village elders

The day had started auspiciously enough, with a soft sunrise that gilded the
edges of the neem trees, until the thicket exhaled its first breath of fragrance.
It seemed the whole village had gathered beneath it to chastise her. Malti’s
heart lurched to and fro like an untethered beast, while the storm of voices
raged around her.

"Malti Sharma, you disrespect our values and customs!” the village elder,
Narottam Purohit bellowed his voice rough as withes, while the others
bowed their heads. His wire-rimmed spectacles glinted in the morning light

as he peered down at her, his brow furrowed like an ancient parchment.
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Malti swallowed and summoned whatever courage remained within her.
"But, Purohit ji, how is it disrespectful to better one’s self and circumstances
through education? To learn more about the world? Is that not why we
send our sons to school?”

An angry murmur rippled through the crowd, fanned by the gentle
morning breeze. Malti looked at the faces she had known her whole life,
scanned them for understanding, for sympathy, but found none. Even her
own mother stood among the accusers, her eyes averted, and her father
looked at her with a mixture of disbelief and sorrow. Malti’s heart clenched
as if doused in ice cold water.

The village elder’s gaze narrowed. ”You fool girl,” he said, his voice
bitter as a half - ripe gourd, ”You cannot equate the situation of a boy
with that of a girl. An educated girl has no use in the kitchen, nor raising
children. You are dragging your family and this village into dishonor! Look
at the shame you have brought on your poor mother and father!”

A tear slid down Malti’s cheek as she clenched her fists. Her throat was
parched, and her voice cracked as she said, "Purohit ji, I understand your
concern. But what if by educating our daughters, we help create a society
in which everyone has equal opportunities? Wouldn’t that make our village
and country stronger?”

Purohit slapped away her words with a wave of his withered hand.
"Enough of this nonsense! You trample upon our beliefs, Malti Sharma, and
you shame those who have nurtured you. The village council has spoken:
you will not go to that city college. You will stay here, and marry Gopi
Saini. That is the ruling.”

Sobs bubbled up from Malti’s chest, frothing onto the shore of her
emotions. Despair and anger rose like bile, tugging against the weight of
centuries of tradition and unwritten rules. Blinded by her tears, Malti turned
her gaze to the horizon, where she spotted a familiar figure. Saraswati Devi,
her grandmother, stood by the threshold of a mud - brick house.

Malti stifled a gasp, hope igniting once again as she locked eyes with the
matriarch of her family. Saraswati’s eyes shone with steely determination,
and Malti recognized the message without words. This battle could still be
won.

In one final act of defiance, Malti turned back to the village elder. Her
voice was like the silvery edge of the moon against the night sky, soft but



CHAPTER 2. MALTI'S STRUGGLES WITH IDENTITY 29

blinding. "With all due respect, Purohit ji, I refuse to accept this fate. I
believe I can bring honor to my family, my village, and myself through
education. If you deny me this opportunity, you not only deny my dreams
but the future of our village. Allow me, at least, the chance to prove my
worth.”

Narottam Purohit’s visage darkened, as did the faces of the villagers
around Malti. The young woman stood firm, her slender frame trembling
under the weight of history and the weight of the future. A moment stretched
like taffy, the wind licking the edges of her defiance, of her resolve, while
deathly silence hung over the shade of the neem tree.

Malti held her breath, feeling the presence of her grandmother nearby,
and the words of another woman - Saraswati, the goddess of wisdom -
whispered through the ages. A million unspoken prayers hung in the air like
a shimmering cloak.

”As you wish, Malti Sharma,” the village elder finally said, his voice as
cold and unrelenting as the walls of an ancient temple. ”But if you bring
shame upon us, do not think we will have mercy on your grandmother, or
your family. The consequences will be dire.”

Malti’s voice, though small, remained resolute. ”I understand, Purohit
ji. And I promise - I will make you all proud.”

As Malti walked away under the admiring gaze of her grandmother, a
defiant young woman amidst the crushing weight of traditions, she knew
she would carry the burden of her dreams and the dreams of many others.
No matter the danger, no matter the pain, she would press on. The battle

had been won, but the war had just begun.

Search for her true identity while adapting to city life

The sky above turned a brilliant shade of pink as the sun dipped towards
the horizon. The streets of Delhi were alive with activity, bustling and
chaotic, as sort of organized chaos. Malti walked briskly, feeling as though
her head was about to burst with the whirlwind of thoughts and emotions
she had about her new life. Away from her village for more than a month
now, the noises and sights no longer overrun her senses, but the struggle
with her identity had grown only stronger.

Passing the temple at the end of the street, Malti hesitated. She would
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often accompany her grandmother to pray at the temple back in her village,
but here, she always walked on, her hand instinctually clenching her books
tighter.

She heard a voice inside her head: ”You can learn good things from your
new city life, Malti, but never forget where you come from.”

It was her grandmother, Saraswati Devi. Malti wondered: What would
her beloved ammaji think of her now? What would she make of the torn
and perplexed person Malti found herself becoming?

As Malti chewed these thoughts over, her phone rang with jarring urgency.
Checking the screen, she saw Aarti’s name flash and picked up.

"Hey, Malti! You're still coming to the social welfare club meeting,
right?” Aarti’s voice was bubbly and enthusiastic.

"Yeah, sure,” Malti replied, forcing her voice into a lighter tone to match
her friend’s.

"Great! And don’t forget - we're discussing that case where the man set
his wife on fire...” Aarti launched into what Malti knew to be a sincere
lament of abhorrent domestic incidents, but her words began to blur, with
Malti only half- listening.

Past the temple, a group of noisy children played marbles along the
dusty edge of the street. Next to them, an old man, slumped on a doorstep.
"Excuse me, sir?” Malti said, nudging him awake. "Do you know where I
can find the college’s auditorium?”

"It’s the big, imposing building at the end of the street. You can’t miss
it,” the man said, giving Malti a weak smile as he gestured in the direction
she was heading.

As Malti kept walking, she fell into a kind of mechanical rhythm, her
mind full but her heart heavy. The auditorium loomed before her, just like
everything else in the city - colossal, yet cold. She hesitated for a moment,
then pushed the heavy doors open.

Inside, a warm and vibrant energy greeted her. Aarti waved at Malti
from the stage. Reluctantly, Malti stepped closer and took the seat she held
out.

”Okay, everyone! We're now going to dig deep into the reasons behind
these terrible incidents. ..” Aarti began, her tone immediately more serious.
“It’s not enough to just sympathize or empathize with these women - we

need to understand the root causes of these heinous acts...”
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Malti listened as her friend spoke passionately about the multidimen-
sional aspects of domestic violence and how it was embedded in the very
fabric of Indian society. But somewhere in the middle of the captivating
discourse, a dissenting voice piped up.

”"What about our traditions?” shouted a girl from the back of the room,
her tone defiant. “Some people say that by trying to change these practices,
you're actually disrespecting our culture.”

Malti could almost see her world split open, the two halves of herself
shredded from the strain, her village upbringing and her evolving city
mindset. There was no bridge between tradition and transformation.

Angrily pushing against the sides of her chair, Malti stood up, her voice
loud and unsteady.

"We aren’t disrespecting our culture by questioning it!” Malti said, her
voice raw with vulnerability. "We're trying to protect the women who suffer
because of it. Can’t you see - that many of our beloved traditions only put
women down?”

Her mind flashed back to the village, where she had fought to attend
school, where she had been met with the blank stares of the village elders
who told her in cold, contemptuous voices that a girl’s place was in her
home.

Aarti moved to stand with Malti. "We can question our own culture,
and still love it,” she said, her voice giving Malti the strength to face the
crowd. “What we need to understand is that when certain elements of our
culture stop empowering us and start destroying us, it becomes essential to
let those elements go.”

The room fell silent, then erupted into applause. The girl who had
questioned them earlier sat there, defeated, unable to refute their stance.

As the crowd began to disperse, Malti sank down on the chair, struggling
to hold back tears. She felt Aarti’s hand on her shoulder, offering support.
"We'll figure this out,” Aarti said softly. “You're doing great in questioning
what you’ve been raised to believe. Remember, respecting our roots doesn’t
mean that we need to keep all traditions alive. Sometimes, it’s simply about
making them better.”

And as she sat there, surrounded by friends who had now become her
chosen family, Malti felt hope surge through her veins. The battle for her
identity was only beginning, but for the first time in her life, she felt like
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she was finally ready to face it. Shoving her books under her arm, Malti
rose and stepped out into the fading evening light, her heart a strange mix

of turmoil and tranquility.

Experiences that challenge her pre - existing beliefs and
ideas

Malti stepped into the bustling city bus, clutching her backpack tightly to her
chest. Her heart thudded in her ears as the unfamiliar noise and commotion
threatened to overwhelm her. The rambunctious clamor of the passengers,
the blaring horns of the honking vehicles outside, and the blinding flashes
of neon lights all seemed like a cacophony of chaotic dissonance. She missed
the serenity of her village, where the sun set behind the far-reach fields in
a quiet embrace and the stars painted the dark canvas overhead.

As she scanned the compartment for a vacant seat, which had quickly
become second nature to her in her time at college, she suddenly found
herself tightly squeezed between an older, stern - looking woman, and a
young, somewhat disheveled man, barely twenty and clad in jeans. Malti
fiddled with the end of her dupatta, her eyes cast downwards.

"I'm sorry, did the lady next to me just...put her hand on my thigh?” she
thought with a jolt of panic, recalling the keen anger her father had flashed
when she announced her acceptance to the city college. The men there,
she had been warned, were like wolves in sheep’s clothing. Malti braced
herself against the jostling motion of the bus to cast a cautious glance in
her direction, only to find that the perpetrator was actually a small and
elderly lady, attempting to steady herself as the bus came to a lurching halt
on the busy street. Much to Malti’s relief, she sighed and held her hand up
to rub the back of her neck.

”You know, beti,” the woman said kindly, addressing Malti. ”The older I
get, the harder it is to keep balance. I swear, they make these buses bumpier
every year.” And with her guarded heart softened, Malti laughed.

For Malti, the unfamiliar streets of the city held invitations for both
liberation and uncertainty. Until last year, she had never walked down a
street where the market didn’t know her name, where the greengrocer didn’t
see her smile peeking from behind the door, where the cows were absent

and replaced by roaring motorcycles and belching exhaust. She had never
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stood face to face with a man who had no idea about her ancestry, her caste,
nothing beyond her name as she pressed her trembling fingers palm - to -
palm and introduced herself. It terrified her. It exhilarated her.

These were the million tiny moments that had set her old beliefs and ideas
on a variegated collision course with the city’s new challenges. Everything
she had been taught about the supposed safety of strict gender divides and
caste systems was transforming under the weight of her experiences. The
lectures on gender equality in her sociology class, her friends’ unabashed
advocacy of feminism, and the women in the city living independently and
carving out their own paths-- Malti felt as if she was being bombarded
with puzzles she hadn’t even known existed in her sheltered village.

One afternoon, while waiting for her next class, Malti found herself
engaged in an intense conversation with her roommates, Veeru and Aarti,
about women’s rights. As Aarti passionately spoke on the freedoms every
woman deserved regardless of caste and creed, Malti could feel herself
growing uncomfortable with the rush of emotions surging through her. The
words swirling in the air-- justice, emancipation, equality-- seemed suddenly
blurry and indistinct, much like the faces of the people she would pass on
the city streets.

"What is it, Malti?” Aarti asked, sensing her discomfort. "Do you want
to share your thoughts?”

"I just... I don’t know.” she uttered, finally breaking her silence. "It’s
all so overwhelming, this new life, these different ideas. I want to learn and
understand. But at times it feels like I am betraying the very world that I
come from. It was a world that may seem small, stifling, and repressive to
you, but it was a world where my grandmother lived, my ancestors thrived,
and my family takes pride in.”

With a furrowed brow, she looked up at her friends for the first time in
what felt like an eternity. ”I want to nurture this fire I now have within me,
and carry the light of these ideas to my village while respecting the memory
and sacrifices of my ancestors and family, but it feels so hard to reconcile
these two realities,” Malti admitted, her voice thick with emotion.

Aarti leaned forward and took Malti’s hand into her own, giving it a
comforting squeeze. "Malti, we all face these struggles of reconciling our
past beliefs with the values we learn and the truths we discover. But isn’t

that the very essence of growth?” Aarti paused, her words imbued with calm
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strength. ”To allow ourselves to challenge and shed some of our old beliefs,
while carrying forward the legacy we choose and admiring the beauty of our
past. There is no black and white, Malti.”

In that moment, Malti found solace in her friend’s unwavering gaze,
in the understanding she so deeply offered. And together, they pondered,
reframed, and questioned the intricate tapestry of their beliefs, hoping to

weave something more beautiful and just.

The influence of her college friends and social welfare
club on her worldview

As Malti stood on the threshold of the college’s Reading Room, she beheld
a sight that seemed to her a miracle. The room buzzed with the energy of
a hundred free wills, bound together by the invisible but irresistible glue
of curiosity and intellect. Ancient elms bowed their heads over the crisp
pages of books; the wind whispered poetic rhythms through wide windows,
carrying the scent of soil damp with monsoon rain.

The day Malti first stepped into the college Reading Room was the day
she truly understood the vast expanse of human knowledge and wisdom,
and understood why it must be made accessible to all. It was through the
windows of this sanctuary that Malti saw a new world opening up before
her, a world where everyone, irrespective of their gender or caste, could
contribute to society in their own unique ways.

It was in this very Reading Room that Malti made the acquaintance
of Veeru and Aarti - two friends who would have a profound and lasting
impact on her life.

"Haven’t I seen you around?” Aarti asked, looking up from her Sociology
book. "You live in the hostel, right?”

Malti nodded timidly, still clutching the handle of her worn jute bag
close to her chest.

”I wish people had told me a bit more about how to cope in this place,”
Aarti grinned, her eyes Sparkling as they studied Malti’s features. ”It might
have softened the blow.”

"Perhaps there are no proper words to describe it,” Malti replied, feeling
a strange warmth from the girl who had approached her. "Our experiences

are so personal, and each one of us comes here with such unique and
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fragmented memories.”

Aarti’s gaze met Malti’s. "Well said,” she exclaimed, stretching out her
hand to the newcomer. ”I am Aarti, by the way.”

As Malti shook her hand, she felt a sense of camaraderie for the very
first time in her life. Yes, Malti realized, she could build a real life here,
away from the musty shackles of her village’s stagnant beliefs.

Two weeks later, Malti found herself standing amongst huddled members
of the college’s Social Welfare Club. As she looked around at her classmates,
she realized that few of them seemed to share her fiercely burning passion
for justice and equality.

"Excellent speech, Malti,” Veeru clapped her on the back. ”You really
do have a way with words.”

Malti smiled nervously. ”Do you really think so? I mean, it’s not about
words. It’s just that there’s so much... unfairness. So many voices silenced
by unsympathetic ears.”

Veeru nodded, but a spark of curiosity was ignited in his eyes. "You
truly feel this way? This cause holds such an importance to your being?”

Malti looked straight into Veeru’s eyes. She drew strength from her
newly formed convictions, a courage born from desperation, from a need to
break the chains that had bound her and countless others for centuries. She
took in a deep breath and spoke with firm resolve.

”Yes. For all my life, I have seen the women and the downtrodden in
my village treated like dirt, kept tightly confined in their respective homes
and cages. I could bear it no longer. There is not enough air to breathe in
such a world, and I am suffocated by its oppressive, stifling silence.”

Malti had never before opened up to anyone about her feelings, her
beliefs, her profoundly rooted sense of justice. As her intimate words echoed
in the still air of the room, she felt them reverberating within her very soul,
giving her the strength she had so desperately sought.

Aarti stepped beside her. "You have come to the right place, Malti. We
are all here because we believe in working towards a life where everyone has
an equal chance to shine, to dream.”

Moved by their conviction, Malti felt an unprecedented bond with these
two individuals who held a sincere eagerness to break the barriers that beset
their own society. They instilled in her the profound understanding that

she, an ordinary girl from a small village, had the power within her to bring
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change, no matter how small or seemingly insignificant.

As Malti’s college years melted away, like the first dewdrops under a
newborn sun, she delved deeper into her newfound world of enlightenment
and social activism. Veeru and Aarti served as her anchors, guiding her
storm - tossed spirit along this turbulent and unfamiliar ocean of knowledge.

Together, they taught her about the myriad injustices that plagued
the world and how people everywhere were fighting to bring about re-
form. Malti’s own worldview was reshaped as she studied great minds and
discovered the power of literature, debate, and activism.

And as the sun dipped its molten face behind the crimson horizon,
Malti’s heart swelled with a sense of purpose, with a hope that one day,
her village too would bathe in the warm sunlight of justice and equality.
This newfound conviction stemmed from the vision she now held of a world
that could break the chains that shackled them, a vision that began with
three friends gathering in a Reading Room, fueling each other’s dreams, and

glimpsing a brighter, fairer world beyond those hallowed walls.

Revisiting her village and recognizing the need for change

Malti Sharma stood on the dusty platform of the wobbly wooden cart that
was loosely hitched to a tractor, her eyes scanning the familiar landscape of
her village as it slowly transformed before her like a picture coming gradually
into focus. Her grip tightened on the wooden railing as she inhaled the
musty scent, a nervous fluttering in her stomach that felt both unsettling
and exhilarating. She was returning to the village that had shaped her
childhood, armed with the knowledge she had gained from her city education
and the realization that change was desperately needed. As the cart rumbled
along the uneven path, she began to see her village with new eyes, the once
mundane sights and sounds now tinged with fresh meaning she had not
understood before.

”"Devi Ma, do you remember when we built those mud huts together
for the lower caste students?” Malti asked as she glanced down at her
grandmother, who sat on a wicker stool beside her, her saree draped modestly
around her head despite the blistering sun. Saraswati Devi, or Devi Ma
as Malti fondly called her, had accompanied her granddaughter on her

journey back to the village, her narrowed eyes and determined set to her lips
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betraying her growing unease at the sight of the land she too once called
home.

"Yes, beta. And then they were torn down the very next day,” Devi Ma
said softly, her voice tinged with sadness, and Malti felt a familiar heaviness
settle in the pit of her stomach.

The cart pulled to a stop in front of her ancestral home, and Malti
trudged inside, hoisting her heavy jute bag over her shoulder, reeling at
the mix of warmth and sadness that reverberated throughout the structure.
Her gaze flickered curiously over the tarnished brass utensils and tattered
cushions piled haphazardly in the corners.

”This place hasn’t changed a bit,” Malti mused under her breath as
she wandered from room to room, her fingers tracing over the roughened
woodwork, imbibing the memories buried within. But as she scrutinized the
faded photographs adorning the walls, she felt a disquiet gnawing at the
edge of her consciousness, something she could not quite put her finger on.

Late that evening, Malti lay on the charpoy beneath the stars, the
tinny melody of an old Hindi song drifting from the transistor radio beside
her as the soft murmur of Devi Ma’s gentle snores filled the air around
them. Malti chewed on her bottom lip, incapable of shaking the restlessness
that had taken root within her. Her eyes flickered to the shadows beyond
the courtyard and the invisible lines that divided the village into one of
inescapable hierarchy. She recalled the quiet wisdom of her grandmother
and the futile efforts of a young Malti who had believed she could demolish
the rigid caste system with sheer determination, only to face the force of
tradition.

A chance encounter at dawn with the village’s dominant caste leader
gave Malti the reminder she needed of the need for change in the village. As
she fetched water from the communal well, she observed the leader flaunt his
status, treating a group of lower caste villagers with contempt, demanding
their respect and obedience. Malti seethed, her fist balling tightly in her
embroidered kameez. The injustice and exploitation that she had dismissed
as natural in the past, now revealed as deeply entrenched in the fabric of a
society that needed to be unraveled, thread by thread.

She walked into that afternoon’s village assembly with her chin held
high, her eyes burning with the fire of a thousand revolutions as she took

her place among the men who cast skeptical glances in her direction. Malti
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refused to be silenced, demanding to be heard as she narrated stories from
her time in the city, showcasing the women she had met who were fighting
for their rights, regardless of caste or creed. Her voice quivered not with
fear but with fervor.

”I have seen women like me, like my sister, like my mother, who are
no longer shackled by age-old customs or the boundaries set by society,”
Malti implored, her tired voice breaking beneath the weight of unshed tears.
"Those women are transforming lives using the power of education and unity.
We cannot continue to thwart the dreams of our daughters and sisters when
knowledge trembles at the edges of their fingertips, waiting to be seized.”

A deep silence settled over the crowd, lined with expressions of shock,
fear, and the spark of hope that Malti had dared to ignite. And as she
walked away from that assembly, Malti knew the battle had just begun, the
ghosts of a thousand wrongs breathing heavily upon her shoulders.

With newfound conviction, Malti began her battle to challenge the norms
that had shackled generations. She turned to her old friends and forged
new alliances, speaking to men and women alike, urging them to break free
from the chains of caste and patriarchy. She shared her knowledge and
experiences with those who were willing to listen, even braving the ire of
the village’s conservative elders who were determined to resist any change.

”I won’t allow them to hold us back any longer, Devi Ma,” Malti
whispered fiercely into the sultry night, her fingers wrapped tightly around
her grandmother’s weathered palm. And as the first faint whispers of change
rustled through the village like a fledgling breeze, Malti promised herself
she would not stop fighting until every last daughter of the village had been
set free.

Attempts to initiate change within her village’s rigid
system

A warm evening breeze swept across the villagers as they huddled around the
old banyan tree, roused to excitement by the prospect of Malti’s meeting. It
wasn’t often that someone dared to challenge the traditional ways of thinking.
Malti stood nervously under the tree’s protective branches, staring out at
the crowd that began to shift in anticipation. Her eyes surveyed the faces of

friends, family, and those who had once turned her away with nothing but
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disdain lurking in their eyes. Outward tendrils of trepidation permeated
her body, but deep within her, Malti felt an unwavering determination that
even the lingering shadows of fear could not extinguish.

"Brothers and sisters, friends and neighbors.” Malti paused, softly clear-
ing her throat as her voice wavered for the slightest moment. "I've called
you all here today not to ignite quarrels, but to extend an invitation. A
chance for us to build a future where everyone in our village can thrive. A
chance for us to contemplate the decisions we’ve made, and to reconsider
the path that we’re currently on.”

Mutters and looks of skepticism flitted about, though interest remained
keen in everyone present. At the back of the gathering, a man named
Ramesh scowled before raising his voice to challenge her.

”Your pretty words promise much, Malti, but what is it that you're
really asking of us?” he asked gruffly, churning the uneasiness that had
settled over the crowd.

Malti’s voice trembled, but she tightened her clenched fists and spoke,
"I ask of you, all of you, to join me in questioning the system that tells our
daughters they’re worth less than their brothers, and tells our sons that
their worth can only be determined by some ancient notion of caste.”

A murmur rippled through the crowd. Saraswati Devi, Malti’s grand-
mother, stood close by, her proud eyes gleaming. Standing alone in the
crowd was Veeru - poised, watchful, unfaltering in the loyalty and support
that he offered to Malti.

"I propose we open our minds and our hearts to the possibility of change.
I have seen a world where men and women are not held back by the archaic
oppression that we cling to here. Where we can learn from one another the
virtues of love, respect, and understanding. Where our children can grow up
to be more than what their caste dictates,” Malti added, her voice growing
stronger with every sentence.

A man near the front of the crowd scowled. ”You lived in the city for only
a few years, and you believe you can understand our traditions better than
us? You expect us to simply erase our values because you think your new
ideas are better?” he spat, causing a wave of nods and hums of agreement
to rise.

”0Old does not necessarily mean right,” Malti replied, her voice clear and

steady. "I do not advocate for the erasure of our history or our culture. I
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speak of change, of growth, of the chance to create a future in which our
children and our grandchildren can live happily and without fear. Yes, I
come to you with the wisdom I caught in the city’s winds, but my words
are not those of a girl who has forgotten her roots; they are the words of a
woman who has seen possibilities beyond the sky her elders have told her to
keep her head bowed beneath.”

A sudden silence fell upon the group as her words echoed into the
night. Ramesh’s lips pursed. Before he could exclaim his retort, Malti’s
grandmother stepped forward, her voice carrying an authority that none
could deny. ”If our traditions are as powerful as we have been led to believe,
then they will withstand the questions we pose,” Saraswati Devi declared,
silver hair shimmering under the moonlight. ”But if they collapse in the
face of inquiry, then perhaps Malti is right, and our future may indeed be
brighter without them.”

A cloud of tension enveloped the villagers, and for many moments, the
only sounds that weaved their way through the air were the rustles of leaves
and the swaying of the branches overhead. Finally, Ramesh spoke, his voice
subdued: "Perhaps there is merit in questioning what we have so long held
to be true, for the winds of change have brought seeds of doubt to our
hearts.”

Eyes softened, and quiet murmurs of agreement fluttered around. Malti’s
heart swelled with hope, and she saw within these villagers the potential for

growth, for unity, and for a future that transcended the chains of the past.

The struggle of balancing her village identity with her
city - educated self

It was a bizarre paradox that Malti was living: every morning, she dressed
in her new, city - favored clothes and went to college, discussing politics and
philosophy with her friends from all walks of life; every evening, she returned
home to the small, cloistered world of her village, her old clothes and her
old ways. She couldn’t help but feel as if she were two completely different
people. When Malti looked into the mirror each morning, she wondered:
who am I, really?

She found the answer neither in the brilliant gleam of her city wardrobe

nor in the well - worn folds of her old paisley dupattas. The truth lay
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somewhere in between, in the invisible cracks and crevices that spanned
the vast chasm between her two worlds. For Malti, it was essential to forge
an identity that could somehow reconcile the divides of her past and her
present, her village and her city, her family and her ambitions.

The questions kept coming, unwelcome though they were. She pried
apart the cracks that appeared between her and her college friends- she had
begun to notice them widening, the gap between their worlds growing until
there was no bridge left to cross. And at home in the village, she suddenly
found herself feeling like a stranger-a visitor, even, a traveler who had come
and gone and left her heart behind in the process.

Veeru, her college friend, knew of her struggles and would often try to
reassure her that there was nothing wrong with her duality - that she was,
in fact, merely a mirror reflecting both sides of her world. He would often
tell her, ”You are not two separate people, Malti. You are one - complex,
deep, rich with experience. Don’t try to split the unsplitable.”

Aarti, too, gave her the strength to carry on. Malti had confided in her
best friend about the internal strife she felt, torn between her loyalty to the
traditions she had grown up with and her newfound modern sensibilities.
Aarti had nodded empathetically and wrapped an arm around Malti’s
shoulders as she said, "You are not alone in this journey, dear friend. We
are all a little lost, trying to find our place in this world. I suppose we are
caught in the middle of our own little revolution.”

Malti tried her best to remember their support and encouragement. But
often, her past seemed to fling itself at her, clawing and scraping into the
very heart of her being. It was something that Saraswati Devi, her wise old
grandmother, had warned her about. She knew that it wasn’t easy, being
caught between two worlds, but she urged Malti to remember that she was
doing this for a reason.

And Malti did remember. When she thought about her village and
the innocent girls who found their dreams quashed before they even had a
chance to see the light of day, she found a renewed sense of purpose within
herself - a determination that she could make their lives better, even if it
meant battling this internal tug- of - war forever.

Soon, it was summer vacation, and Malti found herself back in the village,
wandering amongst the familiar lanes that had once felt so comforting. As

she wandered past the old well where she and her friends had collected
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water from as children, she heard someone singing a familiar tune. The
woman appeared to be around her mother’s age, and her voice was strong
and beautiful, carrying through the hot, dusty air.

Malti stopped and listened. It was a song that took her back to her own
girlhood - a simpler, more innocent time when her dreams were still dreams,
safe in their dark cocoon before they had unfurled into the cruel, harsh light.
Memories of her old life reached out to her, tempting her with their sweet
nostalgia.

She forced herself to circle back, returning to the path that led to her
home. As she walked, she couldn’t help but feel an immense sorrow weighing
on her heart, a grief for everything she had lost, and for everything she
could never regain.

At that moment, she realized that she hadn’t just changed-but that the
village, too, had evolved inconspicuously in her absence. She had hoped
to bridge the widening gap between her city - educated self and her village
roots, but now it seemed as though it was too late. The distance between
them had grown irreversibly.

She arrived at her family’s house just as the sun was setting, its golden
rays casting long, slanting shadows over the narrow alleyways. As she walked
through the doorway, she realized that her heart was heavy, but resilient.
Too much had changed, but in the end, she knew she could never deny the
two worlds that lay within her.

And she made a silent promise to herself: that she would carry on her
journey, holding onto her city dreams and her village memories, and that
she would continue to bridge the gap between them- for she was living proof
that it could be done successfully. And as her future drifted before her eyes,

shimmering like a mirage, she vowed to turn that promise into reality.



Chapter 3

The Mysterious Letter

The rusty hinges of the letterbox gave a low, begrudging groan as Malti
extracted a bundle of damp envelopes nestled inside. There were the usual
electric bills, a tattered circular from the school citing a recent outbreak of
the flu, and beneath them all, a yellowed piece of parchment that looked as
though it had been through many hands before reaching hers. The antiquity
of its appearance, already intriguing, was compounded by the spidery script
that covered it, swirling tendrils of ink that seemed to dance upon the page,
as elusive and ethereal as the memories of her ancestors.

”Grandmother!” she called out, turning to peer through the open door.
"Will you look at this!”

Silence.

Only the gentle hum of her grandmother busying herself inside rose in
response. Malti frowned, clutching the strange letter close to her chest, an
ember of curiosity beginning to kindle behind her eyes. She retired into the
shadows of the house, taking a moment to let her eyes adjust to the gloom
before pressing on, the scent of woodsmoke mingling with the musty fug of
the kitchen as she passed through its low, dark doorway.

”Grandmother?” she repeated hesitantly, unsure of how to across such
cold reticence. A pot bubbled ominously on the stove, spattering the greased
-up back wall with droplets of curry. From her corner of the house, Saraswati
Devi paused at the sound of Malti’s voice, casting a glance at the letter
in her granddaughter’s hands. The parchment fell beneath her probing
stare, a shiver rushing through Malti’s spine as an icy finger of fear traced

its way around the room. But her grandmother remained impassive, and
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returned to her work without comment, the tapping of her knife against
wood stealing Malti’s speech away with it.

Saraswati Devi folded the letter and handed it back without a word.
Despite the turmoil raging within her, she knew her place too well to
comment. She was a village woman, and like a village woman, remained
silent before the inexplicable, the unfamiliar; the truth that threatened to
shatter what was known.

"T'll go see Pranav Uncle,” Malti said softly, searching the old woman’s
face for any reaction. But none came, and so she turned to leave, the
mysterious letter clenched tight within her grasp.

"Malti!” It was harsher than she had intended, but she could not take
it back. She allowed herself a moment to swallow the regret lodged in her
throat, and said the words she knew must pass her lips: "Promise me you’ll
be careful.”

”I promise,” Malti replied, looking into the old woman’s eyes through
the veil that separated them.

The girl steeled herself against the dread that hung in the air and set out
for Pranav Kaka’s house. As she walked, a sense of unease gnawed at the
edge of her mind, fueled by the weight of the letter in her hand. Unfolding
the parchment, Malti struggled to decipher the handwriting that unfurled
before her.

Fear welled within her as the implications of the words seeped into
her mind; lies, deception, betrayal, all buried long ago within the waking
nightmare of her ancestor’s time. A whirlwind of questions swirled around
her, drowning out the serene rustling of leaves and the whispers of squirrels
scurrying across the branches. The fragile pages, thin and flimsy, seemed to
carry a weight far greater than that of the ink on its surface.

Pranav Uncle’s house was aglow with a warm orange light, shimmering
through the curtains as the village descended into the dusky haze of twilight.
The door was open, the strains of his harmonium, the murmur of his ancient
voice floating out on the night breeze. Malti hesitated on the threshold; the
mellow tunes seemed so distant from the storm roiling inside her.

The harmonium’s familiar strains ceased abruptly, and Pranav Kaka
looked up, concern etched in the wrinkles surrounding his eyes. As Malti
held up the letter, he motioned her in.

"What is it, child?”
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”I found this letter,” she began, voice choked with anxiety. It was
addressed to me, but... but there’s something strange about it.”

Pranav studied the parchment, his eyes widening as he absorbed the
words. "This is... unexpected.”

"Grandmother wouldn’t look at it,” Malti recounted, trembling slightly.
”And when I mentioned Uncle, there was this... this fear in the way she
looked at me. I don’t understand what’s happening, but it’s as if there’s a
secret within these pages that I'm not meant to uncover.”

Pranav nodded slowly, unable to meet the young girl’s plaintive gaze.

”You are right, Malti,” he said, his voice barely audible above the wind’s
murmurs. “There is more to this story than meets the eye.”

”So what do we do? What am I supposed to do?”

Loath to betray the nuance of his conflicting emotions - the curiosity,
the outrage, the weary resignation - Pranav Kaka lowered his eyes, allowing
them to linger on the fire’s dying embers.

"The truth is a dangerous thing,” he answered, finally. "And the past
sometimes wishes to remain hidden. But in the end, you must decide
whether it is a flame worth fanning or a secret best left buried.”

"But I want to know why all these years, why I have been in the dark. I
must know.”

The darkness outside seemed to gather within Pranav Kaka’s eyes,
swirling beneath his dark lashes. ”"Very well. But remember, Malti, there is

)

no turning back. The truth, once revealed, can never be sealed away again.

The Arrival of the Letter

A ceramic cup crashed against the whitewashed wall, releasing a salty mist
of steaming, oversweet chai as it shattered into jagged shards on the dusty
floor of the small, windowless room. Wild-eyed Malti stood motionless, her
anger radiating palpably in the midst of that cramped space. The air was
stifling, not only with the heat oppressive, but also with the weight of her
pent - up emotions, visions of a better future trapped within the oppressive
walls of her simple stultifying life.

”An entire ocean separates us, Grandmother,” Malti choked out beneath
the rustling of dark textile as she swept her sari aside in open, voiceless

defiance, glaring pointedly at the woman before her. ”If what you say is
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true, if this letter-" Here the word was serrated, serrated as the torn edges
of the envelope that had arrived that morning- "if this letter truly contains
knowledge good for us, why did you hesitate? Why did you try to keep its
truth from me?”

Saraswati Devi’s gaze was level, deep brown pools that sought nothing
more than to envelop her granddaughter in understanding, sympathetic
warmth. "Malti,” she told the girl, her voice significantly gentler than the
grip she kept on the younger woman’s wrist, "I am sorry for that. I was
frightened, my child. Frightened for you, for all that may befall you, and
for your spirit. Frightened for the unknown danger that may come with
following the instructions found in this letter.”

Malti swallowed, her throat tight even as she tried to keep her chin high,
her gaze resolute. "The unknown is all we have left, Grandmother,” she
whispered, her hands wringing her end of the sari in earnest supplication.
"It is the one thing Baldev Pratap Singh hasn’t claimed as his own.”

The older woman sighed, her eyes filling with quiet resignation. Saraswati
tore her attention away from her grandchild, instead reaching for the damp,
discarded letter, her fingers tracing the ink - stained parchment with the
reverence of one touching a religious relic. The obsidian ink shimmered
beneath her fingertips, sheer iridescent mystery, vague suggestion, and cold
cruel fact bleeding together, darker than destiny, heavier with hope.

"There is truth hidden within this letter,” she admitted, hesitating only
another moment before pressing it into Malti’s outstretched palm. "I am
confident there can be found some salvation in these words for us, my dear...”

The door to the humble dwelling creaked open, the harsh sound of metal
hinges intruding upon the stifling silence of the two women’s remaindered
conversation. Aarti slipped inside, her dancer’s litheness only heightening
the impact of the furtive whisper that crept from her lips. ”Quick!” she
implored, her voice so hushed it barely struggled towards the realm of sound.
”Baldev’s henchmen are on the lookout. They know something’s going on.
We must decide before it’s too late.”

Perplexity and uncertainty fell as freezing iron bars across Malti’s heart,
a cold, cruel affirmance of the urgency with which she must decode this
impassioned call of serendipitous chance. It was in this moment, suspended
between the shadow of a fading past and the searing clarity of an unforgiving

future, that Malti ever so slightly allowed suspicion to seep in around the
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edges of hope.

And yet.

She turned to her grandmother, the reflection of this indecision shim-
mering darkly in the warm brown depths of her eyes. "With this hidden
knowledge we are surrendering even our final remnants of the familiar to
the whims of the unknown,” she murmured, the fierce flame of her spirit
masked only by a quiet desperation that lapped at the edges of her voice.
"But we shall do so together, shall we not? We shall wrest our lives free of
this oppressive hold, and our harmony in this venture will be as the sacred
bond of sisterhood.”

Saraswati Devi inclined her head, and Malti saw the traces of a young
woman’s fiercely - held determination laying latent in the foundation of her
grandmother’s soul. ”We do this together, united, driven forwards by the
love for our people, and the future that awaits us. We can trust one another,
and we can trust ourselves. And the truth,” she added, her voice barely
above a whisper, "will be our greatest ally.”

Malti’s fingertips brushed the parchment letter, tender and resolute
as the touch of a mother cradling her newborn babe. ”"With this,” she

whispered, "we shall conquer.”

Malti’s Curiosity and Decision to Open the Letter

Malti stood at the entrance of her family’s humble dwelling, her heart
pounding, the mysterious letter gripped tightly in her hands. Raindrops fell
from the heavens, leaving tiny imprints on the pale brown envelope as they
mixed with the dust that lingered in the corners. Try as she might, Malti
couldn’t quell the questions that spun like a whirlwind through her mind.

It was almost inconceivable that the letter in her grasp could have
anything to do with her, and yet its arrival had caused an emotional turmoil
that Malti couldn’t quite explain away. She could feel the weighty, unspoken
importance of the letter, a heavy burden that pulled at the corners of her
consciousness, demanding to be acknowledged.

With a breathless pause, Malti hesitated before she allowed herself to
cross the threshold into the dusky interior of her home, the letter burning a
hole in her palm. Every step she took towards the old wooden table, where

she had spent countless nights studying by kerosene lamp, felt like a step
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towards the edge of a precipice.

The room was silent and empty, a mirror of Malti’s own internal state.
Gone was the laughter of her family, the flickering of the oil lamps, and the
comforting smells of her mother’s cooking. All that remained in the dim
quarters was Malti, her pounding heart, and the unopened letter.

As she gingerly placed the worn envelope on the table, peering down at
the elegant calligraphy that spelled out her name, it was as though a spell
had been cast upon her. Her fingers trembled as they traced the intricate
loops and swirls of the handwriting, like a moth drawn to a flame.

Deep within her soul, Malti knew - she could sense that the contents
of this letter would rattle the very foundation of her being. The question
remained - did she dare confront the potential devastation that lay within?

The words of her grandmother Saraswati, whispered to her one fateful
night, resurfaced in her memory, echoing through the emptiness: "There
will come a time when you must be brave, Malti. A time when you’ll face
storms of strife, when your dreams may crumble. When that day comes,
be the beacon of light that pierces through the darkness, not because the
storm has passed, but because you carried on.”

Empowered by the remnants of Saraswati’s wisdom, Malti’s hands stead-
ied, her grip resolute. Her determination to challenge the established order
of her village, to break free from the shackles of tradition and reach for the
stars, surged within her like water given fresh life by the monsoon rains.

With a deep breath and a forceful tug, Malti ripped open the letter, her
luminous eyes scanning the words that seeped from the page like dark ink
on an ashen canvas. Word by word, sentence by sentence, the truth revealed
itself, the pieces of a long - hidden tale falling into place as the author’s
intent unfurled.

As Malti read, her emotions churned like the swirling clouds overhead,
her world a reflection of the stormy skies above. Shock, disbelief, and finally,
pained understanding danced across her eyes as they flitted from line to
line, uncovering the depths of heartache penned by her mysterious ancestor.

Dark family secrets, long buried with vicious intent in the desolate corners
of their history, leapt to light, the shadows of guilt rendered powerless by
the purity of Malti’s pursuit for truth. These secrets glared at her from the
letter, waiting for Malti to either embrace the past and learn from it, or

deny being part of it.
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There, amidst the silence and solitude of her home, a force was awoken
in Malti, purer and bolder than the meek rays of sun that filtered through
the cracks. Her resolve to topple the hierarchy that had grabbed hold of
the communities she had been raised to love and cherish only strengthened.

Breathless and unbowed, Malti tucked the letter inside her blouse, close
to her heart. Armed with newfound knowledge, she knew the battle it would
instigate but was prepared to fight for every inch of progress. Malti’s spirit
burned like a beacon amidst the storm, stronger than the bond of blood

and more potent than the whispers of the past.

Discovering the Letter’s Contents: Ancestor’s Diary

As the sun edged near its zenith, Malti sat beneath the sparse shade of a
neem tree, the chirping of birds and distant drone of insects acting as the
only witnesses to the letter she now held in her trembling hands. Her fingers
traced over the age-stained paper, curious at the unfathomable providence
of this letter, addressed not to her but to a name unfamiliar, ’Ankita.’

She had scarcely been able to contain her curiosity, beginning to feel
serpents coil and writhe within her heart, as she carefully unfolded the letter
to reveal a brittle diary - its pages yellow and fragile with age. The sight of
the notebook stirred within her a sense of trespass, but her curiosity got
the best of her, and like a stranger peeking through someone else’s window,
Malti began to read.

The passion-laden words on the page sent a thrill through her. This was
not just any diary, she realized; it would act as a bridge between her life in
the village and the bare hints of secrets hidden in her past. With each word
and every story her ancestors spun, Malti felt closer to their undying flame.

At first, the entries spoke of mundane affairs - the planting of crops,
accounts of births and marriages - but as the pages turned, she could sense
a growing restlessness within the writer. The struggle of a woman’s voice
confined under the oppressive weight of tradition, clamoring to be heard.

Malti’s heart raced with the beat of their story, feeling for the first time
the deep, raw desire her great - grandmother Ankita must have felt to be
free - to be educated, to be valued as something beyond that of a vessel
solely intended for procreation.

Eyes filling with tears, she traced the ancient words on the dusty pages,
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"Tonight, I saw her again. I have not had the courage to speak to her before,
but each time I see her eyes piercing through the gossamer veil that hides
her soul, I long to be with her more and more. Her name is Sanjana, and
she is my light in this darkness.”

The words that followed painted a picture of two women - bound by an
inescapable bond, but separated by a world that refused to recognize such
ties. The full realization of what she was reading finally dawned upon Malti
- her great - grandmother had dared to live her truth, had loved another
woman, in an era that considered her kind to be abominations.

Despite her pounding heart, she read on, her hunger for more about
their transcendent love immeasurable. However, as she sank deeper into
their tale of their stolen kisses under a rapturous moonlit sky, she could not
suppress the dread that whispered in her ear.

Every last word of their love had been recorded in secret. Yet, somehow
this diary - what should have been a celebration, had become a testament
to the horrors waiting for those who dared to defy preordained roles.

Malti’s breath caught in her throat as she continued; "I have never
shared this with anyone, but I cannot bear to keep the truth locked away
in my heart. The sympathetic whispers I hear, the gossip that spreads like
wildfire, they make my heart clench with fear. It is only with the stroke of
this pen, on the pages of this diary, that I can whisper the truth - I am in
love with Sanjana, and she loves me back.”

Captivated by Ankita’s words, Malti was too consumed to notice the
shadow that had fallen across the pages, cutting through lines like a severance
from the past.

The voice pulled her back to reality like a cold slap, "Malti, what is
that?” The familiar voice, now heavy with suspicion, belonged to her eldest
brother, Raghav. A resolute fervor shone in his eyes as he reached for the
diary, snatching it out from under her.

Malti sprang up, attempting to grab it back, her heart pounded in
her chest, her breath came in shallow gasps. But Raghav was too quick;
smirking he waved the diary above her head, taunting her, "My dear sister,
I wonder what words of sacrilege you have filled your head with today?”

Her spirit broken, the tears started to flow freely down her cheeks, and
she choked out the only words her strangled throat could manage at that

instant, "Our ancestors - the diary - give it back, Raghav, please, give back
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that story that belongs to me.”

Malti’s Initial Skepticism and Discussions with Grand-
mother Saraswati

Chapter Nineteen: Dead Letters

Malti sat in the dust, leaning against a wall inside the emptied granary.
She waited as the cramps receded and her breathing steadied. She rested
her hand on her belly, where she had imagined feeling the first squirming
movements of life only weeks earlier. It wasn’t until that moment, sitting
alone in the dimness, that she realized how intensely she had hoped for that
life to exist within her.

Grief bore its teeth and bit deep, as sharp, hot tears streamed down her
swollen cheeks. She had been shamed by society, tormented by a ghost of
a child that should not have been - could not be-wanted. The unyielding
cruelty of the universe lay evident in the blackened blood on the waistband
of her skirt.

The granary door creaked shut, and a sliver of sunlight crept through
the cracks, illuminating the dust motes dancing through the still air. A
slight, familiar fragrance of lemons mingled with the musty scent of the grain
drifted in with the light. Malti looked up from where she sat amongst the
aged, discarded sacks, and saw her grandma, Saraswati Devi, wearing her
characteristic serene smile. Her eyes crinkled as she studied Malti warmly,
a well of understanding hidden behind the clouded lenses of age.

Malti held her breath as Saraswati settled down beside her, both women
now side by side, the entire expanse of their lifetimes kneeling unacknowl-
edged between them. Their shared silence served as a barrier to the sounds
of the bustling village, the idyllic music of life, going on just a stone’s throw
away.

A long moment passed before Saraswati spoke. ”"You know, I too spent
quite some time within these walls when I was young, doubting all that I
had been raised to believe.”

Partly struggling to tamp down the pain that gripped her, Malti frowned.
”Grandmother, what are you talking about?”

Saraswati reached into the sleeve of her faded shawl and withdrew a

bundle of rice paper. With care that belied her years, she smoothed out
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the topmost corner and held it out to Malti, whose sobs had subsided to a

hiccuping, ragged rhythm.

"What good will this do?” Malti’s voice strained on each syllable, barely
comprehensible in its sincerity. ”There’s no changing what’s already hap-

pened.”

A kindly hand patted her back, coaxing her to look up. "Perchance what
brought you here is indeed immutable,” Saraswati said softly, "but what of

what lies hidden beneath your sorrow, what perhaps festers unseen?”

The words struck an unanticipated blow, prompting Malti’s gaze to
darken with the weight of meaning. ”Unseen,” she murmured, grasping the
age - stained paper, glancing between its slightly tattered edges and her

grandmother’s eyes. ”Is there something to be... discovered?”

Saraswati held her gaze for a long moment, her visage a map of sagacity
only the passage of time and wisdom could etch. ”"Indeed,” she whispered in
a voice as fragile as the letters she held, "but the path to that understanding

is obscured by the uncharted territory of history - of our family’s history.”

Malti’s breath hitched as a tightness squeezed her chest, surmounting the
physical pain now pulsating inside her belly. Her uncertainty had become
a constant companion, making her question her identity, her dreams, her
very being. Would she ever be able to reconcile her traditional village roots
with the new and unsettling ideas she had experienced in the city? ”And if

I dive into that hidden past,” she asked, "what will remain of me?”

Saraswati took Malti’s shaking hands in hers with a soothing strength.
”You move within the currents of change, dear girl, pushing forth on a tide
that shall bear you to whichever shore builds itself from your own choices.”
She handed the letters to the younger woman, whose own heartland bordered
on pensive and acceptant. ”Only you can make that decision,” she whispered.

”You alone hold the power over your fate.”

As Malti unfolded the worn rice paper, she knew that Saraswati’s words
had planted a seed in her soul. An irrevocable curiosity had begun to grow.
And so, with her future as yet undecided, she let herself be blown on the
winds of change, her course as unpredictable and restless as the paper before
her, the words of dead generations beckoning her to seek the truth hidden

beneath their somber whispers.



CHAPTER 3. THE MYSTERIOUS LETTER 53

Clues within the Diary: A Dark Family Secret

As the rainy season began to unfold its monotonous gray veil over the village,
Malti found herself more and more absorbed in the worn pages of the diary
she had discovered. Each evening, after finishing her chores, she would
retreat to her small attic room-a sanctuary she had claimed for herself when
her grandmother had moved to the ground floor due to her ailing knees -
and lose herself in the captivating yet puzzling words of her ancestor. She
borrowed the kerosene lamp, her eyes darting across the pages, her mind
grappling with the half - expressed thoughts and obscure references that
hinted at a darkness buried deep in her family’s past.

One evening, as the rain outside pitter - pattered against crumbling
plaster of the old haveli, Malti found herself engrossed in an intriguing entry
that seemed to be different from the others. Instead of the usual musings
on the mundane events of village life, her ancestor’s long - lost voice seemed
to quiver with a genuine sense of fear and urgency. She wrote of a buried
secret, one so appalling that it had the potential to not only upend her
family’s hard - won status but also to destroy everything their lineage held
dear.

But just as Malti was about to decipher a critical sentence, she heard a
furtive knock on the door.

”"Who is it?” she called out, her voice barely above a whisper.

The door creaked open, and she saw her grandmother Saraswati step
into the dim light of her room. Malti felt a pang of guilt as she hurriedly
tried to hide the diary under her pillow, but her grandmother caught a
glimpse of the yellowed pages just as they disappeared from sight.

For a moment, an unsettling silence hung in the air, as heavy as the
humid air outside. Then Saraswati spoke, her voice shaking: "That diary,
Malti...I thought I had hidden it away...for years...I never thought you’d
find it!”

Malti held her breath, taken aback by the raw emotion in her grand-
mother’s voice. She had never seen Saraswati this uncomposed, her eyes
brimming with tears that seemed to be trying to wash away decades of
repressed pain and guilt. She hesitated before she finally spoke, "Dadi, what
is the secret they’re hiding? What does it have to do with us?”

Saraswati took a step closer to Malti, her wrinkled hands clasped tightly
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around each other, as though seeking comfort amidst the storm that had
suddenly erupted in her heart. "It’s a long and difficult story, Malti. It
goes back many generations, when our family was still establishing itself in
this village. When we still lived in the shadows of those who believed in
hierarchies and divisions.”

Seeing the determination in Malti’s eyes, Saraswati continued, finding
solace in the depths of her memory. "There was a man from a lower caste
who lived on the outskirts of our village. His name was Roshan. He was
a gifted craftsman, one who breathed life into clay and stone. But he was
also feared and ostracized by the rest of the villagers.”

Malti listened, her soul finding it difficult to process the terrible truth
that was unraveling in front of her. The dark secret was creeping from the
margins of the past and carving itself deeply into her heart.

"He was accused of sorcery and black magic, and a terrible mob gathered
one night to force him to leave the village. Driven by fear and hatred, they
dragged him from his home, along with his pregnant wife, and...” her voice
faltered, her eyes unable to bear the burden of the past any longer.

The storm outside was long gone, but the one that raged within these
ancient walls had left the air charged with unspeakable sorrow.

"His wife, Tripta, was my great - grandmother...”

Malti stared at her grandmother in shock, the weight of the revelation
hitting her with the force of a thousand monsoonal downpours. This secret
- a secret so terrible that it transcended time-was now a part of her very
existence.

"We hid this secret,” Saraswati whispered, her voice heavy with a
recording of tears. "We tried to lock it away, but the shadows linger...”

Malti knew that the blood running through her veins carried echoes of
lives long buried, and that she was the one chosen to break their long- held
silence. She knew that the only way to pry open the doors of the past and
heal the wounds that festered was to shine the light of truth onto the dark
recesses of her family’s history.

And so, with her grandmother’s support and bearing the weight of the
lives she could never know but which she carried within her, Malti swore to
herself that she would defy tradition yet again and risk everything to uncover
the twisted secrets that bound her lineage and her village in the serpentine

grasp of centuries - old deception. The rain had ceased, the monotonous
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gray veil lifting, and beyond it shone the shimmering gold of a promise-a

promise of redemption.

Malti’s Growing Obsession with Unraveling the Mystery

Malti had managed to keep it a secret for days, but she felt the weight
of it bearing down on her as she sat in the narrow alleyway outside her
grandmother’s house, the carefully - folded pages of the yellowing diary
clenched in her fist.

It was an unhealthy obsession, she knew deep down - like the slow seeping
of poison into the buzzing heart of her village. But Malti could not help
herself. She read the diary over and over, her brows furrowing into a band
of iron, her mouth forming silent little o’s of confusion and disbelief.

The ancient scrawl belonged to her great-great-grandfather - a man who,
by the standards of his time, had been incredibly well-educated, progressive,
and respected. And a man who, as Malti had just discovered, had harbored
a dreadful secret.

Malti’s eyes scanned the pages again, feeling the waft of a forbidden
history as she read the cryptic lines, and found herself inexorably drawn
to the dark heart of a long - buried truth. Her reading was interrupted
by Saraswati Devi, her white hair pulled back into a tight bun, her eyes
sparkling like embers as she questioned her granddaughter.

"Malti, my dear child, what has become of you? It’s been days since
you've eaten properly or slept, and I've seen the light of curiosity in your
eyes before. But now, all I see are clouds and shadows. What is tormenting
you?”

Malti hesitated, her fingers tracing the edge of the diary as she wrestled
with the secret that threatened to pour from her chest. She looked into her
grandmother’s eyes, and the dam burst.

”Grandmother, it’s this diary. It belonged to Baba Brijesh, my great
- great - grandfather. It’s filled with riddles and half- hidden truths that I
can’t make sense of. But I can’t stop reading it. I'm - I’'m obsessed.”

Saraswati’s eyes clouded for a moment before she took a deep breath
and asked in a hushed tone, "My child, what lies have you uncovered?”

Malti recounted the shocking discoveries she’d made - about how her

revered ancestor had been complicit in a heinous act sanctioned by the
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village elders - and how she had, over the past few days, unearthed more
and more suspicous details hidden within the worn pages.

Saraswati listened, her normally stoic face lined with concern, her frail
frame shaking with suppressed emotion. "Malti, there’s no way back from
this. The past is a labyrinth, and we are all lost in it. Do not let the
obsessions of the dead define who you are.”

Malti stared at her grandmother, her eyes brimming with tears, and
whispered, "How can I turn my back on this, Grandmother? We’ve been
lied to all our lives. Our family name has been tarnished by generations. I
need to know the truth.”

Saraswati hesitated before she carefully took the diary out of Malti’s
trembling hands. "Then let us face it together, my child. Let us unravel
this mystery, this shroud of secrecy that has haunted our family for all these
years. But remember, discarding old beliefs is like stripping away our own
skin, and what remains may be fragile and raw.”

The two of them poured over the pages that night. They traced the
layers of deception, diving into the whirlpool of clues hidden within the
diary, and followed the threads back to a terrible revelation that shook the
foundations of their family history.

There in the dim light of a kerosene lamp, Malti and Saraswati Devi
cracked the code at the heart of their lineage. In their hands lay the secrets
of betrayal and depravity - a twist in the fabric of the past that forever
altered the shape of their future.

Saraswati addressed Malti, the light of the lamp casting deep shadows
across her face. "These secrets have been buried for generations, Malti. Do
you have the courage to face them?”

”Yes, Grandmother,” replied Malti resolutely. "We must reconcile with
the past, right the wrongs that have been done, and bring the truth to light.
We owe it to ourselves and to the villages that have suffered for so long. It’s
time the veil of secrets was lifted.”

As Malti spoke those words, she knew she was walking on a razor’s edge.
But with Saraswati by her side, this tireless old woman who had seen the
tides of time like few others, Malti knew she had the strength she needed.

Together, they would expose the dark past that haunted their family and
help heal the wounds that festered beneath the village’s seemingly idyllic

surface. Together, they would chart a course through the stormy waters of
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history, driven by the unrelenting desire for truth and redemption.

Cross - referencing the Diary with Village Folklores

The wind whispered in the trees as Malti Sharma found herself beneath the
ancient banyan tree at the heart of her ancestral village. She had the diary
clutched against her chest - the very diary that had ignited the burning
curiosity within her over the last few weeks. The ornate leather - bound
journal had revealed itself to her in bits and pieces: with every faded scribble
and page she carefully deciphered, a whole new dimension of her family’s
past had taken shape. Now, seeking answers to questions that battered her
soul like a storm thrashing the waves at sea, Malti had come to this sacred
spot.

There, hiding behind the wrinkled trunk of the tree, stood Malti’s
maternal grandmother, Saraswati Devi. Malti’s heart warmed to see the
woman who had provided her with unwavering support throughout her life.
Saraswati Devi had joined her on this quest for truth, as though pulled by
an invisible magnetic force that neither of them could ignore.

"Daadi,” Malti whispered, "I think we may finally have enough clues to
compare our family’s story with the tales of the village. I know it’s dangerous,
but I feel compelled to confront the elders with what I've discovered. I want
to know if our family’s dark secret is connected to those ancient legends.”

Saraswati Devi looked into her granddaughter’s eyes, full of fire and
determination. She knew that Malti was destined to shine a luminous light
into the murky corners of their family history. So, steeling herself, she let
her aged hands rest gently on Malti’s shoulders and urged her on, saying,
"This is your destiny, child. Never forget that the truth will set you free.”

A sense of renewed purpose flowing through her, Malti set off towards
the village center, navigating the winding dirt lanes like the back of her
hand. The air was thick with the scent of incense mixed with the earthy
aroma of the village’s livestock, and under normal circumstances, Malti
would have found it comforting. Today, however, the smell simply reminded
her of her conflicted heart, torn between her love for her home and her
yearning for the truth.

Approaching the cluster of village elders, she hesitated, her hands shaking
slightly as she clutched the diary. Saraswati Devi sensed her granddaughter’s
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fear and stood silently beside her, their shoulders touching in an unspoken
display of solidarity. Thus strengthened, Malti approached the elders, her
heartbeat pounding loud in her ears like an oncoming thunderstorm.

She began with hesitation, her voice quivering as she recounted her
discovery of the diary and revealed her knowledge of secrets that had
festered like wounds on the hearts of her ancestors. As she spoke, the breeze
rustled through the banyan tree above her, lending a sense of urgency to
her words, as if the wind itself was urging her onward.

”Look around you - think about the stories you’ve told us, the legends
that have bound the villagers even as they’ve torn us apart,” Malti said with
a fierce intensity that silenced the scoffs of the elders. ”Think about the
unwritten codes that forbid a woman to speak her mind, or the unspeakable
cruelties inflicted upon those who dare to challenge the status quo.”

One by one, the once skeptical elders began to look away, unable to meet
the fiery gaze of the girl whose words rang out like an ancient chant, her
voice a lament for forgotten souls and suppressed truths. Malti’s resolve
grew with each passing moment, and with each word, it felt as though a
vision was taking shape before her, like a painting coming to life beneath
the strokes of a master artist. She continued, "The diary I hold in my hands
is more than lines of ink and aged pages. It’s our history, our legacy, and
our chance to change.”

With these words resonating in the air, Malti embraced the silence, her
eyes locked on the wizened faces of the village elders. They knew she was
right - their eyes shimmered with the weight of the truth and the burden of
their cultural inheritance.

Malti felt a hand on her shoulder and without looking, she knew it
belonged to Saraswati Devi, her rock and confidante. The banyan tree
overhead hummed with approval, its branches swaying like a wise old sage
acknowledging the courage of the young woman beneath its boughs. The
truth was revealed, the battle fought, and in that crowning moment, Malti
understood the power of the truth - of words spoken aloud, not hidden away
in the shadow of a clandestine diary - to shatter the most deeply ingrained
myths.

And as the sun dipped below the horizon, casting the banyan tree and
the girl beneath it in a soft glow, Malti’s courage and conviction echoed

through the village, heralding change, hope, and the promise of a brighter
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world unbound by the chains of the past.

The Confrontation between Malti and Her Parents about
the Letter

The sun cast its last orange rays into the room as Malti paced back and
forth, trying to summon the courage she needed. She clutched the scuffed
envelope tighter in her hands, its mysteries revealed to her in the hidden
folds of the fragile paper within. The faded ink of her ancestor’s words
had unleashed a whirlwind of questions and turmoil within her heart. Yet,
Malti’s newfound knowledge felt like a Pandora’s box. She knew her parents
- a pragmatic, stoic father and her gentle yet fierce mother - would struggle
to embrace these ancient truths or the consequences they would bring.

Taking a slow, measured breath, Malti walked to the living room, where
her parents were seated. Her mother, Prema, was busy with her sewing,
entranced by the familiar rhythm of needle and thread. Her father, Yashwant,
was poring over the day’s newspaper, his eyes tracing the columns of
newsprint with growing disquiet. Malti hesitated for a brief moment and
then, clearing her throat, she began.

I found something today,” she said softly, her voice steady despite the
uncertainty creeping through her heart. ”In the old family trunk.”

All movement ceased as her words cracked the silence like a whip. They
looked up in unison, curiosity and suspicion painted across their faces.

"What are you talking about, Malti?” asked Yashwant, setting the
newspaper aside. His voice, betraying a note of impatience, seemed to
heighten the tension in the room.

Malti looked between her parents, steeling herself before she continued,
’I found a letter from our ancestor, Purnima. There are... secrets she shares.
Things about our family that we have never known.” The weight of the
words settled around the family like a shroud, binding them for a moment
in shared uncertainty.

Regaining his composure, Yashwant let out a dry, hollow laugh. "Haven’t
you grown too old for bedtime stories, Malti? Those old letters are nothing
but the incoherent ramblings of a bygone age- of myths and wild imagina-
tions.”

Unable to suppress her mounting frustration, Malti shot back, "Then
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why was it hidden away so carefully? The letter was concealed beneath
layers of dust and memories, only revealed because of a lone moth that had
chosen it as its final resting place.”

Her words were met with a stony silence, but she pressed on, desperate
to break through the walls that were growing ever thicker between them.

"Do you really think I would bring this up without good reason?” Malti’s
voice, brimming with restrained emotion, quivered in the tense air. ”This
letter has been calling to me since I unearthed it, a voice from the past that
demands to be acknowledged.”

Prema, her eyes welling up with tears, dropped her sewing and put a
trembling hand on her daughter’s shoulder. ”Malti, we...” she trailed off,
choking on her words, her voice barely a whisper.

Yashwant continued to stare at his daughter, his steely eyes now betraying
a trace of unease. The silence hung between them, as Malti willed her parents
to accept the truth she had stumbled upon. This was her battle, too-one
she had to fight and win if their family was ever to find closure and move
forward together.

Finally, Yashwant spoke, his voice barely above a murmur. ”Show it to
me.”

Malti hesitated for a moment before extending the worn envelope towards
her father. She watched his eyes scan the faded ink, his brow furrowing
deeper with each word. Prema, unable to bear the suspense, clutched her
daughter’s hand.

When Yashwant finished reading, he closed his eyes, and the room
seemed to shudder under the weight of his silent admission. The world had
tilted on its axis, exposing truths that had slept beneath history and lies
alike.

”Let us speak no more of this today,” Yashwant said at last, his voice
subdued. ”You’ve done well to bring this to our attention, but we must
consider our next steps with care.”

Malti nodded, feeling strangely detached from the situation, and yet
relieved that her parents had consented to listen. Hidden truths had been
acknowledged, a light cast on the shadows of their past. A small but
persistent ember of hope ignited within Malti, a spark that promised to
burn brighter as they faced the uncertain road ahead.

Together.



Chapter 4

Uncovering Family Secrets

Malti’s eyes had grown accustomed to the dim of her grandmother’s attic.
They roved over the contents of an ancient trunk, strewn across the floor
with hopeful abandon. Like the venerable space she occupied, Malti felt as
if she was exhaling dust when she spoke. She attempted to recall a time
before the trunk had consumed their thoughts; it seemed a distant memory.

”Can you believe it?” Saraswati Devi muttered, her voice shaking with
nervous anticipation. ”I’d forgotten all about this. The family letters, the
crests, the... Everything. It’s all here.”

Malti joined her grandmother’s pensive gaze, their eyes landing upon a
bundle of delicate letters. Hesitantly, Malti picked one up. Its parchment
was thin and brittle, the color of worn ivory. Saraswati spoke not a word as
Malti’s trembling fingers unfolded the letter. It was dated 1825, and the
ink had dissolved with time, leaving behind a faint outline.

Malti’s forehead creased as she attempted to decipher the wavering
script. A name began to take shape before her eyes. And just as suddenly,
the words passed through her mind like smoke, leaving her with a sense of
confusion and duplicity.

"What does it say, child?” implored Saraswati, her voice straining with
age.

"It seems the letter references a... A great injustice inflicted upon
someone named Meera. But the words... They’re too faded. I can’t make
out the details.”

The older woman closed her eyes as though in pain. "Meera... Of course,

Meera. She was my great - grandmother. Her story is etched deep within

61



CHAPTER 4. UNCOVERING FAMILY SECRETS 62

our family’s darkened history.”

Malti watched her grandmother’s brow furrow with residual pain. Saraswati
continued, her voice barely a whisper.

"Meera was a firebrand, much like you, Malti. She refused to conform to
the destiny her birthright threatened to bestow upon her. She questioned
the rigid caste system that shackled our family and village in traditions
that belonged to a time long left behind. The other villagers rebuked her,
threatened her, but she remained fierce.”

As she spoke, Malti felt the ghost of her great - great-grandmother in her
bones. Their stories were braided, woven together by threads that spanned
across generations. Her grandmother sighed, the weight of the past heavy
upon her.

"Your great - grandmother told me stories of Meera’s struggles, the
inequalities she faced, and the violence she endured. But it is said that
she refused to bow before the village’s powerful elite, including the men
who claimed leadership. She challenged their authority and questioned the
unjust practices that had taken root in our village.”

Malti’s hand trembled with the memories that cascaded before her. The
injustices her great-great-grandmother had faced mirrored her own conflicts.
So much had changed, and yet so little. Saraswati, reading her thoughts as
if she had spoken them aloud, laid a consoling hand upon Malti’s.

”"But Malti, the truth is... This is just the beginning of a much darker
secret. Our family is not free from blame.”

"What do you mean?” Malti queried, dread creeping into the edges of
her voice.

Saraswati hesitated for a moment before speaking, her voice barely
audible. "The family crest, Malti. It reveals that our ancestors were among
the first to formalize these oppressive customs, the ones that kept generation
after generation chained to misery.”

Malti’s head pounded with the revelation. She thought of her village, of
the injustices that still prevailed, of the men like Baldev Pratap Singh who
reigned over innocent lives. The truth was upon her; and it was freezing
cold. In that moment, she swore to unearth the truth of her ancestors, no
matter the consequences. Consequences, she knew, that would shake the
foundation of her village’s existence.

Gathering the scattered letters, Saraswati looked at Malti with a weari-
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ness born of lifetimes past. "Will you be able to face this darkness that has
been bequeathed upon you, child?”

Malti’s eyes burned with resolve as she responded, shoulders square and
voice steady.

”Yes, I will. T am not one to shy away from what is right, no matter
how grave the sins of my forefathers. Great- Grandmother Meera’s spirit
lives within me, and together, we shall carry the light of the truth into the

depths of our village to obliterate this darkness once and for all.”

Discovering an Old Family Trunk

That fateful day dawned overcast and brooding, as though nature herself
were hiding secrets beneath those somber gray clouds that gathered in the
eastern sky, their dark hearts pregnant with unshed rain. Malti should never
have ventured up into the musty, spider - infested attic that day, but she
did, and her life would never be the same again.

Malti had gone in search of childhood memories, specifically a small
brass box containing her father’s rudimentary attempts at poetry. The box
had once belonged to her grandmother’s father, and although it seemed a
rather ordinary object, people said it was cursed. Malti had laughed when
she heard, but her grandmother - who had long entertained her with ghost
stories and the village history - had quieted her mirth. ”Long years ago,
Malti, an ancestor of ours used it to catch a raindrop from a nightmare
storm; the man had swallowed a serpent the night before and dreamed his
way to wealth and power, but then the dream turned sour, and he was
swallowed by his own avarice. Since then, the raindrop has eaten through
the brass, turning it black and brittle. That is why it looks nothing like
what it used to.”

While she searched in the dim nooks and crannies of the attic, Malti’s
eyes fell on an ancient family trunk- gloomy, ebony - barked and protected by
a mailed web of dust. It lay monstrous and sullen in the corner, as though
what lay inside it was too evil for Malti’s innocent eyes to witness. The
engravings on it were mesmerizing, like the molten strata of the earth or
the steamy, dizzying language of volcanic rock. Something pulled her to the
trunk, even as some deeper, intuitive part of her warned her of danger.

Muflling her excitement, she wiped the cascading cairns of dust away
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from the lid, revealing a brass clasp that appeared to have been blackened
and warped by some dark magic. With a mixture of curiosity and impending
dread, she pulled the trunk open. A heavy, damp smell of decay wafted out
from the darkness, reminding her of the tense stillness that hangs exclusively
in ancient temples, where the gods sit forgotten among cams of incense and
garlands of withered flowers.

Rummaging amid the decayed family memorabilia, Malti finally found
them-a bundle of hidden family letters, bound together with a frayed golden
strand that seemed to have once been spun tightly by a melancholy hand.
The papers were yellow and crumbling, turning to dust beneath her probing
fingers, as if they, too, remembered days when they were ivory and alive-
days when the sun was honest on its face, and the moon whispered secrets
only to wet dew.

A sudden wind whipped through the window, ripping the brittle letters
away from her. The chastened sunlight of the late afternoon slivered through
the gap, casting trembling shapes into the dim attic. She could see the
fading letters in the air, scrawled in a trembling hand that, she instinctively
felt, belonged to someone she had lost long before she could remember, but
still missed in an abyssal traitor’s heart.

Malti had only the time to read one word - betrayed’ - before the storm
burst and the heavens opened upon the world in a cacophony of rain; the
broken letters, snatched by the merciless wind, dissolved into the thunder,
leaving her wondering whether she had seen anything at all. But Malti knew,
deep in her tortured heart, that she had read those words and that she would
now be bound in this cloaked and terrible dance with a dark and vengeful
past that had refused to die when the last stars danced mischievously
through the long, black embrace of night.

"Malti! Malti!” her father’s voice called up from below. Their house
seemed eerily distant at that moment, like a ship that was sailing away from
her - not sinking, but sailing in the sun toward bluer seas.

"I'm...I'm coming, father,” Malti stammered, shaken out of her reverie
by the sound of her father’s voice.

She glanced one last time at the trunk, her heart heavy with the knowl-
edge that the letters had slipped through her fingers like so many grains of
sand, lost to time once more as she descended the creaking stairs towards

whatever secrets would now be unleashed.
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Unearthing Hidden Family Letters

A cold drizzle was coming down on an October Sunday, giving Malti the
perfect excuse to stay indoors. Malti was searching through the attic of
the old family house in the village, looking for her lost watch. Shadows
enveloped the room, casting a bluish hue over the wooden crates, chests, and
discarded memorabilia. Several generations of stored knickknacks, trinkets,

and memories surrounded her like long - forgotten ghosts.

As Malti scoured through the clutter, she stumbled upon a dusty, moth
- eaten trunk at the far corner of the dimly lit attic. The trunk had an
ornately carved lid, and the smell of aged oak permeated the air around it.
She felt her curiosity piqued and wondered what treasures it had once held.
Carefully prying open the stiff lock with her chapped and bleeding fingers,
Malti lifted the lid.

Her eyes widened in awe as she realized it was filled with a stack of
centuries - old family letters, yellowing, delicate, and bound together with
frayed string. Her heart raced, for within these letters, she knew, must
be untold stories of her forebears, their lives and loves, their trials and
tribulations. They offered a window into a past where she might find pieces
of herself.

Suddenly disrupted in her reverie, she heard footsteps shuffle and creak
on the timber floorboards below. She quickly closed the trunk, her heart
pounding in her chest, breath held in fearful anticipation of being discovered
by her conservative, always - disapproving father. But time stretched and
the footsteps moved away, granting Malti the chance to breathe again.

In the dying light of the sun outside, she could barely make out the words
written on the fragile and ancient paper. Malti decided to take just a few
letters from the trove, in the hope she might learn something of the family’s
past, before the march of time took it to the grave. Carefully untying the
frayed string, she began to absorb the inked pages.

Surrounded by a sea of forgotten relics and bric - a - brac, covered in
decades’ worth of grime and cobwebs, Malti found herself transported in
time. Through the power of written words, she sat under grand peepal trees,
walked fields of green wheat, and endured dry summers, each sorrow and
joy unfolding with every stroke of the pen. And as she read deep into the

night, her great - great - grandmother’s tale emerged.
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The words coiled around her like a serpent as she consumed tales of
forbidden love, scandalous passions, and the tragic consequences these illicit
entanglements wrought. Worlds and lives unimaginable to Malti had once
been her ancestors’ daily bread. Truths and secrets that shaped her family’s
history were now within her grasp. But why had these secrets been locked
away, and what would happen now that they were in the open?

As she read her ancestors’ words, she heard footsteps once more. The
floorboards bellowed a warning, and a blinding shaft of light streaked across
the dim attic as her father, Ram Dayal, pushed open the door. Malti’s heart
leapt into her throat, and she quickly secreted the letters beneath her sari
before he could take notice of them.

"What are you doing here, girl?” her father interrogated her, his voice
coiled with suspicion.

"I... 1 was looking for my watch,” Malti stammered, her voice wavering
under his steel gaze.

"It’s too late for that now. Your mother is waiting for you,” he said
gruffly, turning away abruptly. ”And don’t you ever come back up here
again.”

Malti silently acquiesced, anxiety gnawing at her gut like a starving dog
in the street, the illicit letters like embers hidden against her flesh. She
knew she could not let her discovery be for naught. It was a solemn duty
now; a duty to her ancestors and the unknown lives they had led. But fear
reigns at her heart, for the unveiled truth had the power to tear her family’s

fabric apart.

Decoding the Story of Malti’s Ancestors

It was midnight, and the rain outside droned on as Malti sat huddled by
the tiny kerosene lamp in her grandmother’s room. The flickering light
cast shadows on the papyrus scrolls that lay before her, the fragile pages
so carefully unrolled, as if they were the bones of her ancestors themselves.
It had taken days of negotiation before Saraswati Devi, her usually tight -
lipped grandmother, had consented to unearthing these ancestral writings
from her dusty old trunk. Now there was only silence, a solemn agreement
set only between the unspoken words that Malti would be entrusted to

unravel the mysteries that lay shrouded within these tales.
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”You should know who you are,” Saraswati Devi spoke at last, her voice
barely a whisper.

Malti looked up from the scrolls, her eyes welling up with tears.

”Could it be true, Dadi?” Malti asked, using the affectionate Hindi term
for a grandmother. "Could I be...descended from such people?”

Saraswati Devi, her face white as moonlight, did not answer. Instead,
she caressed one of the scrolls before her own memories spilled from her lips
- memories of her mother and her mother’s mother before that, how they
too had whispered by candlelight through the generations to pass on this
dark knowledge.

A gust of wind shook the old window, and Malti swiftly slid some heavy
stones to keep the scrolls in place. Following Saraswati Devi’s lead, she began
to read the ancient handwriting that bore both curses and benedictions,
telling of a time when her family’s name had once been whispered in
reverence -or was it fear?

As the ancient ink unfolded, Malti could almost taste the rage, the
cruelty, the cunning that her ancestors had to posses in order to wield power
and thrive in the brutal world that was their India so many generations
ago. It was a difficult truth to swallow, but swallow it she must; for a
snake dwelled within the bosom of her family tree - a serpent with venom
that spread far and wide, poisoning her ancestral history with unspeakable
treachery.

In the dim light, Malti traced her finger across the whisper - thin parch-
ment as her voice quieted to a hush: ”And the dark master’s cunning spread
to every corner of the land, for he knew no fear and sought to keep all
beneath his heel with ruthless strength and guile.”

Her voice caught, her breath suspended in that moment, as her finger
pointed to a passage that Saraswati Devi hadn’t anticipated.

7’ At last came one who sought vengeance against the dark master, for
the blood of a wronged innocent cried out for justice,”” Malti read aloud.
"Dadi, who was this avenger?”

Saraswati Devi’s face clouded over before she uttered a name that Malti
couldn’t fathom to be true. ”A name that belongs to a woman who would
become like a mother to our people,” she said in hushed, trembling tones.
”A warrior who fought against all odds until the dark master was no more.”

Malti’s eyes ignited with an awakening fire. ”Dadi,” she whispered
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urgently, grasping her wrinkled hands. "We must tell the village. They
deserve to know the truth about our family, about the past, about all that
was good and all that was evil.”

Saraswati Devi’s eyes looked deep into Malti’s as she hesitated, the
uncertainty within her threatening to crack the foundations of the trust she
had built with her granddaughter. But then, as the rain poured down with
a thrashing vengeance outside, she spoke the words that she knew would
change everything.

"You are right, my child. Only by knowing the truth can we reconcile
the past with the present and lay the foundation for a brighter future. Our
people deserve it.”

Malti’s eyes welled with tears, as the burden of her ancestors’ secrets
was no longer hers to shoulder alone.

”T will tell them... T will bring the truth to light,” she vowed, with a

courage she didn’t know she had.

Revelations of Malti’s True Identity

Malti sat cross-legged in the attic, a dim beam of sunlight straining through
a dust - streaked window, illuminating the worn pages of the letters she held.
Her brow furrowed as she tried to decipher the long- forgotten handwriting
that wove a tapestry of secrets. The weight of the pages seemed to grow
with every word she read. Her heart raced. She had stumbled upon an
ancient conversation, complex threads woven together, concealed from her
family for generations. This dialogue was an entirely new landscape of her
heritage, and here, cradled in her hands, lay revelations about her ancestors.

One letter caught her eye, the ink fading into the crumbling parchment.
The envelope radiated a sense of urgency, the paper creased and stained
from years of being hidden away, yearning to be acknowledged. Almost
reluctantly, she unfolded the letter and began to read the hastily scribbled
lines.

Dearest Sheela,

I hope this letter finds you well, dear sister; I am entrusting it with
a trusted spy, to ensure it remains secure. I cannot say much, but there
have been unfortunate developments. Our lineage, Sheela, it’s not what we

believed, it was all a facade, a well - crafted lie. Our ancestors, who we took
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so much pride in, were deceivers.

The truth lies hidden in the forgotten well near the abandoned temple
when the full moon enters her first phase. Do not share this information
with anyone. I fear the walls have ears, our every move endangered.

I pray for your safety.

Forever Your Brother, Kailash

Malti’s hands shook as she held the letter. She knew that her grandpar-
ents, Kailash and Sheela, harbored many secrets, but to read about a dark
lineage left her feeling betrayed, even fractured. Malti could scarcely come
to terms with the idea that her family’s fabled tale of standing up for social
justice might all be a well - constructed lie. Seeking answers and desperate
for comfort, she decided to turn to her grandmother. The old woman could
surely provide some clarity or solace in this storm of newfound emotions.

Saraswati Devi sat by the window; a warm and fragrant breeze caressed
her wrinkled, careworn face. Malti hesitated before questioning her - could
she really disrupt her grandmother’s peace with these dread secrets?

”Nani,” Malti whispered, and the old woman’s gaze snapped onto her,
keen and quick. Malti traversed the small room and knelt before Saraswati,
her hands tucked between thigh and calf. "Nani, I found these letters in the
attic,” she began, showing Saraswati the yellowed envelopes with shaking
hands.

A shadow of some obscure pain flickered across Saraswati’s face, and her
old eyes shone in the dusky room like the stars that would break free of the
twilight. Wordlessly, she beckoned Malti to speak her unease. Unfurling the
fragile letter, Malti recited its contents.

For a moment, Saraswati was still. And then the tears fell, rolling down
her cheeks silently, like little silver pearls. Malti reached for her hand, and
her grandmother gripped hers tightly.

”You were too young when the truth was hidden,” Saraswati began,
her voice soft as silk. ”Only Kailash and I knew the truth, the sins of our
ancestors. We did not wish to taint your innocent mind, for to know the
truth is to bear the burden of sorrow.”

Malti’s breath caught in her throat. ”Nani, what do you mean? What
was so reprehensible?”

Gazing into Malti’s wide and anxious eyes, Saraswati whispered, ”Our

ancestors were not the saviors we thought. They were exploiters, who wove
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dark connections with the land mafia. The same ones that still feast on our
village’s misery. They tormented the powerless and cast shadows on a land
that was once luminous with fairness.”

The revelation cut Malti like a jagged blade, each word slicing deeper
into her very soul, an exquisite agony threatening to drown her. And yet,
she gathered herself, her gaze unwavering. "Nani,” she breathed, her voice
barely audible, "knowing this changes everything. I will expose the land
mafia and cleanse our lineage with the truth.”

Saraswati looked at her granddaughter, her heart swelling with pride
as she saw the fierce determination blazing in Malti’s eyes. "Yes, child,
bring light into this darkness. No one should live with the shame of their
forefathers, especially when they have the power to correct their wrongs.”

And so, with their hearts unified and purpose clear, Malti and her
grandmother Saraswati resolved to face the shadows of their past and chart

a new future, a path illuminated with abiding hope and unyielding strength.

Confronting Family Members Over the Secrets

Malti rolled the frayed cuff of her kurta between her fingers to still her trem-
bling nerves. The late summer sun seeped through the dusty windowpane
as she stood before the imposing dark wooden door of her father’s room.
For nineteen winters she had found solace in its quiet corners, and now she
felt like a stranger to its airless silence.

She inhaled deeply the scent of her village home and steeled herself to
face the revelations that threatened to scar the fabric of her family. The
secrets that had whispered from the stack of hidden letters had grown to
an insidious hiss, casting a shadow on everything she held dear.

As she touched her palm to the door, it creaked open, revealing her
mother and father huddled together, conferring in hushed, urgent tones.

Malti’s mother cast a wary glance at her husband, her eyes lined with
worry. "Brijesh, we must speak to her. She deserves the truth.”

But her father slammed his fist onto the table, his face contorting in
anger. "No!” he thundered. ”Such secrets belong to the past, and there they
shall stay! To bring them to Malti’s ears would shatter the fragile glass of
her youth and scatter the shards of misery upon her heart.”

Malti flinched at the sound of her name but did not retreat. There was
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no turning back now. The weight of discovery had darkened her, pulling her
down in a murky sea of doubt and questions. One question in particular
shone like a distant lighthouse in the stormy waters: why had they kept
this from her? Did they believe that the secrets would remain buried in the
hidden depths of their past, never to rise again and pierce her with their
unveiled truths?

"But it is her heritage,” Malti’s mother protested, her voice cracking.
"The blood of those secrets runs in her veins. They ripple through her
memories like shadows in the sun, staining her heart with the ink from
which they are written!”

As her mother’s voice waned to a quivering plea, Malti felt a tremble run
through her spine. The room seemed to close in upon her, and as the air
thinned to a whisper, she felt her courage falter. If there was one thing she
had learned from the ancestral letters in her hands, it was that the truth is
often more painful than the lie, more fragile than the grave.

But born among chaos were the seeds of another revelation, a promise
more powerful than the darkness that clouded her family’s expectations:
she deserved to know the truth, no matter how sinister it was.

Taking slow, steady steps into the room, she confronted her parents with
the secret that she had unearthed, her voice only wavering slightly under
the weight of its implications.

)

”I have read them,” she whispered, clutching the worn paper in her
hands. "I have read each word and phrase, every confession and despair that
seeped like poison from their ink. How could you not know the pain that
this secret would inflict upon me? That even in the shadows, it lay waiting
like a serpent, waiting to strike me down, to poison my very existence?”

Her father’s eyes flickered to the ground, and her mother’s hands trembled
beneath the folds of her worn sari. The silence was so fierce that Malti
could hear her own heart pounding in her chest.

Finally, her father met her gaze, his voice barely audible. "Malti, our
daughter, we have carried this burden for so many years, hoping that
shielding you from it would be the salve that healed the wounds of our
ancestors. Forgive us, for we had hoped that preserving the secret would
keep it from poisoning your brave and brilliant spirit. We only wished to
protect you from the tendrils of a past that holds too much darkness and

longing.”
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"But secrets do not die, father, they fester,” Malti breathed, the weight
of her revelations heavy on her shoulders. "They haunt the heart, lurking
just out of sight as they weave their way through this tangled web we call
family.”

"There are some truths that ought to be left beneath the dust of the
generations from whom they sprang,” her father whispered, his shoulders
slumped in defeat. "We wanted to shield you from the desolation that has
hung like a pallor upon our family for countless decades.”

"Then I will carry it too, this hidden weight, for it is my burden to bear
as much as yours,” Malti vowed, her voice resolute. "I will strive to uncover
the truth that shies from the light, and I will do so in the name of justice
and integrity for those who have suffered.”

Her parents looked upon her with a blend of sadness and pride playing
on their features as Malti took her first determined step towards uncovering
the truth behind the whispers of her family’s hidden past, and in doing so,

find her rightful place as the bearer of its secrets.

Connecting the Past with the Present Struggles

At the family farmhouse, tucked amidst corn fields and a mile from the road,
Malti pored over a pile of yellowing papers that she had discovered hidden
at the bottom of her grandmother’s old wooden trunk. Each sheet bore
lines of cramped handwriting, as though its author hoped to save space,
to fit a life story into so few pages. As Malti read, holding the old papers
cautiously, she often glanced up with trembling hands.

Grandmother Saraswati and her mother Mridula had come to find her
when they heard her sobbing. Malti looked up to see them gazing quietly
at the letters with a mix of curiosity and apprehension. She was suddenly
aware of her own body’s contortions - the way she had curled up on her
knees, as though that might protect her from what she was reading.

Saraswati and Mridula exchanged glances before Mridula questioned
softly, "What have you found, Malti?”

As Malti struggled to find the words to convey what she had been
reading, her feelings of anger and betrayal boiling within her, Saraswati
stepped forward and gently touched her hand. ”It’s alright, Malti. You can

tell us. We’re here for you.”
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Malti scanned the pile of letters, holding onto one in particular. She
could barely hold back her tears, as she read the contents aloud:

”June 16, 1947

Dearest Brother,

I don’t know when I will find the strength to forgive you for how you
abandoned me, sold me as if I were property to that monster of a man who
now calls me his wife. Why did you not fight for me? Didn’t I deserve
better? I still hear grandmother Razia’s voice in my head, recounting the
stories of our great ancestors - strong, independent women who fought for
their own destinies. And yet, what have we become?

Your loving sister, Poonam”

An eerie silence fell through the room as Malti’s voice cracked on the
last few words, her face streaming with tears. Saraswati shared a knowing
look with Mridula, before turning back to Malti. Mridula sat beside her
daughter, her arms around Malti’s trembling figure, whispering words of
love and comfort.

A tear rolled down Saraswati’s cheek, as she spoke quietly, "The world
is filled with secrets and pain, Malti. We cannot bear the weight of our
ancestors’ mistakes, nor can we change their actions.”

As Malti shook her head, trying to process what she had learned, she kept
repeating, "But we trusted him, Ma. Our family trusted him always. ..our
supposedly honorable ancestor, Pratap Singh.”

Mridula’s grip on Malti tightened. ”"The stories we have been told about
our ancestors do not always depict the truth. But our ancestors are a part
of our past, our heritage, and we cannot pretend they never existed. We
can, however, choose to act differently, and make better decisions in our
lives.”

In the age-old shadows of the family farmhouse laden with generations
of secrets, Malti tried to reconcile her present fight against the land mafia
and her own family’s involvement in that very system. The knowledge of
Pratap Singh’s deceit called for a new reckoning, a deeper understanding.

Malti’s eyes burned as she searched for an answer - how to fight not only
the injustice she saw but its roots that now had been revealed to be planted
deep within her family tree. No matter how many times she would expose
the corruption in her village community, she could no longer face it without

confronting the one within her own ancestry.
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Aware of the fierce memories that now lived alongside the triumphant
ones, Malti released herself from her mother’s embrace, as a new fierceness
gripped her. Grandmother Saraswati nodded solemnly, understanding
Malti’s resolve.

Malti knew that her fight against Baldev Pratap Singh and the land
mafia was not only a battle of her present but also that of her past. She
would have to take on a lineage of lies and defend the truth, no matter how
painful the journey.

”"Ma, we must make amends for the wrongs of our family and make it
right. Please understand why I must do this, even if it means standing alone
in my fight,” Malti implored, looking at her mother and grandmother with
tearful hope.

Mridula and Saraswati glanced at each other once more, eyes mirroring
the unspoken pact amongst the three of them. They would break the cycle
and find redemption. They would bring change. Together.



Chapter 5

Malti’s Journey to Her
Roots

The mud - brick walls of Malti’s ancestral home stood stoically, though they
showed the wear of many monsoons. From a distance, Malti could see her
grandmother Saraswati Devi standing by the doorway, elegant and frail in
her fading sari. It had been over a year since Malti had returned to her
village, having journeyed hundreds of miles to pursue an education that
many in her community openly resented.

"Welcome home, child!” Saraswati called out, her voice strong and tender
at the same time. Tears pricked at the edges of Malti’s eyes as she rushed
into her grandmother’s arms.

”I missed you, Nani,” Malti choked out, tears now streaming down her
face.

”"And I, you,” the older woman replied, her eyes also brimming with
tears. "But look at you - you have grown so much.”

Malti smiled weakly, carrying the weight of the unspoken truth between
them. As she had grown - in her learning and understanding of a world
beyond the village - she had also become more alien, more distant from
her roots. She had returned home because she knew that being away from
the village would not make the world she had left behind simply disappear.
But, just as the world of her education beckoned her forward, the world of
her past planned to hold her back; that was their right, after all.

"Do you feel like a stranger now, Malti?” Saraswati asked, as if reading

her granddaughter’s thoughts. ”You look unchanged, but I can see the
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weight of what you’ve learned pressing upon you.”

”Nani,” Malti whispered, her voice trembling, "I feel torn. Everything I
have learned has only taught me how far there is to go for people like us,
people from our village, and yet... I know that this path has led me away
from everyone I love.”

"Growth, my child, is painful for the one who grows and those around her.
You have gone on a journey not only to broaden your own understanding
but to better the lives of those you hold dear. Don’t doubt that your love is
returned, though it may not always be understood.”

As they sat under the dying light of the day, Saraswati began to unfold
a story. A story that was familiar, yet Malti saw it with new eyes. It was
the story of their people, the tapestry of their suffering and survival painted
over generations. With each word, Malti felt the weight of her journey
pressing down upon her yet, at the same time, she was illuminated by the
fire of determination that burned within her.

"Malti, listen carefully,” Saraswati’s voice took on an urgent tone. "I
have kept a secret from you - a secret that your father forbade me to tell.
But I believe it is your right to know, and perhaps, your destiny to reveal.”

Malti looked into her grandmother’s eyes, filled with wisdom and steel,
and braced herself for the revelation.

"Your great - great - grandmother, Subhadra, was a brave and outspoken
woman. She fought against the injustices that plagued our village, just as
you intend to do now,” Saraswati began, her voice filled with admiration
and regret. ”She discovered long-lost traditions and ancient wisdom that
could have uplifted us, could have given our people a voice and power to
end the cycle of discrimination and suffering. She was silenced before her
time, Malti. She was silenced by those who feared change.”

As Malti let this knowledge seep into her bones, she felt her heart swell
with pride and a furious resolve. The spirit of her ancestor, the firebrand
Subhadra, had been with her all along. Her journey, far from severing her
connection to her roots, had actually brought her back to fulfill a centuries-
old quest for justice and equality.

”Then let us do it, Nani. Let us finish what our ancestors started. Let
us channel the power of our past to change the future,” Malti declared, tears
and determination shining in her eyes.

Saraswati nodded solemnly, offering her hand to Malti. Together, they
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lit a path with the words that had remained unsaid, loudly declaring the
truth that throbbed beneath their skin, within their blood: the time had
come for a reckoning, for the voice of the silenced to rise again.

As Malti peered across the horizon, she saw the gathering clouds casting
their shadows over the village, ready to release the cleansing monsoon upon
the parched earth. The cycle of regeneration and rebirth was to begin once
more, and she would be the voice, the storm within, that would guide her

village into a new era of understanding and dignity.

Return to the Village

Malti’s heart lurched as she stepped down from the bus, her feet touching
the dusty road of her childhood village. How boldly and carelessly she used
to run on these very grounds, life then a simple game of hopscotch and
laughter. That was all altered now, somehow overnight, as if she had entered
a different dimension where the air she breathed was heavy with burdens.

How she missed that carefree innocence! But she knew she could never
unsee the truths she had come to learn, and she knew she could never remain
silent or idle. Her palms were clammy from the journey home, clenching
the awareness of what awaited her here in the village. Malti took a deep
breath and began her walk to face her uncertain fate. The sun glared hot
in her eyes, yet she trudged ahead, stronger than before, determined to rise
from the ashes of tradition.

As she entered the village, Malti saw an old neighbor, Ganga Mausi,
sitting in her courtyard. Malti looked away, for it was Ganga Mausi who
had reminded her father of the age-old adage, ‘A daughter is like a precious
vase - at the doorstep, vying the attention of thieves and wreckers alike.

Ganga Mausi, however, got up clumsily and hobbled towards Malti.
“Child!” she exclaimed warmly, despite the weariness in her voice. “How
lovely to see you again! The fragrance of your city clothes has awakened
this dull village air.” Malti forced a smile in acknowledgment and continued
walking to her home.

But just as Malti was nearing the last turn, she saw Baldev Pratap
Singh from a distance, flanked by several of his menacing servants like a tree
infested with venomous insects. She held her breath as he strutted towards

her. Dark, brooding clouds traveled across his face as he looked her over,
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making her shudder involuntarily.

“Well, well, if it isn’t our little revolutionary,” he scoffed, the words
slithering out of the corner of his mouth like a snake’s forked tongue. “And
what has the city done to you, girl? Has it taught you the art of raising
snakes to fight your battles?”

Malti took a step back and looked around, only to find the whole village
had come to witness this confrontation. She felt her pulse quicken, her
cheeks flush. But hidden behind her fear was a fire ignited by injustice,
tutoring her heart to be strong in the face of tyranny.

“No, Baldev-ji,” she replied in a slow, even tone. “The city has only
taught me one thing - and that is the meaning of freedom. The freedom to
think, to question...and to act.”

Baldev’s laughter rattled all that was sacred, and echoes of mirth arose
from the thugs surrounding him. The villagers squirmed, the discomfort
growing in their hearts.

“Yes, we’ve heard quite a bit about your ‘actions,” girl,” he sneered.
“But mark my words, you won’t find an audience for your wild beliefs here.
This village, unlike the city, respects tradition, order, and the sanctity of
the natural order of things.” Pausing for dramatic effect, he took a step
closer, his eyes boring into her soul. “And we don’t need you to come and
disturb our peace with your nonsensical notions of equality and change.”

Malti glanced over at her parents, who stood frozen at the doorstep of
their home - her father’s disappointment a heavy cloak, and her mother’s
worry etched deep like a scar. She mustered up her courage and decided
that this was her one chance to make her voice ring out loud and clear.

She stood taller, her voice suddenly clear and grounded. “Baldev - ji,”
she said firmly, “I understand that my words may sound like discord to your
ears, used as they are to willfully ignoring the cries of the weak and the
helpless. But make no mistake, I have come back with knowledge, and I
will not stand idle while injustice is being served by men who manipulate,
exploit, and oppress the very people they claim to protect.”

The volatile silence that followed was as thick as molasses, oozing through
the ears and nostrils of every onlooker. For a moment, she feared the
consequences of her defiance - but something within her had changed. She
was no longer the frightened little girl who had left her village; she was a

woman with principles and fire in her belly.
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And as the entire village watched her walk unflinchingly toward her
home, the tide of change in the air was palpable, pregnant with whispers of
revolution. Malti had arrived, and so had the first ripples of a promising

storm.

Reminiscing Amongst Family

The room was large and reeked of fish fry and stale toor dal. Shadows of a
crow, its wings un-ruffled by the afternoon wind, were cast by the crochet
window curtains, amplifying the eerie look provided by the flickering light
from the kerosene lamp. The family, sitting cross-legged on the floor around
the age - yellowed newspaper spread over a dusty mat, was silhouetted by
darkness crafted by generations of tradition. Malti’s family rarely used the
two-no three, she had to remind herself- now dusty glass windows on the
western side of the house. Floor - to- ceiling, they offered a grand view of
the snaking river and the mango groves on the far bank, but their use is
synonymous with a brazen thrust of undesired sophistication consequent to
Malti’s transgressions: college, the teeming city, and newspapers printed in
English.

”Ek hisab se tum mere parivar ko naash kar rahi ho, Malti,” Amar whis-
pered in the tone of clipped irritation. By some counts, you are destroying
our family, Malti.

Malti glanced at her father with a tightening heart. His voice was flat,
barely audible yet rich with disdain. His lips curved into that familiar
sneer, but she could see the changes the years had brought. The receding
hairline, the eyes that squinted when peering at small print, and the hands
that hesitated while unwrapping the red beedis he smoked during pauses
in his labor on their farmland. Four years since she’d left her village and
everything had seemed to age ungainly, like a withering jackfruit left on the
tree.

"Iss ke bare mein tum kya kahegi, Malti bitiya?” Saraswati Devi, her
grandmother, interjected, lightning in her voice, cutting through the silence
like a freshly sharpened axe. What do you have to say about this, Malti?

Contrasting her father’s faded hands, her grandmother’s shriveled touch
caused a shudder within Malti. A gentle touch, as if reminding her of

the time when she was a small child. Sitting on her grandmother’s lap,
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listening to folk songs and moral tales of gods and goddesses, her young
heart believing in them every last word, consonant, and vowel.

But a fog of doubt swirled around Malti as she listened to the whispered
judgments over the past two days from her own family. They’d debated in
hushed voices whether to let her stay in their ancestral home. It lay around
her like an unwelcome, cloying shroud. What could she say now that they
looked at her with the critical eye of a jury assessing the defendant in the
dock?

"Malti beta, jab main tumhari umar ki thi, mujhe bhi padhne ka sapna
tha vayi. Lekin meri umar mein kisi ko chowkidar rakhta tha toh unko kehte
the, akeli ladki ke saath naukrani nahi chahiye.” Malti’s mother, Neelima,
pigtails fanning the air, placed her wary hand on Malti’s.

These were the first tender words Neelima had shared with her daughter
over many long years. Stalling her heart was the question she hadn’t dared
to ask Malti. "How had my dream of obtaining an education become your
pursuit?”

Malti could read the expectation in her mother’s eyes, the confusion
simmering behind her gentle words. She wanted to know if the journey had
been worth it, worth the sorrow and the anger it had ignited, the cracks it
had eroded in their family’s once smooth foundation.

For a moment, Malti allowed herself to drift into the past, to the echoes
of laughter ricocheting through these very walls, the raucous culmination
of a day’s labor at the farm. And now? Now there was only silence, and
the scent of fish fry, toor dal, and months of distance that no conversation
seemed capable of mending.

"No, Ma. Meri seekh, aapki seekh se kam nahi hai,” Malti said as she
took Neelima’s palm in her own. "I will make you all proud. You will see
that education and ideals are not enemies. They can help us to grow and
thrive as a family and a village community.”

Inside Malti now, there was a quiet desperation, a desperation woven
with courage and determination. A desperate yet unyielding belief that
there was still hope for her to find her place in this world - both in her
education and in the village she once called home.

Her mother’s eyes were sad but held something else, hovering between
hope and despair. "Being educated does not give one the right to imperiously

destroy what countless centuries have lent their wisdom to,” They seemed
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to say.

Malti took a deep, shuddering breath and nodded, brushing away the
beginning of a tear that formed in the corner of her eye. ”I promise, Ma,”
she whispered, uncertain of whether the whisper was directed to her mother
or to herself. ”I will find a way to bridge our worlds, for the sake of our
family and the village that we both love.”

As the shadows from the kerosene lamp continued to dance, casting the
room in a dim orange hue, Malti realized that, despite the distance and
the differences that had grown between them, her love for her family was
more unwavering than ever. And it was this love that would be the key to

winning back their trust and finding her way back home.

Discovering Ancestral Ties

Chapter: Discovering Ancestral Ties

The late afternoon sky was a veil of orange and pink, casting long
shadows on the dust-laden pathways of Malti’s village. She walked beside
her grandmother, Saraswati Devi, towards the ancient temple situated at
the outskirts. Saraswati Devi often spent her evenings here, lost in her
memories of yore and seeking a connection to her roots. Malti never paid
much heed to the stories of the past, but today something tugged at her
heart, urging her to venture deeper into her ancestry.

The air was cooler as they approached the temple, overgrown vines
crawling over the weathered walls. Saraswati Devi sighed with melancholy
and familiarity as she lit a small lamp in front of the deity, the same deity
that Malti’s ancestors had worshipped for generations. "Your great - great
grandfather built this temple, Malti,” she said softly, her voice tinged with
nostalgia. "His true legacy lies within these walls.”

Malti was speechless. Her grandmother, who had always been reticent
about their family’s history, had never divulged such a personal secret before.
"But why did he build the temple? And why so far away from our village?”
she asked, the reel of questions beginning to unspool.

Saraswati Devi hesitated before answering, the flicker of the lamp reflect-
ing the shadows of the past in her eyes. ”Your great - great grandfather was
a compassionate and just man, who believed in the need for social equality

and harmony. He built this temple as a place where all castes could worship
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together, free from the discriminatory prejudices that were prevalent in our
village. The temple’s location stands as a symbol of breaking free from the
chains of tradition and embracing change.”

Malti’s heart swelled with pride at her grandmother’s words. The
unshakable yearning for change that she had felt her entire life suddenly
seemed less like a defiant longing and more like a birthright. That evening,
as the sun dipped below the horizon, Malti had never felt more connected
to her ancestry. She felt the warmth of their distant, guiding hand, ready
to lead her forward on the path towards a more equitable future.

As the weeks passed, Malti began to devote more time to unearthing
her family’s hidden legacy - a history that Saraswati Devi had carefully
safeguarded for decades. Most evenings, both women would pore over faded
photographs and tattered manuscripts, their discussions becoming a sacred
bond between past, present, and future. Slowly, they unraveled the mysteries
of Malti’s ancestry - tales of forbidden love, revolutionary ideas, and tragic
sacrifices.

Within these buried tales lay a powerful secret, one that could prove
crucial in Malti’s fight against the land mafia and their oppressive reign.
A secret weapon that had been forged by her ancestors and passed down
through generations, hidden within the ancient walls of the temple.

"Young Malti, this weapon cannot be wielded by the weak - hearted, nor
those consumed by hatred,” Saraswati Devi warned. ”Your heart must burn
with the fire of truth, justice, and love to unleash its full power. Do not let
this weapon be soiled with blood and darkness.”

"I understand, grandmother,” Malti said earnestly, her gaze fixed on the
object that lay before her. Wrapped in a tattered piece of silk, it now held
the hopes and dreams of not just Malti, but of her village and all those who
had been wronged by the land mafia. For it was not just a physical weapon
that Malti’s ancestors had bequeathed to their lineage, but the symbolic
power to challenge oppression and fight for justice.

As Malti clutched the ancestral relic tightly to her heart, she could feel
the valor of her forebears coursing through her veins, their resilience and
strength melding with her own. An oath, silent but fierce, took birth within
her soul - an unwavering resolve to fight for the truth. She knew that the
battle ahead would be riddled with danger and opposition, but the deep

connection to her ancestry now fortified her spirit and spurred her forward.
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Thunder and rain serenaded the fierce conviction brewing within Malti’s
heart, strengthening the bridge between her and her ancestors. As Saraswati
Devi watched her granddaughter, she could see the reflection of the family’s
ancient heroes glittering behind Malti’s eyes - a dazzling legacy, now inter-
twined with Malti’s relentless pursuit of justice and equality. The past and
present had converged into a unified force of hope, reshaped and reborn, on

the cusp of transforming the village’s future forever.

Venturing into the Hidden Past

Malti peered out of the half-open window, the village softly breathing in
the night - dogs barking in the distance, the night watchman shouting his
rounds, the cows stirring softly in their enclosures. She went deeper into
her room, her thoughts feverishly racing ahead. It seemed as though no
amount of hours could still her heart or calm her mind. She felt poison
coursing through her veins, as though she had discovered the apple that
would ultimately lead to her undoing.

She glanced down at the battered, dog- eared photograph that seemed
to whisper to her in the lamplight. In her hands was an image of the very
girl Malti had yearned to be - confident, educated, fearless. The sepia -
toned photograph was a treasure excavated from a well - hidden chest in her
grandmother’s room. So too, then, was the secret history it revealed, and
as Malti stared into the eyes of the girl in the photograph, she knew that
she had uncovered a story that would mean the end of life as she knew it.
She had stepped into a realm of shadows and deceit, where truth was like a
precious, spectral ghost, almost impossible to discern by the living.

As the moon moved slowly across the sky, Malti laid herself down, and
in time, the dull thud of her heartbeat had softened into the delicate hum
of sleep.

She was awoken the next morning by the familiar raucous sounds of
her village; roosters crowing, the temple bells ringing, hushed conversations
carried on the breeze. Malti went out the door with a resolve that had been
dull until now, but suddenly shone like the sun on this bright morning. She
sought out her grandmother, Saraswati Devi, for the guidance she needed.

Saraswati Devi greeted her with a smile at the news that her secret was

uncovered. Her wrinkled face held wisdom, warmth, and sadness as she
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took the photograph from Malti’s trembling hand.

“That is Manali,” Saraswati Devi said. “My daughter, your mother’s
sister. She was dear to me, and she had ambition, too.”

This revelation hit Malti like a thunderclap. She knew not of this aunt,
the girl with a strong jawline and fiery defiance in her eyes. Saraswati Devi
continued to speak, pausing, now and then, for a tear.

“Manali wanted to study, wanted to change our village. I should’ve
protected her, but I couldn’t stop it. You see, Malti, she was radical to
them, a threat to their authority. She paid with her life.”

Saraswati Devi’s eyes turned a deep, dark hue of pain, a flood of unshed
tears threatening to break the dam of her composure. The reflection of
knowledge was sharp and painful.

Malti’s heart ached as the pain echoed in the secret chambers of her soul,
the silent unseen wounds crowding her thoughts. The truth of her untold
story blazing now, shifting her world on its axis.

“Why didn’t you ever tell us, nani? Why pretend Manali never existed?”

Her grandmother looked away, her lips quivering with the weight of a
secret held too long.

“It was the only way I knew how to protect you and your sister.”

Malti clenched her mother’s sister’s photograph and stared at the strong,
unafraid face in it.

"We must right this wrong,”
”And I know just the way to do it.”

she whispered, fire sparking in her eyes.

Saraswati Devi looked up at her granddaughter, anguish turning to
something else in her face-hope.

“Yes,” she said. “Yes, Malti, we will.”

As the sun dipped low in the village sky that night, Malti and her
grandmother sat in the dimness of her room, their eyes burning with sorrow
and determination, the ghosts of the past reaching out to them and urging
them on.

For the first time in her life, Malti felt the weight of the mantle her
ancestors had left for her. The unfulfilled dreams, the change that had
remained dormant now bubbled within her, fueling a passion and courage
she never knew she had. And with each story shared, with every truth that
Saraswati Devi laid bare, Malti felt another stitch in the tapestry of her

family’s hidden past unravel.
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With whispers that echoed through the bones and ancient heart of their
village, Malti and Saraswati Devi dared to breathe life into the stories that
had been buried for far too long. That night, like revolutionaries of old,
they ventured into the hidden past, rekindling the flames of rebellion that
had been extinguished years before.

In that flame, they found the whisper of redemption, the first taste of
the winds of change that would sweep through their village and awaken
the sleeping hearts of generations. In that flame, they found the torch that
would guide them forward into the dark labyrinth of their past, and in its
flickering light, they held the promise of a brighter, freer world.

The Secret Meeting with Elders

The sun descended slowly on the horizon, casting long shadows across the
dusty village as Malti made her way to the outskirts of town. She had
received word of a secret meeting to be held by the village elders, and her
curiosity had been piqued. Supposedly, the subject of the gathering was
the newcomer who had been stirring up trouble. Some said that they were
considering her an outcast. Others whispered that they intended to ban her
from the village. The more ominous voices suggested that she would be put
to death for violating tradition.

As the sky darkened and the piping chirp of cicadas began to rhythmically
cut through the warm evening air, Malti shimmied herself up a stately
banyan tree, her pulse quickening with each crackle of foliage around her.
As much as she had feared for the other girl, she knew that, in truth, she
was frightened for herself. These whispers of the village were but a reflection
of her own actions since she had returned from the city. Would these elders
dare to carry out such punishments against her if it came to light that she
was fighting against the injustices of their society?

From her concealment high up in the banyan tree, she spotted the village
elders approaching with slow swaying gait of the aged. "I will be invisible, I
will be free from the power of their judgments,” Malti whispered, clenching
her clammy palms in silent prayer.

As the elders gathered around the roots of the banyan tree, it became
clear that she would have to remain there for the duration of their meeting,

no matter whether their calm exchange of words turns into a cataclysmic
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storm. The raspy voice of the eldest council member broke the silence. "We
have come together to address the concerns brought forth by this young
firebrand from our own village. Why does she dare break the silence? Why
does she disturb the customs that nourished her?”

With this, the voices of the council roared up, as if tainted by a berserk
fury, spewing forth a cacophony of toxic words. "How dare she defy us!”
cried one voice. "The audacity of this girl!” said another, quivering like
parched leaves. ”She knows not what she will unleash!” exclaimed yet
another.

In the folds of her heart, she so wanted to answer their ponderous
questions. "Would that you could see the world that lies over that horizon. ..
the crashing tide of change that threatens to obliterate your tyranny with

)

the stroke of a pen,” she wanted to scream at them, but she remained
immobilized within the darkness of the tree’s voluminous embrace.

Eventually, the voices began to subside, replaced now by an ominous
lull that seemed to stifle even the air around her. The eldest elder, his voice
laced with the venomous authority of an immanent sentence, spoke in a low,
steady tone that sliced through the darkness like shards of glass.

”And so, it has been decided. Henceforth, any who are found to be in
alliance with this girl shall be executed, and their families shamed. As for
her, she shall remain forever an outcast from our village, with such darkness
surrounding her soul that even the spirits of her ancestors turn their backs
in shame.”

The weight of the sentence bore down upon Malti’s labored breath.
Between trembling sobs, her eyes blurred, trying in vain to focus on her
surroundings as the landscape wavered and warped before her.

As the echo of the closing words from the steely - jawed councilman’s
mouth hung in the air, Malti’s heart filled with an aching, intractable
heaviness. She knew the price for what she was fighting, but she could not
comprehend why this violation of her own dignity and family’s honor was
necessary to emancipate her village from the suffocating grip of tradition.

Then suddenly, she heard her grandmother’s voice ringing in her ears -
a calm, assured voice that could steady the tempestuous seas. "Remember,
Malti, change takes time. You cannot heal the wounds of centuries overnight.
Always remember to be patient and compassionate, even towards those who

may never understand.”
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And with her grandmother’s wisdom as her guide, Malti resolved to
continue her righteous battle, to chip away at the stone-hard resolve of those
who resisted it with a shrapnel of empathy, truth, and the irrepressible spirit
that burned within her. She must strategize patiently, navigate shrewdly,
side - step allies and foes alike, and above all else maintain the unrelenting,
binding passion for her cause.

As the first glimmers of the morning sun crept above the horizon, Malti
lifted herself down gingerly from the limbs of the banyan, fatigue weary on
her frame like an unwanted cloak. Though her journey would be dangerous,
the girl departed that day with the unmistakeable sense that the tide had
shifted, that she was no longer a lone voice but the herald of a new era
dawning, one that would course through the very waterways of her village,

sweeping all the darkness before it.

Uncovering the Legend of the Lost Treasure

The bright sun hung low over the village’s clay - tiled rooftops creating a
golden halo, as if illuminating the legend that would soon be uncovered. In
the distance, the laughter of children playing in fields merged seamlessly
with the rustle of leaves dancing in the breeze - a symphony of the simple
pleasures of rural life. And yet, despite the sense of calm, a tremor of
excitement was building in the village marketplace, a whisper of anticipation
rustling through the air. It was the kind of excitement that one feels when
a secret, long buried, is on the cusp of being discovered.

Malti leaned against the doorframe of the village grocer’s shop, hidden
in the shadows cast by the overhanging eaves. Her brow furrowed in
concentration as she focused on the exchange unfolding before her. The
grocer, Mr. Lalwani-a stoop-shouldered, white-haired man with a penchant
for storytelling - was deep in conversation with an ancient woman she had
never seen before. Dressed in a vibrantly hued saree that seemed to swallow
her frail body, the mysterious woman whispered eagerly, her raspy voice
barely audible even to Malti’s straining ears.

"I remember it like it was yesterday,” the old woman said, her eyes filled
with a far - off wisdom that belied her age. "My father and his brothers
searched for it for years! And there were others before them, and others

since. But the treasure still remains hidden. Lost to time.”
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Malti bit her lip, her heart surging with anticipation. Could this be the
long - lost legend of her village, buried deep in oral history, passed down
through generations? She knew she had to learn more. Slipping from the
shadows, she approached the duo with a quiet confidence that belied her
young age.

”Please, tell me about this treasure,” she implored, her eyes wide and
earnest.

The woman fixed her gaze on Malti at once, taking her measure. The
ghost of a smile played about the elderly lady’s mouth, as she patted the
space beside her on the worn wooden bench. Malti obliged, her entire being
attuned to the tale that awaited her.

Long ago, the old woman began, wandering tribes of mystics eked out a
living far from the bustling cities of India. These nomads were the keepers
of sacred secrets and mystical arts, their very existence shrouded in a shawl
of mystery. Legend had it that they stowed a treasure away, a cache of
ancient gemstones and charms, deep within Malti’s village, imbuing the
very earth with their hidden power and knowledge.

"But why here, of all places?” Malti asked, her curiosity piqued. She
fought the urge to glance across the marketplace, where the sun’s rays
glinted softly off her grandmother, Saraswati Devi’s, delicate gold earrings
as she haggled over the price of vegetable.

The woman chuckled, her eyes narrowing with the weight of age - old
wisdom. ”Ah, that is the question that has haunted many over the centuries.
You see, child, it is not the place that matters - it is the people. The
treasure was concealed within this village so that it would be protected by
a community with the strength to honor its legacy.”

Malti felt her breath catch in her throat, her heartbeat quickening. This,
she knew, was the key to the change she had been seeking, the first step
toward a new life for her village and the oppressed communities around it.
Ignoring the doubt that gnawed at the edges of her mind, she looked into
the woman’s eyes.

"What must we do to uncover it?” she demanded, a fire kindling in her
veins.

The old woman fixed her gaze on Malti, her voice dipping to a whisper
as she reached out her hand to touch the expanse of Malti’s forearm. ”You

must unite this village, my child. You must break the chains of corruption
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and inequality that have shackled your people and restore a sense of harmony
among all. Only then will the legend be revealed.”

Suddenly, Malti could hear her grandmother Saraswati’s voice seep into
her thoughts like a sweet caress, "True strength lies in unity, and true power
in love.”

The enormity of the task that lay before her threatened to steal the
breath from her lungs, yet she also felt a surge of resolve surge through her
veins. This treasure had the power to change not just her life, but the lives
of every person in her village and beyond. And she-Malti Sharma, who had
defied tradition and convention to pursue her education, who had begun to
awaken the eyes of her village to the lies and inequality that bound them -
was the key to unlocking it.

Taking the old woman’s hand in her own, she nodded resolutely. "I will
do it,” she pledged, knowing that whatever pain or hardship she might face,
the treasure that lay within her reach would bring hope and light to those
she loved and the generations that would follow. And as she locked eyes
with Saraswati Devi, who now stood facing her across the bustling market
square, she could see that glimmer of hope already taking root, igniting a
fiery blaze that would burn through the darkness and set her beloved village

alight with a newfound radiance.

The Key to Breaking the Cycle of Lies

I. The Hidden Doorway

The rain lashed at the village, turning the dusty road into a muddy,
wavering stream. Malti, her heart beating in time with the rain that roared
in her ears, poised her slender body in the doorway. Eyes darting from
one end of the alley to another, she stepped out into the pouring rain. For
months, her blood had pounded like this in her ears, with 'the thunderous
clap of the truth,” as Veeru put it. "You can’t escape the truth now, Malti,’
he had said. 'Not when you’ve come this far’

"How did you find out the truth, Malti?” whispered a woman’s voice
behind her. It was her grandmother, Saraswati Devi.

”Aarti found a piece of a map in the old family trunk, and we pieced
it together,” Malti said, her voice trembling. "It led to finding a hidden

doorway in the village library. I came to tell you before I told my parents...”
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"Then let us go to the library at once,” Saraswati Devi said urgently.
"If we wait any longer, they will follow us.”

The library was a small, older building, which had been abandoned for
decades at the edge of the village. Malti had discovered it earlier in the
month, hidden behind thick branches and an overgrown grove. With some
effort, she had wrenched open its heavy wooden doors and had stood, agape,
staring at the rare treasure within: hundreds of ancient scrolls and texts on
the history, poetry, and knowledge of elders long dead.

Now, as Malti and Saraswati Devi stood in its dark interior, the storm
outside pounding like the heartbeats that thrashed in Malti’s chest, a certain
heaviness settled over them. Around them, water dripped from the ceiling
onto the pages of the texts. But they were not worried about the fragile
parchments, for there was something else inside - a hidden lock.

With a shaking hand, Malti slowly turned the key and stepped back,
her eyes wide with fear and hope. The hidden door swung open, revealing a
stack of leather - bound books that lined the shelves of a small room.

I1. The Revelation

"I can’t believe it,” Malti whispered, tears coursing down her face as she
stared at the books. "My ancestors were scholars, just like me!”

Saraswati Devi nodded, her sad eyes reflecting Malti’s emotions. ”And
renowned poets, my dear. They helped build the very fabric of our village,
but their contributions were buried by those who usurped power. These
ones,” she said, pointing to the Poet’s Manuscripts, ”"these are your true
inheritance, Malti. You are the last in the line of the village poet - scholars.”

An eerie silence fell across the room, broken only by the relentless drum
of rain on the roof tiles. Malti closed her eyes, taking in the revelation,
drawing strength from the knowledge that she had not sprung misfit from
the soil of the village, as many would have her believe. In her veins flowed
the blood of poets and scholars - truth - seekers who had shaped the very
foundations of her world.

Saraswati Devi, however, had not divulged the full weight of truth.
"There is more,” she said gravely, "and it is time I told you. You see, in our
village, there was a tradition that the knowledge bearers were also the true
custodians of the village’s secrets; they acted as the guardians of its past.”

For a moment, neither spoke. Then Malti whispered, "That’s why they
hate me so, Grandmother! The knowledge of the past threatens their power
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over the village! But I will fight them, and I shall bear the weight of truth.”

III. The Struggle Begins

In the days that followed, Malti’s life changed irrevocably. She finally
understood her destiny, the sacred role handed down to her by her ancestors,
and she swore to uphold it with all her might.

"Battles, like truths,” her Grandmother warned, "demand courage and
a heart full of fire. But if we stand together, we cannot falter. We must
fight, and together, we can break the cycle of lies.”

Together, they converged forces with Malti’s allies. They braved the
wrath of storms, the relentless pursuit of their tormentors, and the bitter
divisions in their own ranks, until, at last, they reached the heart of the
enemy'’s fortress-an impending place with shadows that whispered of long-
past fears and threats yet unspoken.

As Malti stepped inside, a strange stillness enveloped her. She knew
that her life balanced upon a knife’s edge here, one misstep could cost her
everything - just as the reckoning of truth had cost her ancestors.

But despite their enemies’ best efforts, the truth could not be held back
forever.

The storm raged outside as Malti and her friends exposed the lies that
shackled their village, their desperate voices sweeping through the smoky
darkness to embrace the entire community. And so irrevocably altered,
the village awoke and rose against the fetters that had shackled them for
centuries.

In the passage of that fateful storm, Malti had found the key to breaking
the cycle of lies - the truth had set her people free.

Suddenly, the past made sense, her blood roared as triumphantly as the
torrential rain that welcomed her as she, and her fellow villagers, stepped
into a new dawn, prepared to confront their deepest fears and unmask their

darkest shadows.

Taking the First Steps Towards the Truth

Malti stood clutching the edge of the plaid dupatta covering her head, her
heart pounding with both trepidation and exhilaration. The search for the
truth had brought her to this final stop, a dilapidated temple at the village

outskirts, abandoned to the ravages of time. There was something ancient
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about this place that made her shiver.

Her inner turmoil mirrored the dusky sky overhead, a storm of tangled
emotions brewing inside her as a physical rainstorm gathered above. Malti
knew that the risks of her actions were far greater now, but with every step
she took, she felt herself drawing closer to the truth that lay buried beneath
years of deception and fear.

”So this is where it all started,” Veeru whispered, following close behind
her. His tense expression stood in sharp contrast to the usual jovial demeanor
he wore like a comfortable sweater.

Mopping her brow with the back of her hand, Malti nodded. ”Yes, Veeru.
This is the place that has haunted my dreams for a long time now. If my
ancestors’ stories are true, we will find the answers we’ve been seeking.”

Averting her gaze from the temple’s entrance, Malti swallowed hard,
attempting to speak confidently as she forged her way ahead. "This hiding
place... it is said to reveal itself only to those truly worthy. There is a secret
path, an opening that will bear the truth we seek.”

"I believe in you, Malti,” Aarti said quietly, her steady hand on Malti’s
trembling shoulder. "Everything we have faced, together, has led us to this
moment. Your heart, filled with courage and desire for justice, will navigate
us through whatever lies ahead.”

At the cusp of revelation, Malti felt the weight of her ancestors’ stories
bearing down upon her. The web of deception, lodged in the dark shadows
of her family’s past, felt like a burden that she alone was destined to unravel.
Hesitantly she turned, studying the faces of Veeru and Aarti.

"Thank you, my friends, for standing by my side. I cannot express what
your support means to me.”

With a deep breath, she took a step forward, her heart hammering
beneath the steel armor she had donned for the journey. The trio ventured
towards the entrance of the temple, a barely visible opening obscured by
overgrown foliage.

As if on cue, a slight breeze rustled the leaves lining the temple’s facade,
revealing a small crack in the weathered stone wall. Malti could practically
sense the swirling secrets hidden within this temple, pulsating behind that
narrow opening.

"Saraswati Devi was right,” whispered Malti in awe. Her grandmother’s

wisdom and the stories passed down through generations had ignited a spark
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of purpose in Malti, driving her every action thus far.

Slowly and cautiously, the three friends started to probe the wall with
their fingers. Gently they grazed each nook and crevice, their breaths
shallow with anticipation. At last, Malti found a small indentation with her
fingertips, sending chills down her spine.

She pressed down with all her might, urging the ancient mechanism to
release its hidden past. With a choked sob and teeth clenched, Malti felt
the wall give way beneath her touch.

The cracks in the facade widened, creating an opening just large enough
for them to crawl through. Veeru looked at Malti with admiration and pride
in his eyes.

"This is it, Malti,” he said. "This is the moment we’ve been waiting for.”

Heart pounding wildly in her chest, Malti crawled through the opening,
Veeru and Aarti following suit. The secrets that lay within the forgotten
temple beckoned her, whispering, “freedom.”

As the first flickers of lightning illuminated the room, a soft determination
set in Malti’s eyes. "No matter what we find here,” she whispered to her
friends, "This will be the first step towards breaking free from the cycle of
lies that binds us.”

And with that, the trio took their first steps into the heart of the temple,
guided by the hope that truth would finally prevail.



Chapter 6

Navigating the Labyrinth
of Lies

Chapter: Navigating the Labyrinth of Lies

The sun dipped behind the marigold fields, casting an ethereal glow over
Ramnagar as the incessant clamor of the village gave way to the tranquil
allure of twilight. Malti wrapped her shawl tightly around her as she stood
at the entrance of the narrow lane where she had spent her carefree summers,
fearing the battles that lay within the labyrinth ahead of her. A wave of
nostalgia washed over her, mingled with an uneasy sense of helplessness.
She knew that her struggles in the city were mere wisps of smoke compared
to the fire that she now faced in the village.

As Malti ventured into the path, she was pleasantly surprised to see
the familiar sight of Veeru and Aarti standing next to each other. Their
presence was a soothing balm on the searing wounds that had been inflicted
by the calloused hands of deceit and betrayal. Conflicting emotions flickered
through her eyes as she embraced her friends, overwhelmed by the enormity
of what they had uncovered together. The facade of the shimmering,
evanescent veil of lies that had enveloped her village was beginning to
crumble, and she feared the aftershocks that would inevitably come with
unearthing the truth.

Malti steadied her quavering voice and began, "Thank you for being with
me on this journey. You have been my pillars of strength, my confidants,
and my voice of reason amidst the whirlwind of chaos that now threatens to

consume me. I wouldn’t have come this far without you. But now, I must

94
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venture into the heart of darkness alone, for the revelation of truth will have
a price to pay, and I cannot let anyone else bear that burden for me.”

Veeru’s eyes glimmered with fierce resolve. He placed his hand on Malti’s
shoulder, his voice unwavering with certainty. ”Malti, we have walked this
path together. We shared the moments of peril, the agony of deceit, and the
triumph of unearthing the truth. We cannot let the specter of fear shackle
our spirits now when we are on the brink of a revolution that will change
the lives of countless people and set a precedent for generations to come.”

Fear returned to Aarti’s eyes, and she clung to Malti, sobbing uncontrol-
lably. "I cannot watch you walk into those fathomless abyss alone, Malti.
You have borne a mountain of pain within you for long enough. Let me
share your burdens, help you fight the forces that were never just yours to
take on.”

Feeling a surge of love and gratitude for Aarti, Malti blinked back her
tears. "Enough with the grand, tearful goodbyes! We walk together to
confront Baldev Pratap Singh.”

Her decision echoed determination throughout the silent village, chasing
shadows away under the vivid glow of the full moon. With quiet resolution,
the three friends moved arm in arm, towards the web of deceit that tangled
around them. Behind the unassuming door to Baldev’s house, they knew
they would find both danger and truth.

As they hesitantly entered the dimly lit room, the lurid walls seemed
to close in on them, harboring secrets that would set the village ablaze.
Emerging from the menacing shadows, Baldev greeted them with a raised
eyebrow and a scathing laugh that sent frissons of horror down the spines
of even the bravest hearts.

"Well, well, well, look who has stumbled into my lair,” sneered Baldev,
triumphantly. ”I must admit, I didn’t give you enough credit for keeping
up with me. But, riddled with blind idealism, you still come to topple my
finely crafted fortress?”

Malti, although shaking, managed to muster up all her courage. "We
discovered the truth, Baldev. Your web of deception has been unraveled,
and the villagers will not suffer for your gain any longer. The maze of lies
that protected your empire is no more, and justice shall be served.”

”And what exactly do you plan to do?” Baldev mocked. ”"These villagers

are pawns in my game, and you think they will just up and revolt because
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you come forward with some evidence? They have been living in fear for so
long, and they won’t so easily break those chains.”

For a moment, the room teetered on the brink of despair, dark words
tethering to the edge of hopelessness. But Aarti stepped forward, face
contorted with righteous fury. ”"Fear can drive people to the very edge, but
it can also galvanize a storm of courage. You underestimate these people
because they were silenced by you, but when the dust settles, they will rise
against your tyranny. We will make sure of that.”

Veeru’s voice echoed throughout the room, his words bearing the weight
of justice. ”You may sneer and mock our efforts, Baldev, but we stand
resolute in our belief that even a flicker of light can banish the darkest
shadows. The truth shall be our beacon, and we will brave every storm to
sow the seeds of change.”

Malti looked into Baldev’s cold, calculating eyes, her voice unwavering,
as she spoke the defining words that would forever mark the beginning of
her labyrinthine journey towards redemption. ”Lies can cripple and conquer,
but truth can heal and inspire. We shall unravel the labyrinth of deceit
you've woven, and let the soul of Ramnagar breathe once again, unshackled

by fear and persecution.”

Return to College: Malti’s Discoveries

As Malti stepped onto the college campus, a cacophony of laughter, friendly
shouting, and the clatter of bicycle bells flooded her senses. Minty - green
rambler roses crisscrossed over the entrance gate, the sun sending splotches
of seeping light on her sun - beaten face. The city seemed to sigh as it
curled itself into her spirit, tendrils of vibrant hope rooting into her very
skin. Malti smiled as she inhaled deeply, her heart thrumming with the
eclectic energy of the city she’d learned to call her own. College, with all its
diversity and chaos, was an entirely new world away from her village - one
she had fought tirelessly to experience.

She desperately needed the sanctuary of her second home, where she
could sprawl herself out and breathe in life, rather than crawl through the
shadows of her past.

Veeru, her dear friend, came running with open arms - his smile like

a bottle of sunshine unleashed - and squeezed Malti so tight, she was left
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breathless. ”Yes,” she thought as he stepped back, "Everything will be as it
was. We'll fall back into rhythms and routines as though it were a dance.”

But then Aarti, by her side, saw Malti’s weary eyes - the bloodshot
sprawl of vessels around the iris, bruised from her sleepless summer - and
the emotional expanse of the summer that separated them dogpiled onto
her chest.

One warm evening, over hastily made ginger tea in their hostel room,
Malti decided it was time to share the pieces of her village life that vibrated
inside her like a cracked bell, unable to harmonize with those around her.

Molten gold sunlight poured itself over their bent heads and Malti
began her tale. Veeru and Aarti listened as if her words were spun from a
spider’s silver threads, glistening and deadly, laying out a delicate maze to
be navigated with utmost care.

"I've witnessed horrific acts,” Malti confessed, choking on the pain that
rose like bile in her throat, "during my stay in the village, I came to realize
the dark underbelly of corruption, the deceitful ways in which men like
Baldev have preyed on the vulnerable and marginalized.”

Veeru clenched his fists, his knuckles white as the moon. "We must do
something. We cannot allow this injustice to continue, Malti.”

Although Malti had dreaded to share her burdens, Veeru’s anger and
Aarti’s soft touch of support fueled a fire within her that would not be
doused by midnight tears.

Weeks passed, the leaves changing colors and surrendering themselves
to the crisp chill of autumn, as Malti, supported by her friends, studied -
unraveling the twisted web that Baldev had slowly woven around his victims
for years.

Revelations expanded inside her like a three - dimensional jigsaw puzzle
as she systematically pieced together information gleaned from her village
experiences and her newfound knowledge of the law. Much like Saraswati
Devi had acted as her compass in the past, guiding her along uncertain
paths, Aarti, and Veeru remained her steadfast companions, offering solace,
reassurance, and laughter that slowly chipped away at Malti’s ever - present
SOITOW.

Together they uncovered the finesse behind Baldev’s land frauds - forging
Gram Panchayat documents, bribing officials, and falsifying property claims

- all made possible by the brutal machinery of patriarchal systems that had
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thrived for decades, notchers used to tighten his iron grip on the village.

"It won’t be easy,” Malti admitted, flicking through piles of copied legal
complaints and dossiers, yet, Aarti’s undaunted gaze and Veeru’s clenched
fists propelled her to add, "But we’ll bring this monster of a man down.”

As the three friends locked eyes, in the hushed study room, there was
the unspoken certainty about the perpetual cost of this battle waged against
Baldev’s evil empire. They were to be privy to the core of a world that
thrived on exploitation and treachery, and bruised and bloodied with their
beliefs shattered, they would emerge reborn, as warriors forged in the
crucible of darkness.

And when the first shards of amber daylight crept into the room, staining
their pages with the reluctant glow of daybreak, Malti realized that although
she had spent months sabotaging the waterlogged weights that threatened
to drown her, she had, in fact, been held afloat by Veeru and Aarti. These
golden threads of friendship had wound tightly around her heart, steadying
her for the epic battle that lay ahead.

Unraveling the Web of Deception

Malti stared at the letter she clutched in her trembling hands. She read it
for the tenth time, but the words still wouldn’t slot into place; they fluttered
in the dim lamplight like dying moths. Veeru and Aarti shifted uneasily
on the floor opposite her, punctuating the stifling silence with their hasty
whispers. Outside, rain hissed and beat against the window panes as if to
wash away the terror that gripped them all.

”I knew there was something fishy about Baldev,” Aarti breathed, her
dark eyes wide with dread. "But this. .. this is monstrous.”

"It’s like he’s changed from a man into a monster, Aarti,” Malti replied,
finally forcing herself to look away from the incriminating words. "I can’t
believe this is what my village has been living under.”

”A web of deception, Malti,” Veeru said, leaning forward and brushing
his hand against her arm. "We need to untangle it, see where it leads. It’s
the only way to protect our people from the lies.”

Malti nodded resolutely. Baldev was no ordinary village leader; he was
the head of a powerful land mafia, a snake that threatened to draw the life

out of everyone she held dear. It was an insidious reality - but one that she
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could no longer ignore.

As the storm subsided outside, they collated the shredded, disorganized
documents that scattered across their little table like a paper ocean. Metic-
ulously, they pieced the fragments of correspondence together, their brows
knitting tighter as the gravity of the situation bore down on them.

"Baldev’s been scaring people off their rightful property and forcing
them into debt,” Veeru mumbled, his finger tracing a blue line across the
map that lay before them. ”Land is a sacred thing to your village’s people,
Malti. They’d rather die than give up their land.”

”And yet Baldev knows how to make them feel like they have no choice,”
Malti said, her heart felt heavy with the knowledge. "He has become a
nearly irreversible force in our village. How can we possibly bring him
down?”

They worked into the night, piecing together the hellish reality that had
gripped Malti’s village for decades. Meanwhile, Malti’s thoughts strayed to
her grandmother Saraswati, wondering whether her wisdom would ease the
weight of this crushing burden; but it was not wisdom Saraswati gave her.
Instead, she bestowed upon Malti an undying courage that bubbled up like
a fountain inside her chest.

Dawn found the three friends sprawled across the cold floor of their dorm
room, surrounded by maps and scribbled notes. Aarti blinked her bleary
red eyes, stretching her stiff limbs. ”"We can’t do this alone, Malti. We need
help to bring down Baldev’s operation.”

"Help will come,” Malti assured her, sitting up as her spine cracked like
firewood. She picked up the letter that made her tremble before. Her hands
were steady now, her eyes cold. "We just need to let them see the truth.
The evidence against him is overwhelming, these documents alone. ..”

"But he has powerful allies, Malti,” Veeru interrupted gravely. ”You
tumble one stone and you’ll start an avalanche. ..some people may die.”

”T know,” Malti murmured. "But I'm not fighting Baldev out of hatred.
Aren’t we doing this to protect our people from this monster?”

"But what if you fail, Malti?” asked Aarti softly. There were tears in
her eyes. "What if you die?”

"If T die, Aarti, then I die for a greater cause,” Malti replied without
looking away from the now silent ink that pressed against her fingertips.

"We can’t let Baldev go on any longer, poisoning our land and dragging our
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people into darkness.”

A look passed between Aarti and Veeru, a quiet determination that
bound them as one. ”All right then, Malti,” Aarti said fiercely. "We’ll
march hand in hand to dawn, fighting the coming night with open hearts
and bright eyes. We'll take on this monster. Together.”

Veeru clenched his fist determinedly. "For the sake of your village, and
every other village weaved into Baldev’s malignant web of deception, we
must tear it down - thread by poisonous thread.”

As they stared towards the horizon, where the first shafts of dawn pierced
the sky, Malti knew that their struggle had only just begun. Harrowing
days stretched out before them like a treacherous road, bristling with the
treacherous thorns of deceit and danger. Yet there, anchored between Aarti
and Veeru, Malti realized that as long there was love in her heart, she could

face any hardship hand in hand with her friends.

Confronting Baldev’s Henchmen

As the sun dipped below the horizon, a purple haze spread across the sky
above the ancient banyan tree. The rustling leaves overhead sounded like
whispers, as if the tree itself knew what Malti was planning. Veeru and
Aarti huddled close to her, tense with anticipation, their hands gripping the
twigs and dirt beneath them as they lay in hiding.

”"Malti, are you sure this is the right time?” Veeru didn’t look at her -
his eyes were fixed on the narrow path that led towards the village temple.
They had been waiting here for what felt like hours, and the suspense was
clearly getting to him.

"It’s what the informant said,” Malti whispered back, her own nerves
betraying her in the slight tremor of her voice. ”This is when Baldev’s men
will come to finalize their wicked plans.”

Aarti reached out and squeezed Malti’s hand. "We’ve got this. Just
stick to the plan.”

Their plan seemed simple enough: wait for Baldev’s henchmen to pass by,
then follow them to where they were meeting someone from a neighboring
village to exchange bribes. Gather enough evidence, and they could finally
expose Baldev’s illegal land dealings and bring him to justice. But as the

shadows grew longer, simple became scarce, and fear nestled itself deeper in
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Malti’s heart.

Suddenly, a faint rustle caught their attention. A group of men, dressed
in dark clothing, rounded the path, obscured by the ombre twilight. Malti’s
heartbeat quickened, thundering in her ears.

"There they are. Let’s follow them,” Malti whispered, slowly crawling
out of their hiding spot.

Veeru and Aarti nodded, their faces full of determination. Together,
they crept after the henchmen, staying low to the ground and careful to
avoid the sticks and leaves that could give them away.

The henchmen reached a clearing lit by a flickering lantern. A thin man
lurked in the shadows, the outline of his moustache barely visible under the
weak light. Before Malti could contemplate their next move, one of Baldev’s
men spotted her.

"Hey, who’s there?” he yelled, storming towards her.

Malti’s heart threatened to leap from her chest, her mind racing a mile a
minute. She had to act quickly. ”I have a message for Baldev,” she blurted,
hoping that a glimpse of familiarity would alleviate some of their suspicion.

Veeru and Aarti looked at her in confusion, but Malti held her gaze
steady, trying to project confidence.

"Do you, now?” The man sneered, his eyes narrowing. ”And who are
you?”

"Malti Sharma,” she replied without hesitation, her voice strong and
resolute despite the searing knot of fear coiled in her stomach. "And the
message I bring will be the undoing of your wicked plans.”

The other men laughed. "Who do you think you are, little girl? A
warrior?”

"No,” she spat back. "I am a student. And I am more powerful than
you will ever know.”

The leader’s laughter died down, and suddenly there was an edge to his
demeanor. In a flash, he stepped forward and grabbed Malti by the arm,
wrenching her towards him. ”You must think very highly of yourself,” he
snarled, tightening his grip. "But you’re nothing compared to the power
Baldev holds.”

Veeru couldn’t keep quiet any longer. "Let her go!” he shouted, stepping
out from the shadows. The henchmen turned their attention towards him,

leaving Aarti unnoticed.
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"We’re not scared of you!” Veeru continued. ”Or Baldev. We will expose
your crimes and free our village from your corruption.”

The man shoved Malti aside, his face contorted with rage. "You should
be afraid,” he muttered, his eyes locked on Veeru’s. "Baldev will crush you.
He will destroy your families. Do you understand what you’re getting into?”

Malti felt the blood drain from her face, her arms limp at her side.
But she swallowed her fear, mustering every ounce of courage she had left.
”Justice will prevail,” she declared, her voice shaking but resolute. "And we
will never back down.”

The air around them felt heavy with the weight of her words, an un-
shakable bond forged between her and her friends. They stood as a united
front, their steely gazes facing down the henchmen before them. And in
that moment, Malti knew that, regardless of the outcome, they had already
won. They were no longer just village children, fighting against their own

darkness; they were something much, much greater.

Collaboration with Veeru and Aarti

Malti took a deep breath as her tense fingers fumbled to open the door to her
college dormitory. The events that had transpired in the village continued
to weigh heavily on her mind. The meeting with the elders, the threats from
Baldev’s henchmen - it all swirled in her thoughts like a cyclone, refusing to
relent.

As soon as the door creaked open, it brought the dimly lit room into view.
Veeru, perched on the edge of Malti’s bed, looked up from the wrinkled
pages of his chemistry textbook. His face, ordinarily creased with a cheeky
grin, was now contoured with concern.

"Hey, Malti,” he said, his voice laced with worry. ”We’ve been waiting
for you. Are you okay?”

Malti dropped her bag onto the floor with a soft thud and glanced to
her right. Aarti sat on a corner of the room, her dark eyes sparkling with
curiosity. She smiled at Malti, but it was painfully evident that a storm of
anxiety brewed within her as well.

"I...,” Malti hesitated, her voice cracking under the weight of the secrets
she had been carrying. She paused to regain her composure before continuing,

”I need your help.”
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A sense of unity washed over the room, pulling them together in their
shared determination to uncover the truth. The shadows that moments
before loomed menacingly now provided solace and protection as the three
friends exchanged their findings, piecing together the puzzle that was leaving
Malti perpetually restless.

Veeru shared how his connections in the village had learned of several
plots of land that were suspiciously transferred to Baldev’s name over the
years. Aarti, notorious for her ability to obtain hard - to-find information,
had discovered the extensive history of the villagers’ continued mistreatment
at the hands of the land mafia.

As Malti listened, her fingers curled into tight fists. Veeru put his hand
on her clenched fingers, a gentle reminder that they were in this together.
Malti looked up from their intertwined hands into his soft gaze, choked with
gratitude.

“We need to do something about this,” she whispered, her voice trembling
under the emotional toll of it all.

Veeru and Aarti exchanged a look - a silent agreement to support Malti
in her fight against injustice.

"I know,” Aarti said, her eyes fierce with determination. "We will fight
them, Malti. Together.”

The room, now brimming with a renewed sense of hope and allyship,
seemed to breathe with them.

"What’s the plan?” Veeru asked, his brow furrowed in concern.

Malti glanced at the two of them, her allies, her friends. They were
now more than friends - they were a force to be reckoned with. The wave
of reassurance washed over her, and she could feel the fire of conviction
lighting up inside her once more.

”"We gather evidence on Baldev’s wrongdoings; find out how he’s been
manipulating families to sign away their land. We need concrete proof
before we can approach the police or anyone else.”

Aarti nodded, picking up where Malti left off, "We’ll use our networks
here at the college and the social welfare club. They have connections in
the media and within the police force. If we find anything, we will have
their support in exposing Baldev.”

Veeru’s voice, deep with loyalty and resolve, filled the crowded room,

"We will help you, Malti. We will bring justice to the villagers. Their cries
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for help will not go unheard.”

The three friends sat in silent agreement, the shared burden now evenly
distributed among them. The journey before them was filled with concealed
dangers, but an unwavering sense of commitment to the villagers and to
each other now fortified them.

As the shadows continued to lurk in the corners of the dim room, the trio
huddled together - determined, united, hopeful. The coming months would
challenge every ounce of their courage and perseverance, but within that
dorm room, they harbored an unshakeable belief that they could unearth
the truth and shine a light on the insidious darkness existing within the

village.

Informing the Police

Malti’s heart raced as she approached the worn steps of the police station,
her dark eyes feverishly scanning the nondescript building. She clutched the
weighty envelope in her sweaty hands like a shield, reassured by the solid
presence of Veeru at her side. His steady gaze and unwavering support had
never been more vital, as the baggy - eyed constable briefly regarded her
before returning his attention to the newspaper spread before him.

"I’'m here to see Inspector Sharma, please,” Malti stammered, her voice
sounding weak and alien in her own ears. The constable lazily looked up,
studying her and Veeru as if deciding whether their business was worth
interrupting his reading. Eventually, he nodded and gestured to a rickety
wooden door. Malti hesitated, swallowing hard before stepping forward,
every ounce of courage mustered for this moment.

As they entered into the cramped office, Malti’s pulse throbbed in
her ears, her breath coming in short gasps. Seated behind a cluttered
desk, Inspector Sharma eyed them with stern professionalism, any hint of
skepticism hidden behind his gray mustache. Clearing her throat, Malti
began to speak, her voice cracking with the enormity of the words she forced
out: ”Sir, we have evidence against Baldev Pratap Singh and his land mafia.
We request your help to stop them.”

A heavy silence settled over the room, Inspector Sharma’s eyes narrowing
as they darted between Malti and Veeru. Malti quivered under his scrutiny,

unable to keep her hands from shaking. Veeru placed his hand on her
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shoulder, a gesture both reassuring and grounding. Inspector Sharma’s grip
tightened around his pen, his eyes piercing through Malti’s very core.

"What kind of evidence?” His voice had a grave undertone, laced with
skepticism and surprise.

Malti opened the envelope with trembling fingers, revealing the pho-
tographs, audio recordings, and carefully documented instances of violence
and exploitation that they had painstakingly collected. Each piece of proof
a symbol of their commitment to justice, their dedication to eradicating the
malignant darkness that had held sway over their village for decades.

Inspector Sharma studied the documents. The intensity of his gaze
weighed suffocatingly heavy on Malti’s soul, until at last, he looked up,
meeting her gaze with a sigh that spoke volumes. "I'll look into it,” he said,
"but you know the kind of influence Baldev and his associates wield. It
won’t be easy to bring them to justice, and trying may put you both in
danger.”

Malti and Veeru exchanged resolute glances, their hands unconsciously
intertwining for strength. "We know the risks, sir,” Malti said, her voice
gaining some power at the thought of their shared suffering. "But we can’t
continue to live in fear. Our families, our friends, our village - everyone
is at risk. It’s time to stop the cycle of devastation spreading across our
homeland.”

Inspector Sharma’s eyes softened, and, for the first time, a faint impres-
sion of approval seemed to emerge from the crevices of his stoic face. "I
admire your courage, young lady. Not many would be willing to risk their
lives for a cause like this.”

"But what is the point of a life bowing down to injustice? If not us, then
who?” Malti implored, her eyes afire with newfound strength.

There was another silence, longer this time, before Inspector Sharma
leaned back in his chair, resigning himself to their determination. ”Alright
then. We’ll work together. But remember, there’s no turning back now.”

Malti and Veeru spoke with one voice, tethered together by a pursuit of
righteousness: "We won’t let our people down, Inspector. We will prevail.”

As they stepped out of the office, their eyes burned with a fierce resolve,
any lingering shadows of fear and uncertainty evaporating in the daunting
face of truth. Together, they vowed to see the mission through to its bitter

end, risking everything to expose the darkness and usher in a new era of
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justice and equality for their village.

Barriers in Obtaining Concrete Evidence

Malti stood on the sunlit porch of the small village police station, her fists
knotted at her side. She could barely contain her contempt as she stared
down the burly, uniformed constable lounging on his plastic chair. He wore
the complacent smirk of an indolent cat, unconcerned with the urgency of
Malti’s appeal. The wind blew her thick, black hair in her face, but she
didn’t brush it away. Instead, she clenched her jaw.

”You’re saying that you can’t help me? You can’t-or you won’t?”

He raised a brow, creaking back languidly in his chair. ”For the third
time, it is beyond our capacity to handle this matter without evidence. If
you can’t substantiate your claims, there’s nothing to be done.”

Malti’s dark eyes narrowed as she thrust her hand into her bag, extracting
the sheaf of papers she’d collected. Documents filled with names, dates,
and allegations. It had taken her weeks to gather, but the trouble she’d
faced only bolstered her certainty that Baldev-the head of the land mafia -
needed to be stopped. ”You don’t call this evidence?”

The constable glanced dismissively at the papers, then picked at a spot
on his uniform. "Rumors. Speculations. People have been selling land to
Mr. Singh for years. That’s not a crime.”

"He’s forcing them to sell! Intimidating them, cheating them. And he’s
profiting from their losses. That’s not a crime? What sort of a country do
you think this is?”

The constable sneered, ”A country that doesn’t hang people for suspicion.”
He stood up, dusting off his pants, and stepped closer to her. For a moment,
she almost expected him to strike her. She swallowed her fear, defiantly. He
didn’t.

"Look around, Miss Malti Sharma. Open your eyes to what has always
been. Traditional values are important here. They evolved over generations.
Stay in your place, like the rest of us. Don’t stir the pot, and things will be
fine.”

He walked back toward the open door of the police station, pausing once
to glance back at her. She could feel the weight of his condescension like a

coil around her heart.
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”You students think you can change the world. But the world is not so
easily changed.”

He disappeared inside, leaving Malti there clutching her worthless papers,
still clamoring for justice. When she could still hear his laughter echoing
down the hallway, she shook her head bitterly, as though he had just
slapped her. Fortitude and willfulness filled the void within her; his laughter
cemented her resolve, like a spark igniting the wick of a firework.

"I’ll show you,” she whispered to herself as she stalked away from the
police station. ”If T have to tear all these walls down myself, I'll show you.”

A few days later, after sharing her failure to garner support from the
local police with Veeru and Aarti, Malti became more determined than
ever, returning to the village to search for more concrete evidence. She
soon received word that her tireless work digging into Baldev’s shady deals
hadn’t gone unnoticed, as a cryptic letter from a whistleblower informed
her of hidden records concealed on Baldev’s property.

”You need to seize this opportunity, Malti,” Aarti insisted, her words
crackling over Malti’s cell phone in the dying light of dusk. ”If these records
are what this person claims them to be, it could finally be the breakthrough
you need.”

"I’ll have to sneak in tonight,” replied Malti, her heart pounding with
adrenaline at the thought of facing Baldev directly. "But there are risks in
obtaining the evidence. If I get caught...”

”You’ll have to be cautious but quick,” Aarti interjected. ”You and
Veeru have to trust each other and be absolutely sure you have each other’s
backs.”

”I trust him,” Malti murmured, staring out across the distance that
separated her from the waiting dangers. "Maybe it’s the only way.”

As night descended upon the village, Malti and Veeru embarked on
their treacherous mission into Baldev’s lair. The pair maneuvered stealthily
through the darkness, avoiding the notice of private security forces, following
the vague instructions etched in the anonymous letter.

As they neared the rotting shed, the stench of betrayal and corruption
marred the air. Malti and Veeru exchanged a glance, their hearts thudding
with a singular purpose: to expose the lies and tear apart the facades that
had allowed Baldev to thrive.

And when dawn broke, they were one step closer to bringing the truth
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to light.

Unexpected Ally: Saraswati Devi

Chapter 16: An Unexpected Ally

Malti stood at the edge of the village, the sun searing its way across her
back. Her heart trembled like the leaves of a neem tree, as the weight of her
mission bore down upon her. She knew that the search for evidence against
Baldev was not only dangerous, but also high stakes. One slip - up and
the fragile thread on which the dream of her villages’ transformation hung
would snap instantly. She could feel the drum of her veins in her temples-
her anxiety refusing to remain locked within her body.

Footfalls approached her from behind; instinct encouraged her to whirl
around but she held herself in check. Whoever it was would not see her
flinch.

"Malti beta,” a frail voice spoke, riddled with years lived and wisdom
contained. She turned to find Saraswati Devi, her weathered and wrinkled
figure swaying slightly, leaning on her worn wooden cane.

"Daadi Maa,” Malti breathed out. Relief and surprise meshed together,
painting her face with shades of colors from their respective palettes.

Saraswati continued, "You need not face this battle alone, child. I have
watched you work tirelessly since your return, and I cannot remain confined
to the sidelines any longer. Our village is drenched in deceit and its heart
blackened with infamous lies; we need to expose the corruption and unearth
the truth.”

Malti studied her grandmother’s face, searching for the reason behind
such an expected turn. Saraswati Devi had always been her silent confidante,
her constant support in times of need. But she had never openly voiced her
true thoughts, carefully veiling them in layers of whispers and suppositions.

”As a young girl, I saw a village of fountains and lush terraced fields
in their full splendor - of laughter and joy,” sighed Saraswati, catching
Malti’s disorganized thoughts. ”"When I look around now, I see faces
indistinguishable from the very earth they toil on. How did we lose our way
so?”

Malti held her grandmother’s gaze and reasoned, "We were devoured by

the darkness of power and greed - by men like Baldev Pratap Singh.” She
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hesitated for a moment, doubts wrapping themselves around her newfound

resolve. "But will the others believe it, Daadi? Will they accept our story?”

Saraswati Devi’s eyes glimmered with a patriarchal resolve. "Truth has
a way of seeping into the darkest of corners, Malti. And in the end, it shall
prevail. I will stand by you, assert your findings, and denounce the atrocities

committed by those who have hidden behind the veil of respectability.”

Tears welled in Malti’s eyes as she embraced her grandmother. "Thank
you, Daadi. Your support is invaluable. But are you ready for the conse-
quences? The backlash - the hatred? You know how sacred their beliefs are,

the power and influence they hold onto.”

”I was born ready, child,” the old woman stated firmly, voice steady.
"But now, I must act. Not for just your sake and your future, but for all the
daughters we have failed to protect - all the young minds we have chained

and silenced.”

And thus, at the cusp of evening whispering its secrets to the night,
Malti’s mission turned a new corner. A corner that signaled light creeping
in, as hope crackled like fire beneath the ashes. Arm in arm, Malti and
Saraswati Devi walked into the gathering dusk, into a battle that would no

longer be theirs to fight on their own.

They fought not for acclaim nor fame, but for redemption - for a truth
that refused to be buried, for a village that whispered its ancient tale,
crushed beneath the weight of lies. And in the weeks that followed, they
became a force defying the norm, carving a path through the heart of their

village - a path uncharted, yet one that screamed transformation.

Words are powerful weapons when wielded correctly. And with Saraswati
Devi entering the frame, Malti’s words took on a new life, echoing in the
wind, ricocheting from the losses and rises woven into history. Though there

were those who would silence them, together, they held each other steadfast.

The road to change was still long and winding, etched with the sacrifices
of those who dared challenge the status quo. But for the first time, the
burgeoning fire in Malti’s spirit stopped faltering in the wind, and her heart
stopped quivering like a leaf in the face of a storm. It danced instead with
the stirring courage of Saraswati Devi, an unexpected ally, who walked the
planks of the village’s past and present - cognizant that the hands of time

would not wait, that tomorrow was never promised.
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The Final Confrontation: Baldev Exposed

The late - afternoon sun stretched long shadows across the village, as Malti,
Veeru, and Aarti huddled together near the temple entrance. They held
copies of the evidence they had collected against Baldev Pratap Singh, the
corrupt land mafia leader. The shaky nerves of the trio silently screamed
that the time had finally come for the final confrontation.

Malti glanced at her friends, their faces etched with determination and
worry. ”Are we ready?” she whispered, her voice barely audible against the
drumming in her chest.

Veeru squeezed her shoulders reassuringly. ”We are with you, no matter
what happens.”

Aarti, her eyes fierce and fearless, nodded emphatically. ”It’s time to
bring Baldev down and end his reign of terror.”

Gathering her courage, Malti stood up and walked towards the village
square, her friends close behind her. As they entered the buzzing heart of
the community, the noise subsided. The villagers turned their attention
towards Malti, the girl who had dared to defy the traditional norms and
challenge the oppressive past. Their whispers held a mixture of curiosity,
skepticism, and perhaps, a touch of admiration.

Standing in the center of the square, Malti raised her arm, the papers in
her hand shaking ever so slightly. She took a deep breath and called out,
"I speak the truth, and I come bearing proof! Corruption and greed have
poisoned our lands, and Baldev Pratap Singh is the root of this evil!”

As the murmurings around them grew louder, Baldev emerged from his
luxurious home, his face a twisted mask of anger and disbelief. He strode
towards Malti, his menacing gaze drilling holes into her determined spirit.

"How dare you slander my name, you foolish girl? You have no authority
here!” Baldev snarled, confidently strutting in front of the villagers who had
now gathered around them.

Malti, refusing to be intimidated, stood her ground, her voice gaining
strength. "I have gathered evidence, incontrovertible proof of your heinous
crimes against our village! You have exploited, cheated, and deceived the
very people you claim to serve, all for your own selfish gain!”

Holding the papers above her head, Malti continued, "I have witnessed

your brutal oppression and I have felt your chokehold on our community. I
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will remain silent no more. I have brought the truth to light, and now, it is

for the villagers themselves to decide your fate.”

The villagers whispered amongst themselves. Some looked to Baldev,
their loyalty to the old ways weighing heavy on their hearts, while others

began to see the hope and justice shining through their young heroine.

Baldev’s eyes gleamed with malice, as he spat back, ”You think your
words carry weight in a world where tradition still binds these villagers
tighter than chains? They know to respect and follow the old ways, to bend
to the will of their elders, unlike you!”

But as Baldev sneered, something had shifted amidst the villagers, the
taut thread of loyalty fraying under the weight of Malti’s conviction and

courage.

From the shadows emerged Saraswati Devi, her face soft and calm.
Malti’s heart swelled at the sight of her grandmother, whose quiet strength
had carried her this far. Saraswati walked towards Malti, placed a steady
hand on her shoulder, and said, "Baldev, I, too, have borne witness to your
malicious crimes, and I have chosen to support the truth brought forth by
my granddaughter. We cannot cling blindly to our traditions when they

protect only the corrupt and powerful.”

The air vibrated with tension, as the villagers absorbed Saraswati’s
words and were stirred to action, some rising against Baldev and his men,

joining the fight to reclaim their village.

As the heated battle raged, Malti drew her strength from the villagers
who had once rejected her, but now believed in her cause. They came
together as one, united against the darkness that threatened to consume the
very fabric of their lives. It was this unity that forced the hand of justice,

forcing Baldev to face the consequences of his actions.

The summer sun dipped below the horizon, casting long shadows as
the village basked in the twilight of victory. Malti, her friends, and her
community had exposed the land mafia’s crimes, and now stood at the cusp
of a new beginning, rebuilding their world on a foundation of truth, trust,

and hope.
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Victory and Reflection on Truth & Trust

Malti’s heart was pounding so fiercely she felt as if the whole village could
hear its thunderous beat. Her dirty, sweat - soaked blouse clung to her skin
as she stood atop the hill, surrounded by her trusted friends, Veeru, Aarti,
and her indisputable confidante, her grandmother Saraswati Devi. As they
surveyed the scene below them, the village was transformed, a whirl of chaos
and disbelief. The clamor was overwhelming, yet it paled in comparison to
the riotous emotions raging within Malti’s soul.

She had faced mortal danger, risked her friendships, and the life that
she had once known was disintegrated beyond recognition. But she could
see clearly the power of truth and the impact it held to bridge the chasm
between trust and deceit. She now stood at the pinnacle of her journey,
one that had taken her from a dark and suffocating cocoon to the soaring
heights of her own hard - earned metamorphosis.

A sense of serenity enveloped Malti as the last fragments of fear and self
- doubt slipped away in the breeze whispering through the village fields. She
felt the wind rushing upon her, exhilarating, like the torrential force of her
own fierce spirit, and knew with utter certitude that having exposed the
seething core of oppression, her village could never return to its poisoned
existence. The land mafia, the cancer that had plagued her people for too
long, was finally dismantled.

Saraswati Devi stepped forward, her eyes the color of storm clouds as
they looked upon her granddaughter with a raw mixture of pain, pride, and
unfathomable love. "It is done, Malti. The weight of this burden has been
lifted.”

A flood of tears coursed down Malti’s cheeks, carving rivers through the
grime coating her face. Everything she had fought for, bled for, she had
triumphed over. No more would the land mafia exploit her people in the
name of caste or greed. She turned to Veeru and Aarti, who flashed fierce
smiles of solidarity as they held onto her trembling hands. Gravely, Veeru
spoke, his voice reverberating within the sudden silence.

)

'I... We were almost too late.”
Malti looked deep into Veeru’s eyes and saw uncertainty, exhaustion, but
above all, the reverence for the truth she had placed in his care. "But we

did it, Veeru. Together, we shattered the cycle of lies that festered within
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this village. Baldev Pratap Singh can never poison our people again.”

Aarti’s gaze hardened. "For every Baldev that is cut down by the truth,
ten more will rise. But they, too, will succumb to the unyielding ferocity of
justice. Our village has endured enough turmoil. We are strong enough for
this.”

As Aarti spoke, Malti’s heart swelled with gratitude. She knew without
the kinship and unwavering loyalty of her friends, she never could have
stood against that perilous tide.

As curls of smoke darkened the once serene sky and lamentation filled
the air, Malti knew her journey had only just begun. The land mafia was
broken, but the task that remained was even greater - to mend the ragged
hearts of her people, to sow new seeds of trust and weave a rope of unity as
thick and resilient as the bond that bound her to Veeru and Aarti.

The sun dipped lower on the horizon, casting crimson shadows upon the
assembled faces of her family and friends. With the embrace of Saraswati’s
arm around her shoulders, Malti found her voice once more and bid an
eternal farewell to the girl whose dreams had one day soared amidst the
fragile notes of a distant melody in the wind.

Now she was the woman who would tear down falsehoods and rebuild
her village on the foundation of truth, showing her world the strength of

one resolute heart.



Chapter 7

The Lost Treasure

Malti could still remember the chill that ran down her spine when she finally
deciphered the code engraved on the well - worn map. Tucked away in
the recesses of her ancestral trunk, the fragile parchment had survived the
ravages of time and revealed a tantalizing secret - that of a hidden treasure,
long- forgotten, concealed in the depth of the village shrine. The thrumming
pulse of danger and intrigue spurred her on as she enlisted the help of her
closest friends, Veeru and Aarti, in the high - stakes adventure that had the
potential to forever change the destiny of her village.

The three companions huddled in a hidden corner of the village shrine
after nightfall, their faces a mere sketch in the dim glow of a single candle.
Veeru’s jovial voice had lowered to a conspiratorial murmur as he traced
the map with a quivering finger.

"I believe, if we follow this route, we should be able to find the entrance
to the secret chamber,” he whispered.

Aarti nodded, her dark, determined eyes ablaze with resolve.

"But we must keep this strictly between us. A discovery like this would
unleash more than greed - it could bring about a bloodbath,” she added,
her throat tight with unspoken fear.

Malti, in turn, glanced over their hushed forms at the door they had left
ajar, her thoughts skittering. Their undertaking that night was a risk she
knew she must take despite the frisson of danger that hung in the air.

Her stomach ached thinking of their clandestine meetings with village
pariahs animatedly speaking of hidden troves, of the prophetic dreams
Saraswati Devi had whispered to her on her deathbed. She shook off a

114
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sudden, sharp pang of longing for her grandmother’s wisdom, reached out
to clasp the hands of her dear friends.

”"We must stay united in this, no matter what,” she murmured, her voice
steady.

The trio set out under the cover of darkness, following the intricate
markings that led them to a moss- covered wall at the far end of the shrine.

”No time like the present,” Veeru remarked dryly, his voice quivering
with mirth as Malti narrowed her eyes at the dilapidated structure.

Then, as if she were seeing lines of truth braided within the mossy cracks,
she stepped forward and pushed against the stone wall, her slender fingers
pressing at the appropriate crevices. A low rumble echoed from within the
solid structure and, to their amazement, the wall slid aside, revealing a
hidden passage.

Despite the heaviness cloaking her heart, Malti led them cautiously
forward into the unknown, the map clutched tightly in her determined
grip. The darkness enshrouding the narrow passage almost seemed like
an extension of Malti’s own doubts, fears, and the ever - present, gnawing
hunger to unearth her family’s darkest secrets.

Each tentative step resonated within her soul, as if she were a fugitive
fleeing a legacy that stretched back generations. The tunnel soon opened
into a dimly lit chamber that housed a small wooden chest, bound in rusting
chains. Here lay hidden treasure, a key to altering the web of lies plaguing
her village and her family’s name.

In a frenzy, Malti broke the chest open, revealing a trove of gold coins
and precious jewels. She hesitated for a moment, sensing the change that
this treasure could bring.

"We can use this for the benefit of the village,” she whispered. "We can
challenge the mafia with this. We can break open the cage of their hidden
agendas, their secret power plays, and their deceitful schemes.”

Veeru and Aarti exchanged glances, knowing that this would irrevocably
bind them all to a fight to the death.

And so, the three allies embarked on a dangerous mission to bring the
land mafia to its knees, one step at a time. As the hidden treasure turned
from a majesty - locked secret into a fulcrum for change, Malti and her
friends encountered foes they never expected - the powerful, the ruthless,

and the cunning, all bound by a web of corruption that dug its claws deep
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into the heart of the village.
In the end, Malti’s relentless fight against a legacy of deceit would
transcend the battle for the treasure - it would become a symbol of resistance,

of justice, and of redemption.

Malti’s discovery of the hidden map

The midday sun blazed down on Malti Sharma as she knelt in the dust of
her ancestral home, prying open the long-sealed wooden trunk. Brought
to her knees by the trials and tribulations she and her brave friends had
already overcome, she was unprepared for the shocking revelation she was
about to uncover. Through a combination of luck and dogged persistence,
Malti had come to believe that within this ancient and battered chest lay
the key to defeating the land mafia who were slowly crushing her fellow
villagers beneath their cruel heel.

As the heavy lid was finally lifted, a musty fog imbued with a thousand
memories temporarily obscured her view. As the room cleared, Malti peered
down into the cavernous space below, her fingers shaking with anticiaption.
Her eyes widened when her gaze fell upon what she had been searching for:
a thick, worn scroll tied with a threadbare ribbon, as if it were a precious
gift from her ancestors.

Malti’s grandmother, Saraswati Devi, appeared in the doorway, her frail
body leaning on a gnarled cane fashioned from the branch of a long- fallen
tree.

"Did you find it, bitiya?” she inquired, her voice wavering due to both
excitement and the burden of her years of suppressed wisdom.

Malti swallowed hard, hesitating briefly before she answered. "I think
so, Dadi,” she responded, carefully plucking the scroll from the trunk and
holding it with the reverence of a truth - seeker who knew she was poised to
alter the course of countless lives.

With a trembling hand, she untied the ribbon binding the scroll, exposing
the ancient parchment. Malti’s eyes darted hungrily across the page, greedily
absorbing the ink - stained map and accompanying legend scrawled in long-
forgotten script.

As the magnitude of her discovery washed over Malti, a chorus of hurried

footsteps sounded in the narrow passageway outside; her courageous friends,
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Veeru and Aarti, rushed into the dimly lit room. Both Veeru and Aarti
bore evidence of their escape from the clutches of the ruthless goons sent
by Baldev Pratap Singh, the leader of the land mafia who would stop at
nothing to protect his empire of oppression.

"Malti, we couldn’t get the evidence we need,” Aarti panted, the words
tumbling from her mouth like rehearsed confessions. “Baldev’s men were
everywhere; it’s too dangerous.”

Malti glanced up at them, the parchment still clutched in her hand.
Veeru’s left eye had begun to swell shut, purple and angry as the undying
caste prejudices that plagued their village. Aarti attempted to hold back
the tears that threatened to expose her fear and frustration. But Malti did
not waver. The tide of conviction flowed through her veins now, stronger
than ever.

"Have faith, my friends,” Malti said. "This map, handed to us from the
depths of time, has ignited a path to Baldev’s destruction. The riddle of
the past will lead us to the essence of justice we seek.”

All three stared at the parchment, including Saraswati Devi who crept
closer for a better look. Seared into each of their memories were the swirling
ancient lines of the rambling hand, along with the single phrase written as
if to taunt them:

"Within the bowels of the temple, the heart of the village beats with
hidden truths.”

A moment passed. ”If what you say is true, Malti, we must hurry,”
Veeru said, his voice thick and forceful despite his visible weariness.

Malti nodded sharply, briefed on the urgency of the task that now fell
upon their shoulders. As if fueled by the spirits of those who had suffered at
the hands of the land mafia, and those who had dared to defy them, Malti
straightened her back, the parchment cradled in her arms.

"What do we do, Malti?” Aarti asked, her voice steadier now, as if the
briefest glimmer of hope had reignited the embers of her resolve.

Drawn together by their unwavering loyalty to one another and a shared
belief in something greater than themselves, Malti, Veeru, and Aarti ex-
changed a series of fierce, solemn glances.

"For now, we follow the map. We decipher the clues left by our ancestors
and inherit the timeless, long- hidden treasure that will finally open the eyes

of our people. But before long, we will face Baldev and his tyrannical regime
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head - on, for we cannot stand idly by as they continue to tear our village
apart. We will expose them and defend the land that is our birthright,”
Malti declared, her tone brimming with determination and courage that
was rare in one so young.

In the small, dusty room where ancient secrets had been unearthed, the
rustling of the age - old parchment echoed through the air like a whisper
from the past. It was a promise-a vow that the coming storm would be
one of justice, redemption, and ultimately, hope for the restoration of their

beloved village.

Decoding the map and clues

Malti felt her calloused finger trace a circle around their target on the
ancient, brittle parchment. The dust and grime had long settled on the
creases, but the ink managed to stay bold all these years. It was high time
she revealed the contents of the map to her team. Veeru and Aarti, the
college friends who had tirelessly supported her, deserved to know the truth.
She owed the two a fierce loyalty that had crystallized amongst the jagged
stones and overgrown weeds during their harrowing adventure. But now, it
was time for the three of them to come to terms with the reality of their
struggles, to confront the malevolent forces that had twisted the very fabric
of their lives.

"You know, I never imagined that this little map would hold the secret
to our salvation,” said Veeru, his brow furrowing as he studied the ancient
and obscure script. He stood over the table, his forehead covered in a thin
layer of sweat, one arm draped over Aarti’s shoulder.

”It’s not just our salvation,” Malti replied gravely. "This could change
the lives of everyone in our village... if we’re brave enough to pursue it.”

Aarti’s eyes, ever - empathetic and focused, narrowed into a determined
squint as she assessed the labyrinthine clues laid out before them. "We’ve
come too far to turn back now,” she murmured. ”"You know, when you first
showed me the map, I never believed we would make it this far.”

"None of us did,” Malti admitted. ”"We were naive, trying to solve a
mystery beyond our wildest expectations. But... ” she hesitated, feeling the
weight of their discovery crash upon her like a tremendous wave. "We’ve

been chosen. Destiny selected us for this task, and we cannot falter now.”
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"There’s destiny for you,” said Aarthi with a bitter, hopeless laugh, "and
then there’s them.” She gestured beyond the single, small window facing the
network of muddy paths that weaved through the village. The oppressive
stillness of the night air weighed on them all - so deafening, so dreadful
that even the dim flames of their gas lamps seemed to flicker timidly, their
reflections warped and twisted on the tainted glasses guarding them.

Malti couldn’t deny that their journey had made them beholden to bitter
memories as well. She allowed herself to face the ugly truth looming outside
their safe haven: The threats, the intimidation she had endured in her fight
against the land mafia. But she also heard the cries of the people, saw their
faces etched with suffering, and knew that the battle was far from over.

A silence seeped into the room, thick as the setting fog outside; it pressed
against their weary, aching bodies, entrapping them like the black cobwebs
lurking in the farthest corners.

Veeru ran a hand through his hair before speaking, his voice barely
audible. ”It’s just that... we haven’t yet put all the pieces together. This
map; the key to our future is intertwined with our past, and we’re wading
into dangerous waters.”

Aarti tightened her grip on his hand, looking into Malti’s eyes as though
she were peering into her very soul. "There’s a price to pay for the truth.
The question is: Are we willing to pay that price?”

Malti stared at her friends, her heart swelling as her fear began to
dissolve and the gravity of her forefathers’ legacies no longer constricted her
throat. She knew that their ancestors’ dreams would only live on through
action, through sacrifice, through wrenching the shadows off the worn walls
and revealing the treasures within.

”T am willing,” Malti pronounced, the will in her voice resolute as she
recognized the danger nipping at the edges of their hope. ”"Together, we
shall uncover the truth hiding in the map’s cryptic symbols. We cannot
allow fear to conquer us.”

"Very well then,” said Veeru, his voice regaining its strength, steel and
resolve radiating from his gaze. ”Let’s put our minds, our hopes, and our
courage together. We're in this for better or for worse, until the last drop
of ink on this ancient parchment has been deciphered.”

A hushed, fierce determination occupied the space once hollow with the

shadow of fear. Laid out before them was the map of destiny, and they
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dared not falter in their pursuit of it. They began to decode each twist,
each arc, each cryptic word that led to the treasure hidden in the heart of
their village, gleaning as much information as they could with their limited
understanding.

That night, three hearts shone like lanterns in the darkness, united
in their resolve to uncover truths long buried - truths that might mend
the wounds of a land and a history long stained with manipulations and
forgotten blood. And yet, they knew not where the road would lead, how
deep the shadows stretched, or how high the price to pay for the untold
secrets woven within the ink of their ancestors.

Malti and her friends had crossed the threshold of the known into the

unknown, and there was no going back.

Malti and her team uncovering the lost treasure’s con-
nection to her family’s past

At the turn of twilight’s ember, Malti stood by the twisted roots of the
old banyan tree, the dusk playing shadows across her face as a secret
breeze rustled through the leaves. Veeru, Aarti and she had been working
through the summer vacations, combing the ancient woods and dank swamps,
deciphering secret clues held between earth and sky, seeking out invisible
signs inscribed upon the face of nature. And here they finally were, at the
edge of discovery.

Malti adjusted her eyeglasses, squinting at the map they had found
tucked in the recesses of her grandmother’s old ledger. The map had
guided them along a course laid out a century before, leading them through
the forgotten pathways of the village, revealing its silent secrets. With a
sweeping motion Malti gestured to her friends, "I can’t believe it. We're
almost there. It’s right beneath us, I think.”

Aarti clutched her scarf tighter, and her voice trembled. "Malti, do you
ever wonder if digging up the past like this is dangerous? We’ve already
faced threats trying to uncover the mafia’s secrets; maybe there’s a reason
your ancestors tried to bury this treasure?”

Veeru scoffed. ”Aarti, danger is just part of the adventure. How can we
come so far only to turn back now?”

Malti pressed her finger onto the tree’s bark, tracing the curving veins
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of the weathered wood, scribing the glyph they’d learned from the map, the
key to unlocking the buried past. Her breath tremored as she chanted the
words, and the ground began to shudder.

A muted rumble erupted beneath their feet, the ground shifting like
an awakening beast. Veeru and Aarti clung to the tree while Malti stood
before them, her feet rooted in the quivering soil. Suddenly, a piece of the
earth near the banyan tree’s base gave way, revealing a hidden cavity, large
enough for a person to wriggle into.

Malti’s fingers shook with anticipation as she touched the edge of the
dark, gaping hole. It was an entrance, a doorway into hidden parts of
their ancestors’ lives, a chamber that contained the answers they’d all been
seeking. "We’ve found it,” she breathed, her voice trembling with awe. She
looked at her friends - their faces pale lanterns in the night - and they felt
fear like an electric pulse between them.

Together, they plunged into the hidden chamber beneath the banyan
tree, a sudden cold swallowing them like the mouth of the earth. Scrambling
blindly through the damp, gnarled roots, they felt the dust of centuries
between their fingers. It was as if they had entered the belly of time itself,
wrapping themselves in the shadows of their ancestors.

Aarti ignited her flashlight, casting an eerie halo upon the cramped and
contorted space. They crouched in a barely lit chamber, the air like the
breath of a hundred ancient souls. And there, half-hidden by shrouds of
vines and cobwebs, lay the treasure chest they had spent sleepless days and
nights searching for. Malti trembled, her breath shallow and labored, as she
reached out and laid her hands upon the worn wood of the chest, feeling
the history whisper beneath her fingers.

"Malti, are you ready for this?” Veeru asked, his voice hushed with
reverence. “We're about to uncover truths that have been buried for
generations. Your family’s past. What if it changes everything you knew?”

Malti hesitated momentarily. She felt a lump settle in her throat as
she considered the weight of what they were about to do. She took a
deep, steadying breath. It was then that realization, like the stroke of a
blacksmith’s hammer, forged its way into her heart; change was what she’d
already set into motion. And in this hour of reckoning, perhaps it was the
only way she could carve a future for the ones who would follow in her

footsteps.
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Gently, Malti eased open the lid of the ancient chest. The tarnished lock
and hinges groaned with reluctance, the echoes of her ancestor’s ghosts. As
the candlelight flickered upon the gleaming pile of relics and trinkets inside,
her pupils reflected back a constellation of a truth she was yet to untangle.

She glanced at her friends, their faces reflecting the enormity of that
moment, the testament of all that they had dared for, suffered for, in their
unstoppable quest for an unknowable past. ”I think we’ve come too far to
turn back now,” she murmured, her voice resonating between the earthen
walls. "Whatever the truth might be, we have to face it, embrace it, and
learn from it. To move forward, we must understand our roots and face the
demons buried within. Only then we can triumph over darkness.”

And so, beneath the ancient banyan tree, Malti Sharma and her friends
opened the treasure chest of truth, daring to lift the veils of shadows cloaking
their village’s past, and readying themselves to combat the lies that sought

to unravel the fabric of their very lives.

The land mafia’s attempt to claim the treasure

Malti stood on the edge of the clearing, heart pounding in her chest as if
it were ready to leap out. The morning sun, usually a welcome guest, now
bore down on her like an interrogator’s merciless gaze. Just beyond the
dense canopy of trees, she could hear the low grumblings of the bulldozers
that belonged to Baldev Pratap Singh, the nefarious man behind the land
mafia. He intended to claim the hidden treasure buried beneath the ancient
banyan tree at the heart of the village.

Clutching the worn and tattered map, her fingers smudged with its dirt
and ink, Malti looked hopefully to Veeru and Aarti, her eyes pleading for
guidance. Aarti stared back, her eyes wide with determination, the kind
that inspired others to follow her lead. Veeru, ever the optimist, gave a
reassuring smile and placed a comforting hand on Malti’s shoulder. “We’ve
got this, Malti. Remember what we talked about? The treasure is our
history, a symbol of unity for the village - we won’t let them take it without
a fight.”

Their plan had been meticulously constructed under the guidance of
Malti’s grandmother, whose wisdom dated back to a time when the village

was a beacon of peace and prosperity. Together, the three friends decided
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that they would form a human shield around the banyan tree, linking their
arms to make their presence known - a fortress against the immoral wielding
of right and entitlement that had long plagued their village.

"I know the truth.” Malti took comfort in the words, repeating them to
herself as she stepped out into the clearing, her voice barely loud enough to
register among the birdsong that filled the air. It felt good to possess this
undauntable conviction that the land mafia, no matter how powerful and
menacing, would never succeed in their heartless quest.

As the bulldozers inched closer, Malti, Veeru, and Aarti tightened their
grip on one another, ready to protect the precious history they held close.
Suddenly, a voice boomed from the trees: "Stop in the name of the Goddess
of the Earth and Heaven!” It was Saraswati Devi, Malti’'s grandmother.
Malti’s heart leapt in elation - their secret ally had arrived, a heroine draped
in white. She strode into the clearing, her voice carrying above the noise of
the bulldozers, her every word punctuated with a righteous fury. ”You all
know what lies beneath this sacred tree - it is our soul, the very center of
our beings! Strip the land of it and you strip the village of its identity!”

There was silence, followed by the abrupt shutting down of the machines.
The land mafia men exchanged uneasy glances. They knew that defiance
against Saraswati Devi would not go down well; the villagers worshipped
her as the custodian of their village and traditions.

"Take these machines and go!” Saraswati commanded, sending cold
shivers down the backs of those who had once felt untouchable, feared by all.
With a nod from Baldev, who now stood amongst his men, the bulldozers
began reversing, leaving deep, unsightly tracks in their wake.

Malti’s body trembled from adrenaline and relief as the bulldozers
disappeared from sight. When she could finally bring herself to speak, she
whispered, "I...I can’t believe we did it, we saved our village from losing its
heart.” The words brought her both pride and a sense of belonging.

”You were very brave, dear child,” Saraswati said tenderly, placing a
frail hand on Malti’s cheek. ”You have restored my hope in the power of
the voice, the core of change.”

As they stood there, arms still linked and spirits entwined, the sun
began to warm their skin, a golden blanket of triumph and unity. Malti,
filled with the knowledge that she could affect change, knew that the real

treasure beneath the banyan tree wasn’t lost or hidden - it was the love
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that bound them all together, the power of unity that had, in a matter of
days, transformed the village and empowered its people to create a brighter
future.

”You know,” Malti said to her friends as they began to walk back towards
the village, the events of the morning retreating into memory, "no matter
what unfolds, as long as we are together, truth will always triumph.”

Veeru and Aarti nodded, and together, they walked hand in hand into a

new dawn, ready to face whatever challenges lay ahead.

Malti and friends protecting the treasure from the land
mafia

Night blanketed the village, with only the dim flicker of oil lamps painting
dappled shadows upon the mud walls. The narrow lanes were still buzzing
with speculation, with secrets on the tips of their inhabitants’ tongues,
tantalizingly close to revelation. Malti, Aarti, and Veeru huddled in the
darkness, concealed from probing eyes by a tall, withered peepal tree. A mere
mile away, the land mafia’s henchmen scattered about like rats, searching
for the key to unlocking a forgotten treasure buried deep within the earth.

Malti’s heart raced in her chest as she clutched the ancient map, its
musty aroma clouded with the scent of danger and secrecy. "We need a

)

plan,” she whispered in hushed urgency, her voice wavering. She cast a
nervous glance towards the eerie silhouettes lurking in moonlight, casting
her gaze skyward to the stars in search of hope.

Aarti wore a steely expression, her eyes calculating and sharp. ”First,
we need to figure out the mafia’s intention for the treasure,” she mused, a
whisper of defiance gathering in her velvet tone. ”If our assumptions are
correct, they’ll use it against the weakest link in our village, wielding its
power to corrupt and maintain control.”

Veeru clenched his jaw, his fists balling with anger. "We can’t let them
do that,” he insisted, pumping power into his hushed words. ”"This treasure
is our past and our future, intertwined with our village’s very identity. We
must protect it not only for ourselves but for the generations yet to come.”

Malti nodded, her fear subsiding beneath the weight of his conviction.
She held the map more firmly, as though its edges might anchor her steadfast

determination. "We need to act swiftly,” she urged, her voice trembling not
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with fear but with burning resolve. ”Let’s mislead them, let them think
they’re in control, and when they least suspect, we’ll reclaim our heritage.”

And so the trio set forth on their clandestine mission, creeping like mice
through the winding alleys of their village. Aarti donned the guise of a
villager, her saree wrapped demurely around her head, bearing a stolen pail
of water. The henchmen, hungry in their pursuit of power, paid her no heed,
mistaking her for yet another indistinguishable pawn in their twisted game.
She glided past, unnoticed, her eyes watching their every move like a coiled
serpent primed to strike.

Malti, with a quiver in her step, approached a burly henchman smoking
a beedi in the dim glow of a street lamp. She swallowed hard, her breath
coming in short, uneasy gasps, but she summoned courage from the depths
of her soul. ”I...I heard you’re looking for the hidden treasure,” she stuttered,
feigning panic, her eyes darting about. "Please, spare my family. We know
nothing of its whereabouts.”

The henchman chuckled cruelly, a predator scenting his prey, and latched
his meaty hand onto Malti’s arm. "Well, well, little girl,” he sneered, his
voice a vile concoction of menace and honey. ”"Why don’t you be a good
little villager and help us find it?”

Seizing the moment, Veeru lunged from the shadows, his wiry frame
a wind - torn flag of bravery. “Leave her alone!” he bellowed, his voice
reverberating through the narrow path, earning shocked glances from langur
-faced minions. The henchman, taken aback by his audacity, hesitated - and
in that moment, Malti sprung free from his grip, twisting her arm out of
his grasp like a lithe dancer evading the clutches of doom.

Together, Malti, Veeru, and Aarti faced their tormentors, armed only
with the undying fire of their passion and desire for justice. They stared
into the void of corruption, blood dripping from the clenched jaws of the
land mafia’s hounds, and they did not waver. Malti held the map aloft, a
glimmering beacon of truth, and whispered a fervent prayer. The treasure
remained hidden, a silent guardian of the village’s soul - but hope, that
precious, fragile commodity, flickered beyond reach of the mafia’s greedy
hands.

As daybreak approached, Malti and her friends emerged from the fray,
bruised and battered yet victorious. The land mafia had been thwarted,

their schemes left to wither like the peepal tree’s crumbled bark. Malti
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clutched the map to her chest, her heart swelling with pride and hope. "We
have reclaimed our history,” she declared, her voice a symphony of triumph.
”And we shall protect our destiny.” And beneath a sky painted in the hues
of dawn, her words soared like a red - winged kite, her courage fueling the

wings of freedom.

The hidden treasure’s impact on the village’s future

Malti gazed at the ancient map spread out on her modest study table, its
edges barely held together. Beside it lay an array of tattered, old letters
that bore numerous mysterious markings and phrases. Her hands had
not stopped trembling ever since she unearthed the buried secrets in her
grandmother’s attic.

She glanced at Veeru, who was seated on the floor, methodically taking
photographs of these invaluable pages on his phone. She realized how much
they had changed ever since their friendship had blossomed. They had
transformed from playful college students to ardent truth - seekers. But this
unbelievable discovery had plunged them into an adventure they hadn’t
fathomed.

Veeru caught her looking at him, gave her a reassuring smile, and
returned his attention to the map in front of them. Malti bit her lip. It had
been a long day. They had spent hours decoding this treasure’s connection
to their family and village. And now, as they stood close to uncovering
their ancestors’ lives, they were hit with the most shocking revelation. The
existence of a hidden treasure that had the potential to change the entire
village’s future.

Malti couldn’t fend off her lingering doubts any further. She craved
guidance. She needed her confidante-her grandmother’s support and counsel.

The following day dawned bright and clear, a gentle breeze rustling the
trees in the village square. Malti had gathered her grandmother, Aarti,
Veeru, and a few trusted village elders under the thick canopy of a grand
old banyan tree. They sat cross-legged, the parched earth below a somber
witness to their solemn purpose. Malti had acquainted them with the
mysterious treasure and its story. Now, they were contemplating its weight
on the village’s future.

“Malti, my child, the past may be a foundation for our present, but it



CHAPTER 7. THE LOST TREASURE 127

is our collective vision and strength that shall forge the path towards the
future,” said Dasji, the grey - haired village chief, his wise eyes twinkling
with hope. “And you, my girl, have shown us that the power within us is
greater than any external force.”

Saraswati Devi clasped her granddaughter’s hand and whispered with a
glimmer in her eye, “Our ancestors left us this legacy of wealth. Perhaps
it’s time we remember that the true wealth lies in the unity and harmony
of our families and communities. You have taken on this Herculean task to
bring change to our village. Your resilience, Malti, has renewed our spirits
and reminded us of what’s truly important.”

Malti’s heart swelled with pride and determination as she looked around
the intimate circle of people she admired. Through their support, the village
had begun to break the oppressive shackles of age-old customs. Yet, the
land mafia’s insidious grip plunged the entire village into the throes of fear.
As one, the group resolved to protect the treasure and use its potential to
benefit the village and its people.

“It appears that the treasure is hidden in the abandoned ruins by the
riverbank,” said Veeru, referring to the ageing map. “It is said that the
treasure possesses unimaginable powers that could bring unprecedented
fortune and prosperity to our village.”

As they discussed strategies to locate and secure the treasure, Malti’s
heart burned with a sense of purpose. She was resolute in ensuring that the
village and its future would stand on the pillars of equality, education, and
empathy. The hidden treasure was merely a means to achieve that vision-a
symbol of what the village could become if they worked together, bound by
love and united in purpose.

The discussions continued well into the night, with some members
dissenting and others expressing fear of failure or retaliation. The warm
glow of the kerosene lamp danced on their faces, each etched with the lines
of life’s struggles and bitter sweet memories. Malti grasped the opportunity
to address the nucleus of her village, and she spoke with fervent passion.

“My family, these men who prey upon our fears... They are nothing
more than maggots, feasting on the dreams and hopes of our people. We
cannot allow them to continue infesting our homes and defiling our sacred
bonds. I have learned that true treasure dwells in our hearts - in our

indomitable spirit, and in our fierce resolve! But these leeches have lulled
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us into silence. As we unveil the truth, remember: we are the keepers of
our destiny, the heralds of the legacy we leave behind.”

Her words stirred something deep within each listener’s core. Their eyes
glossed over with the fire of love and solidarity - united, unbreakable. The
air cracked with the strain of secrets yet to be unfurled, sacrifices yet to be
made.

The treasure’s impact on the village’s future was unknowable. But what
was certain was that Malti’s words had sown the seeds of hope-hope that
had long lain dormant among the villagers, smothered by the burden of an
unequal and unjust world. Her words had awakened the villagers to their

inner strength, the treasure within their hearts.



Chapter 8

Malti and the Power of
Love

The wind rushed across the fields, howling and whistling as it plucked the
strands of Malti’s hair from the tight braid that lay against her back. Her
eyes traveled pensively across the barren land that stretched out before her,
bare feet sinking into the ground dampened by recent rains. The gloominess
of the overcast sky seemed to seep into the very depths of her heart, filling
her with an unspoken longing that she couldn’t yet comprehend. She wanted
to change the village, change the people, and rewrite the stories that cloaked
the air, like an immovable layer of suffocating smog. Yet, she could not do
it alone.

The rusted iron gate at the entrance of the Sharma homestead creaked as
it swung open, and Veeru walked in, his deep voice resounding with laughter
as his eyes found Malti. He could sense her heaviness as he approached,
even amidst the weight of the sky. She turned towards him, caught in the
sudden whirlwind that seemed to sweep over her as he walked towards her,
hands thrust nonchalantly into the pockets of his denim pants. Malti had
always found solace in his company, his presence an uncanny anchor in the
storm that surged within her. The warmth of his smile reached into the
heart of her despair, entreating her to hope again, that the world, too, could
be rewritten by the power of love.

”"Malti,” Veeru said, with a disarming warmth that soared through her
veins and echoed in the very depths of her soul. He took her hand in his,

their fingers intertwining as naturally as the branches on a tree.

129
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"Veeru, I can’t stop feeling how weak I am in this fight,” Malti admitted,
her voice a whisper in the raging winds. ”I want to change our village,
our people...but the rot runs so deep within these lands, and I'm just one
person.”

Veeru looked into her eyes, his gaze steady and unwavering. ”You're
one person, Malti, but you carry an unstoppable fire within you. You're a
force that even the most powerful storms cannot erode.” His hand gripped
hers firmly, a silent promise that resounded through the very depths of her
being. ”And you are not alone, Malti. Don’t you remember? We are with
you. I am with you.”

Their eyes met, a cosmic connection that reverberated across the winds
and seemed to settle, deep within the ravaged corners of Malti’s heart.

"I'm not afraid, Veeru,” she said quietly, her head lifted as she stared
into the vast expanse of gray sky overhead. "I'm not afraid of the storm
that’s brewing. I want to face it, embrace it, and conquer it. But I must
believe in the power that flows from love, as well as the might in justice.”

The rustling of leaves and the stiff breeze formed a symphony in harmony
with the sudden silence that had descended upon them. The weight of his
gaze was reassuring, the expression in his eyes a testament to the strength
that she had, somewhere along the way, forgotten she possessed.

"I do believe in love,” she whispered, soft words barely reaching his ears,
like the first drops of rain. "I believe in it... And I believe in us.”

The world seemed to pause for an infinitesimal moment, and the thunder
faded into the distance. The two stood entwined like vines around a trunk,
roots that withstood the storm in unity, their hearts beating a rhythmic
song that eclipsed the chaos.

As Veeru’s arms wrapped themselves around Malti, the sky seemed to
break open with a torrential downpour, as if celebrating with them the
birth of a powerful alliance. The rain washed over them, cleansing away the
doubts, fears, and disbelief that had once held them hostage. The fierce
wind that had once beaten against them, now carried with it the promise of
change and the certainty of victory.

Somewhere in the depths of the storm, the power of love had woven
together the threads of destiny, binding two hearts in the unrelenting pursuit
of a world reimagined. As they stood in the embrace of love, unyielding and

fierce, new life sprouted around them, a quiet revolution sparked within. A
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world rebuilt by love was no longer a distant dream, but a truth that would
stand strong against the harshest winds and darkest storms.

And from the depths of the gale, love roared triumphant.

Rekindling Relationships and Village Tensions

Rain pattered on the thatched roof of the mud hut as Malti listened to her
family argue. Her father, Anil Sharma, raised his voice in frustration. His
large hands clawed at his neatly combed hair, trying to explain why things
had to be done in a proper way in their village. Malti had been anticipating
this conversation ever since she returned from college in the city, but that
did not make it any easier.

"But father, you cannot turn a blind eye to caste discrimination anymore!”
Malti’s voice trembled. "Don’t you understand that it is illegal?” She looked
into her father’s eyes, searching for empathy.

Her grandfather, Brij Kishore Sharma, stared at her wide - eyed. His
once jet-black moustache had turned white with time, but his glare retained
the same intensity. ”You don’t get it, Malti. You just don’t get it!” he
snapped, dribbling disappointment onto the mud floor.

Malti decided to explain it differently. ”Grandfather, for generations,
our family has been making decisions in the panchayat that have dire
consequences on the lives of others. We must acknowledge our role in
perpetuating injustice and support the villagers who have suffered.”

"Malti, it is not our place to interfere in their lives,” her father replied,
trying to maintain authority, "It is their destiny.”

"It is our destiny, father, to make things right,” Malti countered, refusing
to back down.

Then a small, tired voice spoke up. ”Leave her be, Anil,” Saraswati
Devi, her grandmother, said. She placed her hand on her husband’s knee.
"Listen to what she has to say.”

Anil blew a desperate breath, suffocating the kerosene lamp on the table.
”I have listened, amma, and this college has changed her.” Trembling, he
looked into Malti’s eyes and saw a reflection of himself - a man who had
once also dreamt of change, before extinguishing that dream. He breathed
heavily, giving in to his daughter’s earnest appeal.

Malti looked around the room, her gaze shifting from her father to her
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grandfather, and finally to her grandmother. The rage of her words eased
into a whisper. ”Can you not see the pain in the eyes of the villagers? Their
stories of abuse and discrimination are endless. I have seen it with my own

eyes. We must help them. We must fight for their rights.”

Saraswati Devi nodded. "Malti, the fight that you have undertaken is
not an easy one. You’ll face many obstacles. But we are proud of you, and
if your strength and righteousness can make some uncomfortable, then so

be it,” she said, her eyes glistening with unshed tears.

Outside, the villagers were gathering under a peepal tree. Their faces
gaunt, their voices murmuring the disquietude. The branches of the tree
seemed to hold and nurture their fear. Baldev Pratap Singh stood tall, a
snake in the grass. His chilling words, however, sent shivers down their
spines.

"That girl is a plague, and she will destroy us. She rips apart our
traditions and disrespects our culture. Do not listen to her,” his voice hissed,

inciting the villagers.

Malti felt weight on her shoulder. It was Veeru, back from the fields.
His arrival reassured her. He adjusted his kurta and poked his skyward
chin into the wind. ”Malti, we must approach this with patience and
understanding. Do not forget that we share love with these people. Let us
focus on reconnecting with and earning their trust, together, one person at

a time,” he said, a wave of touch - me-not love cascading over his smile.

Malti hesitated, but decided that Veeru was right. As she stepped out
into the rain and crossed toward the gathering crowd under the peepal tree,
she knew she was heading toward a battle, one that would test the very

foundations of her village’s beliefs. She was resolute.

She smiled as a few village girls peeked out of their houses, hoping to
catch a glimpse of her. She beckoned them with a nod, and their faces lit
up with hope, realizing that she was fighting for them, too.

As Malti walked into the storm brewing beneath the peepal tree, her
family followed, a united front against the darkness. They stood shoulder
to shoulder, ready to extend a hand of kinship, and ready to challenge
injustice.

It was time for her fight to begin.
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Rediscovering the Power of Love Amid Struggles

In the shadows of the soft evening, Malti sought solace from the day’s
exhausting discoveries. She stood at the edge of the veranda, overlooking
the dusty village lanes that stretched to the horizon. Her day had been
teeming with mountainous emotion, and the hundred tasks seemed to
strangle her thoughts into tangles of subversion. Dreams of worms had
invaded her sleep, their slimy bodies slithering through her lungs, churning
the breath in her chest into a writhing mass. They woke her to the truth:
Baldev had tried to steal her voice, had tried to change her village into a
den of vipers.

And so, she had come home to restore it.

Malti sighed, her fingers occupying the cracked planks of the railing in
a weak grip. Little beads of light sat at the tip of her lashes, teasing an
enchantment, but she only had eyes for the darkness that swallowed the
skies. Veeru’s voice broke through her reverie, warm and cautious in its
approach. He had been living in the house next door for several weeks now,
ever since her return to the village, the evils that pursued him safely tucked
behind the anonymity of distance.

"Malti,” he called again, when she did not respond, her shoulders hunched
like a railing, a due burden upon her. ”We must tread carefully, lest we
crumble at the weight of our folly.”

Malti turned, feeling the darkness slide off her face with reluctance. She
met his gaze with defiant serenity; the lions of resolve alive in her eyes,
burning with the ardor of hope and promise. ”Veeru,” she said, her voice a
hesitant whisper, ”it is love that gives us strength. Love for our village, and
its people. It will guide us through these dangerous waters, and sculpt us
into weapons against this scourge.”

Veeru took a step towards her, his brows knit with care, as though
her very essence might fracture under the intensity of his regard. "Love,”
he whispered, the word dripping like fresh honey from his lips, "love is a
powerful force, Malti. But it can also blind us, bind us to mistaken beliefs,
and deceive our hearts.”

Malti’s fingers tightened around the railing, grasping at the fragments
of old wood, seeking the wisdom the very earth seemed to offer. She shook

her head, her chest swelling with conviction, with the certainty that love
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was the balm, the elixir that could dispel the darkness and conquer the fire
raging around her. "No, Veeru. True love cannot lie to us. It does not lead
us astray, but rather shapes us into the best versions of ourselves,” she said,
taking a deep breath, letting the scent of the village fields wrap around her
like a cocoon. ”And that is what will empower us to take back our land and

demolish the evil web Baldev has woven.”

Veeru transversed the space between them, his shoes leaving cloudy
impressions on the wooden floor. He stopped at her side, a living sentinel
framed by the dimly lit veranda, the light casting gentle shadows that
contoured the lines of his face into rugged resolve. Their eyes were twin

pools of tempered defiance, burning with the merger of faith and purpose.

"Then, let the power of love be our banner,” he whispered, a new fervor
coursing through his veins, their bond a potent force, magnetic in intensity.
"Let it be the compass that leads us through these battles, unblemished,

valiant in our fight for justice.”

Malti looked at Veeru, allowing the flame of determination to brand
her soul, to tether her to the glowing ember that was love. She inhaled
the essence of the energy between them and exhaled her resolve, watching
as it merged with the cool evening breeze that wafted through the village,
carrying their strength into the secret corners and crevices of the land. For
in that combustive moment, they stood as two halves that formed the whole,

the foundation on which everything - and everyone - could depend.

)

”"We will take back what is rightfully ours, Veeru,” she promised, her

voice a steel box of commitment, locked and buried deep inside her heart.

2

”And with love alive within us, there can be no obstacle we cannot tackle.

As night descended over their ramshackle fortress, they sealed their
alliance with love, a covenant formed underneath a blanket of velvety
darkness, intertwined and resilient against the approaching storm. And in
those quiet moments on the veranda, as the wind unfurled secret whispers
through the trees, as the village fell into hushed repose, two hearts beat as
one force, synchronized with the promise of a better tomorrow, of a love

that was a fortress against even the most vicious of attacks.
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Veeru’s Support and Encouragement

Malti loosened the end of her dupatta and mopped the sweat on her weary
face, her tears dripping down in sync with the dust-laden raindrops. The
heavy monsoon breeze sweeping across the village dirt roads carried on it
the evidence of Malti’s bruised ego and determination. Veeru stared at the
anguish etched on her face, witnessing the first time in the months he’d
known her when Malti appeared on the verge of conceding to the weight of
her fight.

The gathering storm clouds parkoured from rooftop to rooftop in the
village, leaking myriad shades of gray into its narrow streets. As they
tenderly blended into the twilight, Malti and Veeru trudged back to her
house, keeping a trudging distance apart from each other. The once vibrant,
effervescent Malti seemed almost a stranger, her demeanor dimmed by the
betrayal she had experienced. She had tried to bring the light of opportunity
to the women in her village, but the villagers seemed adamant in keeping

them locked away in a box, smothered with unjust tradition.

What hurt the most was the backlash from the women themselves - the
ones for whom Malti had sacrificed her family’s approval, and the ones who
unanimously barked back, accusing Malti of corrupting their daughters,
tearing out the life beating at the heart of their families, and of sowing the

potent seeds of discord.

As they approached Malti’s door, still silent and broken, Veeru sighed
deeply and glanced over at his friend. ”Malti, in every battle, you’ll find
support from your allies, but strife within the ranks, too. It’s a bitter pill to
swallow, but the wounds from those you expect to protect will cut deeper
than any enemy’s knife.”

Malti stared at him from the corner of her sorrowful eyes, feeling a
strange sense of comfort in his words, coming from the same heart that was
once embittered against her when they first met in college. She remembered
how much he had changed, and the realization began to warm a seed of
hope in the dark pit of her despair.

Veeru shook his head, his curls as tousled as Malti’s emotions. "But you
must remember, you're not fighting this war alone. You have me, Aarti,
and Saraswati Dadi by your side. And though they may be far, you also

have a whole brigade in the city who would give their all to support your
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cause. You don’t have to carry everyone’s burden on your shoulders; we’re
here to help you too.”

A few lightning strikes painted the sky, expressing their emphatic agree-
ment with Veeru. The wind howled in assent, reaching an almost deafening
crescendo as Malti’s resolve returned, her heart fortified with the strength
of Veeru’s words. She looked up at him, letting his determined gaze wash
over her in cleansing support.

”I believe in you, Malti,” he whispered, the intensity in his eyes almost
bringing her to tears again. ”And I know the women here are capable of so
much more than they realize. The only difference between you and them is
that you dared to break the shackles - and now, you have the ability, the
opportunity, the resources to shatter them for everyone else. You may not
see it now, but I promise you, we will win this war.”

As the storm unleashed its fury on the heaving village, the sparks of
rebellion once again ignited in Malti’s soul. Strengthened by the love and
support of her true friends, she was emboldened to confront the flames that
threatened to engulf her home. Together they would dismantle the soot -
stained walls of deceit and injustice, brick by brick, with every word and
deed soaked in the indomitable spirit of those who dare to believe in a
brighter future.

For the tides may fall, and the winds may blow, and darkness may
swallow all light from the skies, but in the face of adversity - with friendship,
love, and the promise of hope’s dawn - even the smallest flame will blaze

eternal.

Aarti’s Invaluable Friendship

Malti slumped into a corner of her hostel room as a gust of wind dashed
against the window, bringing the smell of rain with it. Her eyes were sore
from weeping, and a sheet of tears streamed down her cheeks, splashing
across the letter that lay crumpled in her lap.

Only moments had passed since she had learnt the devastating news:
the village she had left behind, the village that was as much a part of her
as every breath she took, was bent on exorcising her. In a letter written
by her younger brother, a note of betrayal and rejection had been struck -

Malti could never return home.
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Panic, fury, sadness and defiance swirled within her. Suddenly Malti
found her room shrinking; the walls seemed to be collapsing in on her. She
felt an overpowering urge to flee, to break free and hurl herself into the
storm that threatened to descend on her heart.

The door creaked open suddenly, and there in the dim light stood Aarti,
her best friend from college. With one glance at Malti’s tear-strewn face and
the tear-stained letter, Aarti instantly knew that something was grievously
amiss. In a moment, she was there by her side.

”Oh, Malti,” Aarti whispered, her own eyes welling up with unshed tears
as she pulled Malti into a tight hug. "My dear friend, tell me what has
befallen you? Let me be your rock in this storm.”

Malti could find no words; the torrent of emotions kept her tongue tied,
her mind a whirl of thoughts. Finally, she managed to thrust the crumpled
letter at Aarti, her hands shaking uncontrollably.

Aarti scanned the letter quickly, her eyes widening in shock and disbelief.
"Malti, this is a travesty of justice. Your family... your village... they are
punishing you for following your dreams and fighting for equality? This
cannot be allowed to stand! You cannot be weighed down by their ignorance;
we shall fight for the rights you so passionately believe in, for you and for
others like you.”

Malti could feel a spark of hope fluttering in her chest. "What good
would it do, Aarti? I am but one woman against an entire village, an entire
system.”

Aarti reached for Malti’s hand, her eyes ablaze with determination. ”You
are far more powerful than you give yourself credit for, my dear friend. You
have come this far already, fought battles that many could not even imagine.
And besides, you are not alone; don’t forget that you have me, and together,
we can work towards the change you wish to see.”

Malti was visibly touched by Aarti’s unwavering support and under-
standing. ”Aarti, how can I ever thank you for being a beacon in these dark
times? How can I hope to repay such invaluable friendship?”

Aarti smiled gently, squeezing Malti’s hand tighter. "Friendship like
ours cannot be repaid, Malti. It is far too precious. You saved me from my
own doubts and darkness once before; remember how you pulled me out of
my abyss. Now, let me be your solace and your strength.”

Malti could no longer hold back the torrent of tears that threatened to
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break her and cried for all the dreams that lay shattered at her feet; cried
for all the broken pieces of her soul, the heartache that continued to weigh
heavily upon her. And as Aarti held her tight, Malti began to shed the
chains that kept her tethered to the misery of the past.

As the storm raged on outside, the two women found solace in an embrace
that transcended time and space. Lightning flashed, illuminating the room
with a triumphant glow. In that moment, they both knew that the bond
they shared was one that could shatter boundaries and move mountains to
bring hope where despair once dwelled.

In her heart, Malti sensed a newfound urgency to continue her quest for
justice. Her fears and apprehensions might linger still, but now, she saw
them as the opportunities to grow, to learn and to become the change she
so deeply desired for her village, for her world.

And as the chaos of the storm began to subside, both Aarti and Malti
understood that they were more than just two friends facing insurmountable
challenges. They were a living testament to the power of unwavering
loyalty, boundless empathy, and invaluable friendship-a courage that would

ultimately echo across generations, and forever alter the course of their lives.

Malti’s Strengthened Resolve

Malti stood in front of the mirror, staring at her own reflection. Her eyes
were red, raw from sheer exhaustion, and the emotional weight that had
settled on her felt insurmountable. Her heart ached, and so too did her
mind. Malti felt like she was being torn in half; one part of her was the girl
she had been her whole life, belonging to the village, the caste, the family
that she loved. The other part was something uncharted, unknown; the
Malti who had dared to leave her home, to confront her once- austere world
and the oppressive practices that lay within it.

In that moment, in front of the mirror, she yearned for the simpler life
that lay on the other side of her reflection - the life she had known and
understood. The one that had fallen apart in her hands, hey memories
shattered like shards of glass. But even as Malti contemplated her former
innocence, she knew that there was no going back to the way things were.

A knock on her door broke the silence. It was Aarti. "Malti?” she called,

concern filling her voice. ”Are you okay? You've been in there a while.”
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"I'm fine,” Malti croaked, barely recognizing her own voice. "I just need
a moment.”

"We're worried about you,” Aarti replied, and Malti could hear the barely
concealed anxiety in the words. "We’re all here for you, Malti. Remember
that.”

As Aarti left her side, Malti wiped her tears one last time and braced
herself for the inevitable confrontation with her thoughts. She couldn’t
afford to wallow in self-doubt now, not when so much was at stake. Closing
her eyes, she summoned the image of Veeru, the friend who had never left
her side in all these tumultuous weeks, the one who had stood with her
when her own village had turned their back. Within her mind’s eye, she
could almost hear his voice, urging her on, saying, ”You’ve come too far
now to back down, to let fear stop you.”

And surely, he would be right. But the thoughts would not cease; they
continued to pulse in her very blood.

Has it all been worth it? How do I reconcile these two worlds, these two
selves that are one and the same, yet are so unbearably distant from one
another? Are they destined to be forever at odds, as I cannot let go of one
and embrace the other properly?

A sudden quiet descended on the thoughts in her head and a singular
impression began to crystallize in her mind. She began to see her own face
overlaid with that of her grandmother’s, Saraswati Devi: that eternally wise
and beautiful face which had aged with years of both joy and sorrow and
warmed every single heart around her. She remembered her grandmother’s
secret smile of approval when she held Malti’s letter of acceptance from the
college, and the nighttime conversations they had shared about what life in
the city might be like.

’It takes two hands to make a sound,” her grandmother would always
say, matter - of - factly. "What is a mold without clay to be shaped? Malti,
my child, you are the change this world needs.”

In that moment, Malti’s resolve crystallized. Her heart swelled with love
and determination, though doubts still lingered. But now, those doubts
were but firewood for the blazing light that had begun to spread through
her veins, her very soul. It seemed that now, there existed within her a
power that could never be extinguished - even in the face of opposition more

potent than she had ever fathomed.
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For the first time in what felt like an eternity, Malti allowed herself to
smile, her teeth glimmering like the sun. Then she called through, "T’ll be
right out, Aarti,” her voice sounding stronger, infused with a newfound
sense of purpose.

As she stepped out of her room into the arms of her waiting friends,
knowing that the battle might never end, Malti understood the unyielding
strength that had always been within her. This was the great reckoning that
she would spend her life reckoning with, but she would never turn away from
what was right, what was just. The balance of old and new, the dichotomy
between village and city, all paled in comparison to the resonating power of
love that could bridge any vast division.

Her world had transformed- and now, so too would she.

Love and Unity Against Opposition

Malti emerged from the chaotic tangle of a city - bound bus; it hissed to a
halt and expelled her onto the dusty curb of her village’s outskirts. A sickly
sweet smell of sun-drenched mangoes clung to the air as the bus drove back
towards the city, as though parting with Malti begrudgingly. She picked up
her luggage and exhaled, feeling a sudden and profound connection with
her roots. Her heart - once a fragile bird inside her chest - now transformed
into a kite, its golden, shimmering wings expanding wide. The past year
of education, the endless arguments over tradition and equality, and the
victory against the land mafia had carved new pathways, new directions,
and yet she had returned. Not out of weakness or defeat, but out of love for
her roots.

Their path took them past the sundrenched paddy fields that swathed
the village in lush green, and even from this distance, Malti could see the
Temple Fair preparations in full swing. The flash of bright colors painted the
temple’s premises, a kaleidoscope of joyous celebration. Swept by sudden
anticipation, Malti told Veeru to go ahead with Aarti.

”Promise me you won’t reveal the surprise,” Malti pleaded, casting a
mock - serious glance at her friends as they scrambled ahead with dissipated
laughter.

Malti secreted herself away from her friends and, with the anticipation

of a child on the eve of a gift, slipped away to her grandmother’s house to
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bid Saraswati Devi a surprise visit. Malti had been wrapped in the embrace
of her dreams, the city, her friends and allies in the fight for justice, and
Saraswati Devi’s words of strength had remained by her side throughout.
Now she longed to cast herself into her grandmother’s reassuring grip, catch
up on the tales of the village, and find solace in the sanctuary of their bond.

As Malti approached the modest house, her heartbeat quickened. With
each step, she fought the urge to run into her grandmother’s arms. But
Malti had grown over the course of the year, and though patience did not
come naturally to her, she restrained herself, reminding herself that too
much had transpired for her to be the same impulsive girl that had left. As
she crossed the little bridge that spanned over the babbling brook, a thrill
of joy fluttered through her - because, despite everything, she knew she was
home.

Pushing open Saraswati Devi’s door, Malti’s eyes hungrily took in the
small room she had known all her life. The colors, the smells, the memories
that laced the air - it was all there, unchanged by time. Crouching by the
humble cooking fire was Malti’s grandmother, Saraswati Devi. Her aged,
calloused hands expertly moved with a rhythm that only comes from a
lifetime of kneading dough.

"Radhe Radhe, Nani.” Malti greeted her softly.

Saraswati Devi looked up, her wrinkled face breaking into a smile that
seemed to envelop Malti in warmth.

”Aiya, Malti. You didn’t tell me you were coming today. Come here,
my child.” Saraswati’s rough yet loving hands pulled Malti into an embrace,
her grip betraying her relief and joy at having her child home again.

”I wanted to surprise you, Nani,” Malti whispered, choking back the
tears that threatened to surface, ”I missed you.”

”I missed you too,” said Saraswati Devi, her voice barely audible. She
drew away from Malti, scrutinizing her face as if attempting to read her
heart and mind. ”You have encouraged many people, our community, and
me. The love you have brought back to this place is a balm after so much
pain.”

"Love is like the wind, Nani,” Malti replied, cradling her grandmother’s
wrinkled hand in hers. "It never dies, but sometimes it’s harsh, other times
it’s gentle. T've learned that we must be willing to see the love that has

been hidden away. We must be willing to stand up and fight for it, even if
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it opposes the very traditions we hold dear.”

As evening came, casting long shadows across the village, Malti walked
alone through the narrow streets. She listened as she strolled, drinking in
the laughter of children and the hum of conversations drifting out of open
windows. A new hope filled her - hope that she could help heal the wounds
of the past, that love could break through the barriers erected by ignorance
and fear.

But as the azure dusk began to settle, Malti knew her thoughts would
soon drift to the man at the center of it all: Baldev Pratap Singh. The man
whose quest for power had sown the seeds of hatred in this village. The man
who, despite everything, Malti wished to save. For she had learned that love
that only sees the good is blind, but love that forgives all transgressions is
the most potent power in the world. And, as Malti walked the path that
stretched out before her, she could feel her heart beginning to take flight

towards that same love that had once seemed so elusive.

Power of Love in Building Alliances

The village whispers began as soon as Veeru entered the courtyard of Malti’s
family home, carrying a basket of plump mangoes. A stranger’s arrival
in the village was rare enough; that he would do so with such ostentation
piqued their interest. The whispers crescendoed when, on being questioned
by Malti’s father, he announced his self-invitation to the wedding of Malti’s
cousin. Veeru braced himself as Malti’s father examined him with ice- cold
eyes. Suddenly, the atmosphere freed itself from its fetters as Malti burst
into the courtyard, her face beaming.

"Veeru!” she squealed, her eyes lighting up in a manner that made Veeru
break into a grin.

"Mal,” he rejoined, handing her the basket. ”You won’t believe the
trouble I went through to get these.”

In the days leading up to the wedding, Veeru became a ubiquitous
presence in the village. Each morning, he joined Malti, Aarti, and Saraswati
Devi as they walked through the village, gathering information for an
initiative they planned to start in the village. Most of the villagers chose to
ignore them, pretending not to see or hear them, while a few of the more

hostile ones hurled abuses at Veeru. To these, he responded with a smile,
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never once rising to the bait.

It was late one evening, as Malti and her friends sat in the courtyard
discussing their findings, that Malti’s father came to them, his face set in
stern lines.

"Why are you involving the whole village in your affairs?” he demanded,
his eyes fixed on Malti. "Can’t you see they want nothing to do with you?
Why must you bring dishonor to our family name?”

"Leave her be,” said Saraswati Devi softly. "If the village wants nothing
to do with her, then let them say so. But if they have nothing to say, then
don’t silence your daughter’s voice in the name of tradition.”

"But Baba,” interjected Aarti, do you not see how much heart Mal
brings into what she does? With or without your support, she will be the
change she wishes to see in the village.”

And then, a procession of voices emerged from the shadows, revealing
themselves as village women who had long remained silent. One by one,
they expressed their support for Malti and her cause and spoke of their
desire to see their daughters avail themselves of the same opportunities.
It seemed that through the power of Malti’s love for her village and her
conviction, they had managed to build an alliance.

The momentum of these revelations took the village by storm, word
spread like wildfire, and the skeptics were forced to concede that they had
been wrong. Malti was the mender of relationships, the agent of change,
the one helping them build bridges where once there were only walls. And
as Malti’s family slowly began to understand the depth of her love and
determination, they too united against any opposition.

Gopal Sharma, Malti’s father, would never forget the evening when he
overheard a conversation between Veeru and Baldev’s right - hand man.

"What is the price for your silence, young man?” the man hissed, his
beady eyes surveying Veeru.

Instead of shrinking, Veeru met the man’s gaze head - on. "Nothing,”
he declared defiantly. ”You underestimate the power of love, sir. I would
gladly forfeit my life for Malti’s cause, but never would I sell my soul for
personal gain.”

As these words reverberated through the quiet night, Gopal looked at
his daughter and the man who dared face danger for her sake. It was then

that Gopal surrendered to the immense power of love - for his daughter, for
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his people, for the struggle that was to come.

On the night of Malti’s cousin’s wedding, the village had never seen
such a gathering. The courtyard was filled with good cheer, the community
united as never before, and in the midst of it all, the alliance that Malti
and her friends had built stood strong. Gopal held Malti’s hand, his pride
her newfound strength. The village, he knew, was now filled with the power
of love, and it had brought them closer than they could have ever imagined.

”You have done well, my daughter,” Gopal whispered as they danced
alongside the newlyweds. "I have never felt so close to our family, to the
village, as I do now.”

And with these words, Malti knew that love had triumphed over the
hatred that once held them apart.

The Village Embracing Change and Love’s Impact

The sun slipped lazily into the jagged, dusty horizon as Malti stood on
the raised platform, her heart pulsing in her throat. The village had never
been so quiet before; the only noise she could hear was the frantic pounding
of her own heartbeat in her ears. Rows of onlookers sat cross-legged on
the uneven ground, murmuring apprehensively. Baldev’s taut, flinty gaze
darkened the atmosphere even further, adding a hint of foreboding to the
air. The oppressive weight of centuries-old prejudices lay heavy upon this
gathering of people.

As Malti scanned the expectant faces, she took in the passive fear that
settled like a shroud over the crowd, with every member of the community
carrying the burden of untold stories of love snuffed out by the constraints
of custom. Struggling to still her trembling hands, Malti stole a glance at
Veeru, who was seated at the side of the gathering, his gaze steady and
unwavering, like the strength in the passion that held them together.

She began in a quivering voice, conditioned to be careful and muted
within these oppressive, familiar surroundings. ”Brothers and sisters,” she
said, addressing the villagers, her emotions swelling with every word she
spoke. "For generations, love has been constrained by these man - made
walls of caste, politics, and the antiquated expectations we place upon each
other. Our village has suffocated on the smothering fumes of this cruel

system, drowning out the potential for joy and harmony, and robbing us of
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our humanity.”

At the mention of "humanity,” Malti’s voice faltered, the cracks betraying
the battered resilience she had mustered for this pivotal confrontation. Veeru
saw this; he took a deep breath and rose from his place, crossing the slender
divide between the villagers and Malti with a determined stride. A collective,
uneasy hush fell over the gathering as their worried eyes followed Veeru’s
movements.

Standing beside Malti, Veeru raised his voice to address the crowd. "It’s
time for a change,” he declared, his tone suffused with a fierce, earnest
conviction, their shared belief that tethered them together as one. “Time to
let go of the walls that we’ve built around our hearts, those that separate
us from each other. We need to find not just the will, but the courage to
break free from the shackles of tradition, and embrace the unfamiliar world
of love and trust.”

The sincerity in his words was a gentle tugging at the heartstrings,
unsettling the deep - rooted beliefs that held the majority captive and
stirring their dormant hopes for a tender freedom. Yet, Malti knew, it would
take more than the mere power of words to shake the villagers out of the
silence that allowed even the most brutal of injustices to go unchallenged.

With a determined nod toward Malti, Veeru took a faltering step forward,
turning toward the somber figure of Saraswati Devi who looked on, her
radiant presence a beacon amid the gathering darkness. "Amma,” Veeru
implored, the welling emotion momentarily choking his voice. "There was a
time when your own heart dared to dream of a world unrestricted by this
suffocating caste system, where happiness was the master of our fate. Will
you help us create a village where hope, love, and unity can thrive?”

Saraswati Devi could not help but be moved by the powerful sincerity
in Veeru’s words. Her thoughts traveled back through decades, to her own
storied past of tragedy and healing, a time when love seemed tantalizingly
within her reach, only to be snatched away by the cruel hand of tradition.
A solitary tear slid down her furrowed cheeks, the only outward sign of her
inner turmoil.

Slowly, Saraswati unfolded her frail, trembling body, standing upright
with great effort. Drawing on the echo of her long-lost courage, she dared to
take a step forward, her heart blazing with the belief in a brighter tomorrow.

Encouraging smiles broke on the faces of Veeru and Malti, their unwavering
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support a guiding light for the villagers’” warmth that was beginning to
unfurl.

As a hushed murmur of surprise trickled through the gathering, a mo-
mentous shift began to take root among the villagers. One by one, their
stoic countenances softened into reluctant smiles, igniting a spark in the
hearts that longed for the transformative embrace of love and unity. Sensing
the teeming shift in the village’s psyche, the gathering seemed to expand
and grow - an entire community uniting to take the first steps toward a
future unmarred by the tyranny of misplaced tradition.

Even Baldev, who had managed to remain unmoved by Malti’s impas-
sioned pleas- his features still rigid with disdain and rancor - finally had his
own heart stirred by the unfolding scenes before him. As if the powerful,
febrile energies binding the villagers together had seized hold of him, a
tremor of vulnerability distintegrated the facade of hatred that had held
his visage captive, humanizing the man so long driven by the fear of the
unfamiliar.

This was the moment of embracing change: the giddy, awe - inspiring
power of love and humanity overcoming the rigid leer of tradition as the
inky shadows of prejudice receded before the radiant warmth of newfound
togetherness. The villagers had been granted a glimpse of the enchantment
that lay in the uncharted waters of love and unity - an enchantment that
they now chose to embrace without hesitation or doubt, entwining their

dreams and destinies like the interlocking fingers of clasped hands.



Chapter 9

Confronting the Past

Chapter: Confronting the Past

Malti watched as the twilight orange washed the sky to navy. Her heart
stirred, a quiet rain within, as the stars blinked into existence one by one,
like pinpricks in the dark fabric above. She was home.

"I always thought I'd want to run away from this place as fast as I could,
Veeru,” Malti whispered, a wry sigh escaping her faded vermilion lips. "I
was so restless here, so trapped. And yet...I find I've missed it.”

Veeru leaned against the balcony rail, gazing at the quiet beauty of
Malti’s ancestral village laid out before them. ”I can see why.” Even the
light seemed softer here, broken apart as it was by the tree limbs that twined
over the village - front like gnarled, veined hands. ”It’s a beautiful place.”

Malti smiled and ran a hand through her tousled black hair. ”Yes,” she
said simply. "It is.” Her voice trailed away, hitching on some distant memory.
She had shared so many stories in this place.

Together, Malti and Veeru had returned to the sprawling ancestral home,
her birthright. But more than the bricks and mortar, the village was Malti’s
inheritance - a tapestry of memories, both joyous and dark.

In the weeks since she had been away, Malti had unearthed a deep
family secret, hidden between the lines of her great - grandmother’s diary.
This revelation incited a ruthless search within her: a painstaking effort to
discover the truth that had shaped her legacy of birth and caste, a truth
that hid the destruction and pain of those who had come before her.

As morning broke upon Malti Sharma’s village, it did so with a timid,
silent light.

147



CHAPTER 9. CONFRONTING THE PAST 148

"Veeru,” Malti said, fingers tracing the remnants of the sun. ”I need
to talk to my grandmother. .. Saraswati Devi. There’s too much I need to
understand, too many questions that have floated unanswered for years.”

Veeru looked at her, concern furrowing his brow. ”If you're sure, Malti.
We’re with you in this journey.” His face softened as he saw the determination
on Malti’s face. ”You know you can’t change the past.”

”I don’t want to change the past,” Malti answered, her voice small like
the distant beat of a wing against the wind. ”I want to understand it so
that I can change the future.”

Saraswati Devi, age furrowing her face and the weight of time and
knowledge lying heavy on her shoulders, sat in her favorite alcove, back
against the cold stone. The faintest of trembles weighed upon her hands as
she lit the earthen lamp: a breath of oil and fire upon wicks to mark the
passage of time.

”Grandmother,” Malti began, the familiar scent of the village seeping
into her core. She lowered herself before Saraswati Devi, feeling the shreds
of her old self peel away. "I need your wisdom, your guidance. I need you
to help me make sense of the truths that haunt the pages of our family’s
history.”

Saraswati Devi looked at her granddaughter, eyes made wise by the
brink of eternity. Her descent matched Malti’s own, embers separated by a
few generations. "It will not be easy, Malti. There is no unveiling of truth
without also inviting the darkness that shrouds it. You may not like what
you uncover.”

’T know,” Malti whispered, at once both a girl and no longer a girl. "But,
I have to try.” She blinked back tears burning like wildfire, caustic. "I want
to understand why we are who we are...why we bind ourselves in these
shackles.”

”Then listen, Malti. You are now the thread that binds the past to the
present. But, tread lightly; sometimes that thread dangles above the chasm
of despair.”

Saraswati Devi weaved the tale that pulsed through Malti’s veins, un-
earthing love and hate, truth and lies, the powerful and the oppressed, the
actions of others and those that had been their own. Like a storm breaking,
Saraswati Devi’s words rained upon them all, and Malti listened, both
burdened and freed by the truth that raged in her heart.
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The shadows that crept in the twilight had a new meaning now. And
as she stood with Veeru at her side, Malti knew they could not escape the
truth. The past gave weight to the present, but it also set the foundations
for the future, and it was theirs to grasp and mold.

No longer would injustice shroud the village or hide behind withering
veils. The past had revealed itself, infiltrating their present, setting them
adrift towards a new dawn. And as Malti stood at the edge of the coming
morn, she held tight to the threads of truth, weaving a new tapestry of hope

for her village.

Malti’s Return to College After Summer Break

Malti Sharma was a girl who’d never been good at leaving things behind.
Each time a new chapter of her life began, she’d step through the door
marked "Summer Break” with her heart stitched together, knots of regret
and longing tangling themselves around her ribs. But Malti had never
thought that the last ties to her village would lie in the dirt beneath her
feet. As she picked herself up and dusted off her dress, she knew that the
old wounds and the village’s narrow expectations of her had been scraped
away. And that part of her, now healed and whole, was forever out of reach.

When Malti returned to college after the summer break, the tensions
and triumphs of her village visit still shadowed her every step. Neither the
new textbooks and lecture halls nor friendships forged in fire were enough
to quiet the stories of resistance and the faint whisper of danger. With an
unsteady smile, she shared fragments of her summer’s experiences with her
close friends, Veeru and Aarti.

“You never cease to amaze me,” Aarti had exclaimed after Malti had
finished her story, hugging her tight.

Veeru, equally impressed and concerned, chimed in. “It’s downright
reckless what you’ve been doing, Malti.” He paused, scanning her face as
if searching for any signs of doubt. “Are you sure you want to keep doing
this?”

“You know me, Veeru,” she said quietly, "I simply can’t let it go.”

This was true, for Malti had always been persistent in her fight against
injustice, a fight for something larger and far more intangible than village

boundaries and community lines. It was a fight for understanding, reforma-
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tion, and ultimately, healing. She knew that the journey to bring down the
land mafia would not be an easy one, but the fire within her burned with
determination.

Malti had always been a girl to walk through the door marked ”College
Life,” arms laden with village secrets and unanswered questions. However,
now, with a steely determination to expose the crimes of the land mafia, she
was flinging doors wide open and bursting headlong into uncharted territory.

With Veeru and Aarti at her side, the search for evidence and the pursuit
of justice became a shared quest. The task was daunting and dangerous,
but there was a unified energy at work that held them steady and true.
As classes resumed and deadlines loomed, the small group became even
more entrenched in their investigations. They spent countless hours poring
through old newspapers, legal documents, and personal interviews trying to
build a tangible case against the land mafia.

Their search for proof inevitably drew them closer to Baldev Pratap
Singh, the man at the center of the corruption and exploitation. As they
exposed his layer after layer of deceit and intimidation, danger loomed like
a specter, daring them to confront him. With each step towards unmasking
the heart of this evil, the tremors of fear rippled through their very beings.

In a flash of insight, Malti connected the crucial dots and sealed the
plan. Hunched over a table strewn with photocopies and legal files, the
three friends exchanged a glance that held the weight of their discovery and
the inherent risk of their mission.

“We have everything we need,” Malti murmured. “This is our chance to
bring him down.”

“There’s no turning back now,” Aarti added, her voice heavy but resolute.

Veeru looked at the faces of the two girls he had grown to respect and
admire, then clapped his hands together, the sound both decisive and fateful.
“We must stand united,” he declared, and Malti knew he was right. Only
together would they have the strength to pull back the curtain of secrecy
and bring Baldev Pratap Singh to justice.

Malti had long left the familiar comforts of her village life, stepping
instead into the dangerous world of activism and reform where only the
brave dared venture. But in the end, when all the investigative work, risks,
and betrayals culminated in exposing the truth behind the land mafia, Malti

realized a profound change in herself.
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Where the timid and unsure heart of a village girl had once beat within
her, there now lay the unbreakable will of a young woman determined to
continue breaking down society’s barriers. And it was this relentless force
that had allowed her, with the help of her friends, to transform lives and
change the course of history, all the while remaining true to herself.

And it was in those dark days of danger and adversity that Malti
discovered the threads connecting her heart had gained the strength of
tempered steel, woven and twisted into the indomitable spirit of a fighter.
The final door she’d stepped through had been marked ”Courage” and now,
with the wind behind her back and righteous purpose in her heart, she
moved forward, forever ready to face fear head - on and embrace the battle
for truth and justice in her world.

In the end, Malti Sharma was a girl who had learned not to leave things
behind but instead to gather them up and carry them onwards, growing

stronger and more fearless with every beat of her heart.

Discussions with Veeru and Aarti about Recent Village
Experiences

Malti knew her friends Veeru and Aarti would give her an open ear regarding
her time in the village, but the weight of her words and the topic at hand
was heavier than any conversation they had previously shared. They sat
together on a wooden bench beneath an old neem tree on the college campus
with a kite stuck in the upper branches-a lofty dream caught in the rigidity
of tradition. Against the gusting wind, Malti had to raise her voice, but
before she could speak, Aarti looked over, her eyes soft and expectant. Aarti
always seemed to know when it was time for Malti to share.

”I uncovered some things,” Malti began tentatively. "Things that need
to be rooted out, just like we do with our activism, here in the city.”

Veeru’s jovial exterior waned at these words. ”Malti, if you want to
bring change to your village, you know we’ll support you.”

”I didn’t know how to start,” Malti admitted. ”"But then I saw the
hatred in the eyes of the village leaders and the way they talked about
people of lower castes like they were vermin, less human. I cannot stand for
this, Veeru, Aarti” Malti gripped her hands together as though attempting

to contain her own anger. "I cannot just let this go on.”
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Aarti reached over and held Malti’s hands clutched together. ”"None of
us can, Malti” She shared a look with Veeru, whose clenched jaw showcased
his turmoil.

"We need to plan something,” Veeru said, a veritable force behind every
word. "This isn’t just about your village, Malti. It’s about all the villages
that still subscribe to these archaic beliefs.”

Malti chewed her lower lip, fighting back tears of frustration. ”You don’t
know how hard it is to undo what generations upon generations of tradition
have done.” She could still hear her father’s reprimanding voice when she
had expressed her wish to attend college. But that was just the tip of the
iceberg.

"But we must try,” Aarti urged. "We have come so far, together. This
fight is not just yours, Malti. This fight is ours.” She tightened her grip on
Malti’s hands, desperate to instill a sense of unity.

Veeru leaned in closer as if to protect them all from the harsh wind.
"What exactly did you find out, Malti? What do we need to expose?”

"It’s not just the caste discrimination,” Malti said, her voice trembling.
"I discovered that a land mafia has been exploiting the lower caste villagers.
The village leaders, the people who are supposed to protect and serve their
community, have been taking advantage of the most vulnerable.”

Aarti’s mouth gaped open, shocked by Malti’s revelation. "How deep
does this corruption go?”

”I don’t know, Aarti. But I do know that while I was back there, I
felt powerless,” Malti’s eyes closed for a moment, troubled. ”Grandmother
Saraswati helped me through it, but I still felt so small... and now I’'m out
of my depth.”

Veeru patted Malti’s shoulder reassuringly. "Hey now, if you're in over
your head, that’s exactly why your favorite activists are here to support
you.” He tried for a grin, but his eyes betrayed his concern.

Malti smiled through her tears. "Thank you, both of you. More than I
can say. We'll need a plan, evidence, everything we’ve done before, but in
a place that is hostile to change. You both need to know the risks you’re
taking, tying yourself to my cause.”

Aarti arched an eyebrow. ”Like Veeru said, this is not just your cause.
It never has been.” Veeru nodded in agreement.

"Besides,” he added, determination shining in his eyes. ”You forget who
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you’re talking to, Malti. We’re activists. This is what we do, and I can’t
think of a better-initiated project than freeing an entire village, encouraging
change, and exposing the criminal activities holding them hostage.”

Suddenly, Malti’s tears of frustration turned into tears of gratitude.
"Thank you,” she whispered. "I don’t know how I got so lucky to find you
two.”

"Don’t thank us yet,” Aarti said with a wry smile. "We haven’t even
started.”

Malti knew her path wouldn’t be an easy one, fraught with dangers
and opposition, but as she glanced at her two friends besides her, she felt
empowered. Together, they would fight the traditions that had held the
village, her village, captive for so long. Change was on the horizon, and
with Aarti and Veeru by her side, Malti knew that she had the strength to

stare down the storm.

Sharing Stories of Resistance and Threats from Land
Mafia

Chapter Eight: Courage Under Fire

When Malti returned to college after her summer break, she found
herself standing in the small, musty room that served as the headquarters
for the college social welfare club. The walls were lined with posters and
photographs, chronicling the years of activism by students who had come
before her. Malti breathed deeply, feeling their presence wrap around her
like the comforting embrace of a loved one. She had a story of her own now
- of resistance, of standing up against the powerful and corrupt, and of the
threats from a seemingly invincible enemy - a story that was inextricably
woven into the fabric of her being. It was a story she felt compelled to share
with the world.

"My friends, it’s great to be back here with you all,” Malti began, her
voice choked with emotion. ”This summer, I discovered that the battle
we're fighting isn’t just about our small, insulated world here on campus.
It’s about our entire society - villages and cities alike.”

The gathered students listened intently, sensing the importance of her
words. As she told her story, Malti revealed to them the terrifying power
wielded by Baldev Pratap Singh and his land mafia, and their destructive
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influence on the lives of countless innocent villagers. She described how the
mafia bought off local politicians, regulators, and law enforcement, ensuring
that their criminal activities remained hidden from the eyes of the world.

She also spoke at length about her own small victories, her success in
initiating a dialogue on social change within her community, and the ways
in which she had managed to chip away at the obdurate power structures
that had been maintained for generations.

As Malti’s impassioned account unfolded, Veeru saw a familiar fire in
her eyes - the same flame that had flickered defiantly against the darkness
of that oppressive summer night in the village. Aarti, too, watched her best
friend with an expression of quiet admiration, her heart swelling with love
and pride.

When Malti finally concluded her tale, the room was silent for a moment,
as each student honored her courage and resilience. Then Aarti stood up
and held Malti’s hand, her voice trembling with emotion.

"Malti, you have faced horrors that many of us cannot even begin to
imagine. Your courage and strength are an inspiration to all of us and we
are here to support you and fight alongside you to end this tyranny.”

A chorus of voices joined hers, echoing the vow of solidarity. Malti looked
at each face in turn, feeling the warmth of their camaraderie and support,
and the shared conviction that justice would, in the end, prevail.

That night, Malti tossed and turned in her bed, weighed down by the
events of the past few months and the path that lay ahead. It was then
that a resolve took shape in her heart - a decision that would not only test
her courage, but the very limits of her endurance.

She vowed to gather evidence against Baldev Pratap Singh and his land
mafia, to expose their crimes, to tear down the walls of corruption and
deception that shielded them, and, ultimately, to bring them to justice.

The battle lines were drawn; Malti knew that the days ahead would be
fraught with danger, and that the enemy she faced was both powerful and
cunning. Yet she believed that the fire in her heart, kindled by the memory
of the villagers she had left behind, would provide a beacon of hope that
her friends, and millions of others, would follow.

For it was only through sharing our stories of defiance against oppression,
of holding onto what is just and true, that we can find the collective strength

to stand up against the powerful and cast the shadows of tyranny away
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forever.

Decision to Confront Past Beliefs and Take Action Against
Injustices

Malti’s eyes flitted open. Swaddled in darkness, her thoughts raced through
her head, colliding like wayward stars. Guilt and determination warred
among them, and in the quiet of the night, a quiet resolution took shape.
The past was not merely a labyrinth of roads traveled; it was a living force,
ever present and insidious. She could no longer turn away the specter, nor
the ghosts of injustice that inhabited it.

One colorless morning, she summoned her victory in the battle against
oblivion and shared her resolve with her comrades in the college canteen.
Veeru leaned, brow furrowed, against the railing; Aarti’s nearness comforted
Malti’s voice, as she spoke for the first time of the sacred clouds loitering
above her family, her village, and herself.

With both steadiness and urgency, Malti laid the foundation of her newly
formed mission to confront the hollow specters of her past. She shared her
agonizing shame for her family’s role in upholding the caste - discrimination
that had festered in her village for centuries, and whispered her burning
desire to right their immeasurable wrongs.

”To hell with false honor and brittle pride,” she spat. ”To hell with
allowing archaic beliefs to break so many families, mothers, daughters,
brothers, sons... I cannot let this stand any longer.”

Veeru, adopting a more pensive demeanor, broke his silence. He exhaled
heavily, a tinge of surprise mingled with a newfound respect for his brave
friend. ”"You know, Malti, I may not have agreed with your cause from
the outset, but damn, I can’t turn my back on it anymore. I see the pain
this has caused you, and I see the change that could be brought just by
addressing the truth of our past errors and acts of cruelty. Count me in.”

Aarti pulled Malti in for an embrace. "You know I'm with you always,
Malti,” she whispered in her ear. "We will face these battles head - on,
and challenge every moat and fortress that stand in your way. But just
remember that it is not solely your battle. Veeru and I, we are your soldiers
- but this whole situation transcends even us. We're fighting for everyone

who’s ever felt the weight of tradition, the sting of inequality.”
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The three young warriors stared across the table at one another, their
silhouetted faces marked with anticipation and tender rage. Malti’s heart
swelled, her courage untethered and burning bright. ”Then,” she announced,
her voice steadfast and ringing with determination, "we begin as soon as we

»

can.
*3kk

The ensuing weeks found Malti, Veeru, and Aarti hunting down long-lost
truths, breaking into obscure archives, and forging alliances with professors,
community leaders, and fellow students alike. Malti channeled her energies
into a voracious campaign against the injustices she had heretofore ignored,
vehemently condemning discrimination and ignorance. When she spoke, she
drew from her own experiences to vividly paint a history of suffering and
denial in her village, and her voice carried the weight of generations silenced
by prejudice.

In her quieter moments, Malti extended her penance towards her home.
She lamented the stones of silence she had laid between herself and her
family, and swore to scale those insipid walls. She composed letters and
sent them homeward, apologizing for denying them as they had denied her;
imploring their hearts to open, to recognize their shared humanity.

Their answers arrived in fitful bursts - some tear - stained and quivering,
others fierce and venomous. Malti admired the humility in their pain, the
courage in their honesty. It was a reflection of her sinewy spirit and life
- affirming light - the refusal to yield, to emit only darkness in desperate
times. They were echoes of her soul, a kindred harmony of redemption and
resolve.

As the tide of change ebbed and flowed, Malti stirred the waters and
transformed the village, each letter a love-laden arrow, each conversation a
balm against ancient wounds. And in the moonlit quiet of her room, she
whispered promises to the ghosts and specters past: ”I will bring forth the
light, nurture the gardens of love for your people. I will walk through the

howling darkness until the sun rises once more.”

Uncovering the Historical Roots of the Village’s Discrim-
ination and Inequality

Chapter 16: Unsheathing the Past
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As the noon sun beat down mercilessly on the parched earth, Malti gazed
at the ruins, her brow creased with thought. She could almost imagine the
once lush fields and the laughter of children playing outside mud - brick
homes. Now, small stones peeked out from the dust like slumbering ghosts,
bearing testament to the civilization this place once held.

Malti squatted next to Aarti, examining the time - worn manuscripts
she had borrowed from the University library, written by scholars who had
chronicled the birth and demise of villages like hers. "There is a shroud over
our village’s past,” Malti said resolutely, "and I fear it is hiding the root of
our present inequalities.”

Aarti nodded, scanning the pages intently for any information that would
link these skeletons of homes to their village’s deeply - seated discrimination.
As the sun dipped lower in the sky, the two women sifted through clumps
of earth and peered under tattered sheets of parchment, their spirits fueled
by curious determination.

When evening descended on the village, the sky donned shades of lavender
and the air held whispers of mystery; it was then that Malti, knee - deep in
a manuscript buried in shadows, found what they were searching for.

"Here!” she exclaimed, her joy taking wing. "It says that centuries ago,
our village was ruled by an oppressive Zamindar who enslaved the lower
caste communities. They were tortured, exploited, and forced to live in
squalor while their ruler reveled in wealth!”

No sooner had she spoken than an electric current seemed to snake into
the room, the feeling of injustice and the veil of ignorance receding from
the air. Malti read on, her voice reaching into the past, caressing the ears
of long - gone villagers:

"The enslaved community finally rose up against the Zamindar and
threatened to dismantle his empire. Fearing ruin, he struck a bargain:
he would release them from bondage and disperse land, but only on the
condition that they remain segregated from the rest of the village.”

A riddle had been unraveled, and Malti and Aarti exchanged looks with a
silent understanding. The dictator of the past had settled into the shadows,
fueling inequality from the maws of history.

”So our present divisions are echoes of a long- vanished threat!” Malti
exclaimed. ”"Our ancestors allowed the lingering unease to seep into the soil,

and now their descendants simply water the seeds of inequality that have
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taken root.”

Aarti, her eyes downcast, replied softly, ”Sometimes even the oppressed
are complicit in upholding harmful systems if they feel it can lend them a
sense of security within the four walls of tradition...”

As the words settled, Saraswati Devi entered like a gentle zephyr. Her
furrowed brows seemed heavy with a burden she could no longer bear.

’ she began, quivering with age and wisdom,

”I was listening outside,’
"Because I wanted to hear the truth from a heart I knew could handle it.
Now it is time for you to hear mine...”

A hush followed, as both girls suddenly realized that Saraswati wasn’t
just the pillar that bolstered Malti; she had a story of her own.

”I was but a child when I learned that my own father was part of the
council responsible for maintaining these divisions,” she trembled. "In-
fected by the fear that integration would endanger us, they reinforced the
boundaries with iron hearts and blind eyes. I kept this secret buried within
me.”

And resurrected it, Malti thought, only when the right ears were ready
to listen.

”There is so much pain wrapped up in these walls of discrimination,
so much anguish in our shared history,” Malti murmured, as if to herself.
Saraswati Devi took her hand, her grip surprisingly firm. "Daughter, it is
time. We must make things right.”

Malti glanced from the ruins outside the window to her grandmother’s
firm gaze, and a rare, unyielding courage flooded her chest.

Her voice came out in a whisper, carrying the weight of the past: "I have
spent my life trapped within these walls, but I vow to shatter them before
leaving this world, to unite the village that has grown on this hallowed
ground just as it was meant to be.”

In that moment, the ghosts of a hundred unspoken stories seemed to
take flight, dancing in the ember light of the setting sun, their shackles of
silence finally shattered. Malti, Aarti, and Saraswati Devi stood united not
only in their cause but in an understanding forged in the depths of truth;
they sought to change not just minds but hearts as well.

There was work to be done, and the three women knew that unwavering
courage, truth, and the power of love would be their everlasting armor. And

from that day onward, an ineffable sense of unity and hope seemed to linger
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in the very air of the village.

Malti Addressing Personal and Family Participation in
Harmful Social Norms

The newly risen sun cast long shadows on the ground, adding an ephemeral
beauty to the oppressive summer heat that swelled through the village. The
day stretched out like a preamble to a longer, harsher spell of trials and
tribulations.

As Malti wove her way through the narrow, muddy paths and dilapidated
thatched huts, she couldn’t ignore the surreptitious glances, furtive whispers,
and clucking tongues that greeted her. She knew she had become the
harbinger of change that threatened the villagers’ way of life, even as her
own family stood on the precarious edge of acceptance and rejection.

The impatient beating of her heart subsided when she reached her
childhood home, where, amidst the verdant surroundings, the innocent
laughter of her younger siblings floated by. Malti knew that this was where
her true battle began.

Her parents, having been raised within the confines of age-old customs,
were hard - hearted souls who didn’t easily deviate from the caste - based
rituals that were the core of their identity. It was a world that abhorred
change critically clinging to the roots of spectral ghosts long since gone. As
Malti approached the courtyard, she saw her father, his square jaw set, his
eyes hard and wary, waiting for her to speak.

"Well, Malti, what is it that you have to say? We hear far too much of
you these days in the village.”

There was a tremor in her voice as Malti began to speak, addressing not
only her parents but also her own deep - seated guilt and shame.

”Amma, Bauji, I know you feel that I am walking on a path that is
dangerous for all of us. I understand your need to preserve our family’s
honor. But the truth is, these customs we hold on to so fiercely, this caste
system that we adamantly protect, we have unknowingly become a part of
the problem.”

In uttering those words, Malti had opened the floodgates to a torrential
exploration of her lineage, of the harm that her ancestors had caused in the

name of tradition, the social maladies that had spread like cancer through
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the veins of her village.

Her mother, tightening the scarlet folds of her sari, stood up and strode
towards Malti. ”You dare speak of our ancestors in such a manner? You
betray your own blood, girl!”

Malti met her mother’s steely eyes with a resolve she hadn’t known she
possessed. The confidence that had betrayed her in times past now lived
and breathed in every corner of her being.

”Amma, I do not say these things to hurt you, to mar the memories
of our ancestors. But look around you, can’t you see the wounds we have
inflicted upon our world?”

She looked around, her voice echoing across the wind, no longer a quiet
whisper but the roar of a thousand souls united in truth. "Our village has
been crippled under the weight of these beliefs, our people digging their
heels deeper into the pit of darkness with every passing day.”

With trembling hands, Malti gently placed a fragile hand on her father’s
slumped, sunbaked shoulder. "Bauji, do you recall Kaluwa, the boy who
lived just beyond our fields? When he was found with Rekha from our
neighboring village, both were ostracized, and their families shamed. Bauji,”
her voice broke, "Kaluwa took his own life.”

Her father’s eyes, once impenetrable fortresses, now softened with the
pain of a thousand memories carried upon the wind. She saw the cracks
form in her mother’s stern facade, the delicate threads of empathy tugging
at her heartstrings. The shattered glass lay on the floor, the reflection of a
thousand truths staring back at them.

”Amma, Bauji, don’t you see the world outside our little village? There
exists a life beyond this invisible barrier we have built around ourselves, a
life where Vedanti wouldn’t have to shroud herself in shame for wanting to
touch the skies as a pilot. She wouldn’t have been crippled with guilt until
she could no longer imagine a future for herself.”

A long, lachrymose silence filled the air as the memories of Vedanti, her
cousin, weighed heavily on their hearts. They knew that her untimely death
was a direct result of words not said and shackles not broken.

Malti stepped forward, the soft rustle of her clothing a dulcet symphony
of her purpose. "Together, we can become the light that shows the way, the
beacon that others will follow. Let us uproot the seeds of hate and bigotry

that we have sown and instead plant the seeds of hope and love.”
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As she stood there, her dark eyes fiercely aglow with the fire of conviction,
Malti found in herself a sense of assuredness she had never before experienced.
She knew that the truth was her sword, and as she wielded it with courage
and unwavering determination, she would gradually break through the
barriers of fear, mistrust, and ignorance that had imprisoned their hearts
for too long.

A gentle breeze caressed their faces as Malti, her parents, and the
unspoken specters of their past stood together at the precipice of a new dawn,
where the possibility of redemption for all awaited. It was an uncertain
future, but an undeniable spark burst forth, and amidst the shattered
remnants of their history, the first rays of change began to illuminate the

path toward hope.

Reconciliation with the Past and Channeling Energy
Towards Positive Change

Night had fallen over the remote Indian village. On the shadowy fringes
of the village, Malti Sharma stood motionless, alone, staring into the thick
mist that shrouded the place where she had been born and raised. Less
than a year earlier, Malti had left the village to attend college in the city
against her family’s wishes. She had returned to confront daunting, visceral
challenges: the unraveling mysteries of her family’s past, weaving her way
through the perilous trepidations, prejudices, and dangers of her home
village to expose the land mafia that had long held sway here and uncover
their hidden crimes. It had been an extraordinary, taxing journey. Yet still,
one more profound challenge weighed upon Malti’s heart: reconciling with
the unspoken sorrows that lay hidden deep within her family’s past, and
finding a way to channel the open wounds toward positive, transformative
change.

That evening, as Malti’s slender silhouette blended into the shadows of
the dimly lit village, her grandmother Saraswati Devi quietly approached.
Her voice, tempered with kindness and concern, broke the thick silence.

"Your heart is heavy, Malti,” Saraswati whispered, the lines of her
weathered face reflecting a lifetime of shared, complex wisdom.

Malti turned slowly and, instead of replying, folded herself into her

grandmother’s waiting arms. A gentle rush of warm tears streamed down
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her cheeks, finally giving in to the tumultuous emotions that lay within her
chest.

"Saraswati,” Malti said, choking on her words, "I've been trying to
uncover the roots of our village’s discrimination and inequality. I've been
trying to bring change, to make things better. But...” She paused, gripping
her grandmother in a tight embrace, as if to stave off the words threatening
to come loose. "But what if we are a part of the problem, too?”

Saraswati wrapped her arms around Malti, finding solace in their shared
turmoil. In that moment, even though the questions that haunted Malti
had no clear answers, together they held the unwavering conviction to face
the tangled knot that spanned generations of silent unease.

Drawing a slow, deep breath, Saraswati whispered, "We must confront
who we are, my child, to repair the fissures that divide our family, and mend
the fractures that cleave our village in two. Change begins within us.”

For a long moment, they clung to that delicate bond of trust twined
between them; the strength that would enable them to confront the ghosts
of their past and birth a newfound, unwavering hope for a brighter future.
As they stood, enfolded in their embrace, a soft evening breeze brushed past
them, carrying with it a distinct sense of blending, mingling sensibilities -
new ideas, new ways of life, gaining momentum with each gust that rolled
across the village, past the very doorsteps of the people that dwelled within.

Fresh determination alighted in Malti’s eyes, a fire that glinted even in
the twilight. She released her grandmother and took a small, resolute step
back.

”Change is possible, isn’t it, Saraswati?” she asked, her voice filled with
newfound purpose.

The ghost of a smile traced the lines of her grandmother’s face. "It is,
Malti. Change is like the river of life - always flowing, tumbling over itself,
eventually taking down whatever blocks its path. We only need the courage
to follow its course.”

As the dying embers of the day faded beyond the horizon, Malti felt the
faintest stirrings of a new hope that seemed to unfurl, miraculous, amidst
the immortal roots of the towering trees that sheltered the village. Their
silent, interminable strength - constant witnesses to the fading stories and
secrets that danced in the air, whispered between the leaves - served as

an enduring testament to a time beyond memory. Held in that trembling
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moment between the shifting twilight shadows, for the first time in her life,
Malti thought she had grasped the delicate thread that might lead them -
from darkness and despair, through the labyrinthine shadows of the past -
toward a glimmering, uncharted dawn.

And together, with Saraswati’s worn hand in hers, they began to chart
that improbable path-one step at a time-toward the light.



Chapter 10

Redemption and
Forgiveness

Twilight was settling in when Malti stood hesitantly before the door of
her childhood home. The battle had been won, the land mafia had been
exposed, and yet the war raging within her showed no signs of abating. She
raised a trembling hand to knock, but faltered. How could she face her
family now, after all that had transpired?

The door swung open before her hesitancy turned to retreat, revealing
her mother - weary, yet resolute. In that moment, before words could
be exchanged or reproaches launched, Malti saw her own reflection in her
mother’s eyes, a truth that could not be denied - they were survivors.

The weight of unsaid words hung heavily in the small, dark room as
Malti stepped inside. She watched as her mother closed the door and turned
to face her.

"Why have you come back?” her father’s voice thundered, breaking the
thick silence that had enveloped the room. Malti looked at the face she had
known all her life, the face that had turned away when she needed support.
Her resolve wavered, but she pressed on.

”I have come to seek forgiveness and, if possible, to forgive.” Her voice
quivered, but the words held firm. "I have not come to gloat in victory, nor
to seek punishment. I have come to heal what is broken and to build new
bridges.”

Her father scoffed, arms folded tautly across his chest. ”And what makes

you think we want your forgiveness, Malti? You defied us, abandoned
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our traditions, and sullied the family name with your so- called ’fight for
justice.”

Malti looked at her family - her father, glaring and unbending in his
loyalty to a code she no longer understood; her mother, torn between her
love for her daughter and her devotion to her husband; and finally, her
younger sister Sunita, whose eyes shone with a fierce curiosity and yearning
for a life beyond this village.

She took a deep breath and began, "Maa, Paa, I know that my actions
have hurt you deeply. I cannot change the past, but I wish to make amends
for the future. I fought not for my own pride, but for the rights of our
people, for an education for our girls and justice for the oppressed. Despite
the pain we have caused each other, I love you.”

Her father’s face remained stony, unyielding. ”You speak of love, but
you chose your path and left us behind. How can you expect me to believe
you when you have trampled on all that we held dear?”

His voice was raw, betrayal radiating through every word. Malti met
his gaze, acknowledging the wound that festered between them. Still, she
answered, ”I left because I couldn’t live in that world anymore, Paa. I
couldn’t stand to see young girls and boys shunned, lives ruined by the mere
accident of their birth. I had to break the cycle of cruelty, and in doing so,
I caused you pain.”

Tears filled her eyes, and her voice broke, catching on a sob. Yet she
continued, ”"Forgiveness is all that I seek - the chance to heal and prove my
worth as your daughter. If you cannot grant me that, I will leave, and this
time, I will not return.”

A heavy silence filled the room, and Malti held her breath, waiting. It
was her mother who finally embraced her, tears streaming down her cheeks.

"I can forgive you, my child,” she whispered, and Malti felt a small piece
of herself heal. ”"Your heart has always been pure, and I see now what you
fought for.”

Her father remained silent, his eyes averted. But in that moment, as her
mother held her, Malti knew that redemption was possible. Gradually, she
felt the tension in her limbs ease and, for the first time in years, she allowed
herself to feel at home.

The road to reconciliation would be long, but from this small beginning

arose hope. For now, Malti had found forgiveness within herself and had
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seen a glimpse of it in her family’s eyes. The journey to mend broken hearts
and shattered bonds would continue, but Malti had taken the crucial first
step - reaching out with an open, vulnerable heart, embracing the pain and

seeking not retribution, but healing.

Malti’s Reflection on Personal Growth

Malti gazed at herself in the mirror, the reflection of her face grainy in the
dim light that filtered through the shutters. The face staring back at her
seemed so much older than the Malti she remembered coming to the big
city for the first time. The fear and uncertainty that had once plagued her
eyes had all but been replaced with determination and resilience.

She couldn’t help but think of the many sleepless nights she had spent
lying awake, questioning everything she was and everything she had believed.
The miles she had come were too far to fathom and too much to compress
into a single thought or sigh. Each breath that racked her body during those
quiet hours had summoned forth an almost overwhelming spiral of memories,
failures, and successes. Her journey to rebellion had been a twisted route,
unwieldy and branching out in unpredictable directions, and it was with an
ache akin to nostalgia that Malti traced its roots.

)

"I must be brave,” she whispered to herself, remembering Saraswati
Devi’s early admonitions. "I must be fierce.”

Memory prompted Malti’s lips to form a quiet, yet embittered, smile.
She recalled the first time she dared rattle the cage of tradition, when she
had pushed back against her father’s decree that she should give up her
dreams of education and marry a man twice her age. It was the first time
she had allowed herself to fully understand the notion that ideas and long-
held systems were breakable, that a person like her could be more than just
a flower trained to bloom abundantly while she toiled in the shadows.

”You can do this,” came Aarti’s voice, echoing in her head as clearly as
if she were standing beside her. ”You have the power to change everything,
Malti.”

Veeru too, once her greatest opponent, had become a vital supporter of
her cause. Malti felt the familiar warmth of his heartfelt encouragement as
she remembered their conversations together. Against all odds, her journey

had molded them both since that first defiantly uttered syllable, forging an
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alliance that neither expected, nor could fully comprehend the depths of.

But the price paid for such growth was not without its bruises. Malti’s
heart clenched as she remembered the fiery looks of disapproval from the
village elders, the way her own family members had shunned her for the
upheaval she had sparked. Painful memories threatened to flood her present
reality, the covert whispers behind raised palms, the torch-lit night when
her house was set ablaze by the angry townsfolk. ”She’s a disgrace!” they
had shouted, labelling her a pariah fit only for scorn.

Her fingers traced the ragged, raggedy scar that ran down her arm - a
physical testimony of the battle she had fought to bring down the mighty
Baldev Pratap Singh. Tentatively tracing the marks left by his relentless
grip, the memory of his scent assaulted her senses - the stench of greed,
bigotry, and cruelty so potent that she could taste it.

Yet, she had triumphed against him. His reign of terror had been
dismantled, and the village had finally begun to see the inklings of hope for
a better future. One that she had fought tooth and nail to unveil.

"I have changed,” Malti whispered to herself, silencing the echoes of her
past. ”And I have fought.”

The mirror showed her that the scars and bruises were visible, but behind
them lay a spirit that had been fanned into the fiery blaze of rebellion and
change. It had made her who she was today. She had faced injustice with
clenched fists and a keenly sharpened tongue, had learned the intricacies of
balancing empathy with the necessary hardness required to challenge deep -
rooted prejudices.

With newfound reflection, Malti studied herself in the mirror once more.
She knew now that she could not - would not - run from the force of her
own will. Embracing herself fully, she silently vowed that her voice would
not be silenced. She would continue to challenge old ways and build bridges
to a better tomorrow.

”You can do so much,” she said, her voice choked with emotion. ”And

you will.”

Veeru’s Own Path to Redemption

The morning after Malti had left to return to her college, a letter arrived
for Veeru. It bore the logo of the Chief Minister’s office.
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Veeru tore it open with trembling hands and read the letter. It was an
official summons to appear before the Chief Minister on charges of sedition
and conspiracy to overthrow the government. It had been issued in response
to a complaint filed by Baldev Pratap Singh, who had exposed Veeru’s
involvement in supporting Malti’s movement against the land mafia.

Veeru felt the ground slip from beneath his feet. He had been brave in
siding with Malti in her fight against the land mafia, but now that bravery
seemed foolish. He was facing a powerful man like Baldev and the might of
the government; and with Malti gone, he felt overpowered and alone.

He remembered Malti’s parting words to him before she left - "Face your
fears so that you can face yourself.” Now, as fear pierced his heart like icy
daggers, he had no choice but to face himself in the darkest hour of his life.

Veeru wearily sat down on the floor of his small rented room, burying his
face in his hands, and contemplated his next move. He took a deep breath,
released a slow sigh, and with tears welling up in his eyes, he decided that
he would not run away from this challenge. He would face it with courage
and determination, just like Malti had faced her oppressors.

He picked up his phone and dialed Aarti’s number.

”Aarti, I need your help,” he said without preamble. "I just got a letter
from the Chief Minister’s office. Baldev has filed a case against me. What
should I do?”

"Don’t worry, Veeru. I'll talk to my dad,” Aarti replied calmly. "He’s a
lawyer. He’ll be able to help you.”

As hours turned to days, with Aarti’s help, Veeru realized the intricacies
of facing a legal battle for justice. His life seemed to have plunged into an
abyss of paperwork and legal jargon, but he refused to give up. He wanted
to clear his name of the false charges that had been levied against him, and
he knew he would require indomitable courage and tireless determination.

Throughout these trying times, he found himself continually drawing
strength from Malti’s resilience. He knew that if she could battle the entire
village with unwavering courage, he too could stand tall against his own
adversaries.

Despite the snide remarks and intimidating glares from the villagers who
believed the accusations, Veeru remained resolute. His family had disowned
him, his friends abandoned him, but he refused to yield. He was adamant

about proving his innocence.
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Finally, the day of the court hearing arrived and Veeru nervously sat
outside the courtroom. Dressed in a crisp suit, Aarti’s father arrived to

represent him as his lawyer.

"Don’t worry, son,” he said, patting Veeru on the back. "Truth always

prevails, and today, we’ll make sure that it does.”

The trial began with Baldev’s ominous presence that filled the room
with dread. His lawyer, a shady individual, recounted the lies that had
been generously woven into the accusations. As the proceedings progressed,

Veeru’s heart sank. It seemed Baldev had built an airtight case against him.

But then something changed. Just as the prosecution rested, Aarti’s
father stood up and spoke with a quiet authority that pierced the smug
demeanor of Baldev and his counsel. He presented irrefutable evidence
that proved Baldev’s accusations were fabricated. There were witnesses
who testified in Veeru’s defense, and a final piece of evidence that shat-
tered Baldev’s lies - a recorded phone conversation between Baldev and an

accomplice, making false allegations against Veeru.

When all arguments were presented, the room fell silent, anticipating
the judge’s verdict. Veeru held his breath, and the tension in the air felt
palpable. Finally, the judge spoke - "Not guilty.”

Veeru exhaled a sigh of relief, feeling as though the heavens themselves
had showered their mercy upon him. As he turned to thank Aarti’s father,
his lawyer smiled knowingly and said, "Courage and truth always win the

fight, my boy.”

In that moment, Veeru understood what redemption meant. For the first
time, he truly appreciated the power of truth and the unyielding tenacity of
the human spirit. Redemption, he realized, was not overcoming his sins but

rather embracing the journey of learning to stand tall against all odds.

And as Veeru stepped out of the courtroom, a free man, with a renewed
sense of purpose, he felt Malti’s words echoing in his soul, "Face your fears
so that you can face yourself” Indeed, in that moment, he had faced himself
and emerged victorious - a man higher in courage, nobler in spirit, and truer
to life.
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Aarti’s Role in Supporting Malti’s Healing

Malti sank to the floor, feeling as though she carried the entire weight of
her village’s sorrows upon her slim shoulders. She had barely escaped the
confrontations with Baldev and his henchmen, and now the night closed
in around her, its darkness threatening to swallow her up completely. Her
grandmother Saraswati’s quiet support had been the flame that lit her way
during the darkest moments, but now she needed to find the strength from
within to swing the tide of change. She knew the path ahead would be
fraught with challenges, but with the support of her friends and allies, she
held on to hope.

As Malti sat wrapped in the crushing embrace of darkness, a light
flickered to life. Aarti appeared in the doorway, her lantern of hope and
determination illuminating the dim room. Seeing her friend, Malti blinked
away the tears that streaked her cheeks and attempted a weak smile, but
Aarti had discerned the despair that lay heavy in Malti’s eyes.

”Are you okay?” Aarti asked gently, sitting down next to Malti and
wrapping an arm around her shoulders.

"No,” Malti replied honestly. "I don’t know if I can do this. My family,
these people- - they sometimes feel like an impenetrable wall. What if I fail
them? What if nothing ever changes?”

Aarti squeezed her hand reassuringly. ”You must believe in the power
of your own spirit, Malti. Because we do- Veeru, myself, and all the others.
You have been a symbol of hope and strength for the entire village, and we
have seen the impact that a single voice can have in empowering change.”

Malti’s hands shook as she absorbed Aarti’s heartfelt words. "But I'm
tired, Aarti,” she whispered, tears running unchecked down her cheeks. "I
don’t think I can keep fighting anymore.”

Aarti looked deep into Malti’s eyes, her own expression battling between
sympathy and determination. ”You are so much stronger than you give
yourself credit for, Malti,” she told her friend, her voice resolute. ”You have
shown us all what true courage means, and now we are here to stand by
you and share that burden.”

"But what if T fail?”

"Then we will be here to pick up the pieces and help you fight again,”

Aarti replied without hesitation, her arm tightening around Malti’s shoulders.
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”"We will not let you falter, or let your dreams be extinguished. We will
walk this path with you, no matter how treacherous it becomes. I promise
you, Malti.”

Malti’s tears kept flowing, but her spirit began to recapture the embers
of hope. She stared into the unwavering eyes of her friend, and her resolve
suddenly crystallized once more.

”Okay,” she said softly, her voice gaining strength with each syllable.
"Let’s keep fighting, Aarti. Let’s show them all what it means to be a
woman with a flame that no one can extinguish.”

Aarti nodded and raised her lantern, the light shimmering through the
haze of tears in both their eyes. Side by side, the two friends stepped
forward into the night, ready to confront the darkness with love, support,
and a fiery determination to bring change and restore justice to their village.
Together, they would ensure that the weight of the past would not smother
the dreams of the future.

As they ventured hand in hand into the battle for an equal world, the fire
sparked within them set ablaze the winds of change, their souls aglow with
the fierce love and resilience that would light up even the darkest corners of
the village. For it was in standing united that the true power of hope, faith,
and friendship lay, and together, they would fight to honor the legacy of

resilience and transform their community forever.

Malti and Her Grandmother’s Bond Strengthened

Under the thick canopy of the ancient banyan tree, nestled amongst its roots,
lived an old woman whom no one in the village dared to confront. People
whispered that she was a witch, that she could cast spells and summon
wicked spirits to do her bidding. Others swore that she had lived for over
a hundred years, time weaving its spell around her gnarled branches and
withered skin. She drew secrets from the ground and fed her roots on the
prayers of the desperate and the ogres of the night. To a handful of village
children she was viewed a harmless old Auntie, but they knew well to steer
clear of her home. And into the heart of this fearsome woman walked Malti,
carrying a burlap sack tightly wrapped around her chest, her brown eyes
blazing with a spark that had ignited long ago and refused to die.

Saraswati Devi, Malti’s grandmother, sat in the shadow of the banyan
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tree, humming a tune that seemed to have been born before the sun.
Traditional cotton saree, barely distinguishable from the earth, draped
around this human form. Malti sashayed past the wide - eyed children
outside the house, who had come to stare and gawk at her in all her city -
based glory. She didn’t need their unwarranted attention; her purpose in
the village lay far beyond pleasantries. As she neared the steps leading to
the house, her eyes locked onto those of her grandmother. She could tell
that beneath the stooped back lay hidden a reservoir of energy and wisdom,
waiting to be unleashed.

”Grandmother,” Malti uttered as she approached the wizened figure,
"we need to talk.”

Saraswati’s stern eyes narrowed inquisitively, and the humming ceased.
"What’s the matter, child?”

”Grandmother, did you know about the land mafia and their crimes?”
Malti asked, her voice cracking as she held back molten disappointment.

The old woman looked down, her eyes filled with a storm the likes of
which Malti had never seen before. Fiercely raw, the strength that her
grandmother exuded reminded Malti of the jagged cliffs that kept the village
prisoner. ”Yes, my child. I knew. I have known for many years.”

"How could you have never shared it with me, or even dared to fight
against their tyranny?” Malti challenged without hesitation. The once
buoyant and unstoppable spirit within Malti quieted as the final wave of
realization came crashing down upon her. The grandmother she had loved,
trusted, and admired had not only known but had kept silent. Her own
flesh and blood had stood by, watching as lives cracked and crumbled under
the iron fist of injustice.

Saraswati opened her mouth, but for a moment, no words came out.
Then with a trembling breath, she spoke, "I was afraid, Malti. Afraid of
what they would do to us. I have seen them crush many hearts, and I didn’t
want you to be one of them. I believed that not knowing would protect
you.”

A lonesome tear glistened on Malti’s cheek, catching the dejected rays
of the crimson sun. "But I am crushed, Grandmother. Not by Baldev and
his goons, but by the weight of the lies that have been buried, deep inside
my heart, alongside the secrets of our ancestors.”

Silence engulfed them like a dark cloak, and the words sat heavy between
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them, pressing the air out from what felt like troubled lungs.

"Is there anything else I should know?” Malti managed, her voice barely
a whisper. Her entire body ached to run, to seek solace in the open arms of
a world beyond the grim, suffocating confines these village bonds. And yet
she knew she couldn’t turn away and leave.

Saraswati’s eyes trembled with an unspoken regret. "There’s more to
the story. But you must promise me one thing, Malti. Promise that you
shall know the truth and let your light shine brighter, rather than turn to
darkness.”

”I promise, Grandmother,” replied Malti, her heart thudding in her
chest.

And as the sun set behind the crumbling brick walls and the shadows
lengthened around the groaning tree trunk, Malti and Saraswati sat and
shared truths that had long been buried beneath layers of fear and obe-
dience. Through hushed voices, they weaved a tapestry of solidarity and
understanding that would grow thick and sturdy, ready to face the storm
that lay ahead.

Emboldened by the newfound strength in shared vulnerabilities, the two
of them strengthened their bond, enjoining every filament of their souls to
face the world together. Neither of them had known the price they would
pay for their alliance, but they understood the profound truth that they
wielded the power to change the course of their village and within each other
lay the key to grip the stray tendrils of hope and mend the fragmented soul
of their people. And so, with the enduring bond between a fearless young
woman and a wise, old crone woven together, they would face the storm

and let the light within them guide the village towards a new dawn.

Apologies and Understanding from Malti’s Family

The sun was setting on the dusty plains of the village, casting long shadows
on the mud houses. Malti Sharma, silhouetted against the twilight sky,
stood behind the hut where her grandmother hitched the buffalo. She cast
her eyes to the ground, trying to hold back the hot tears that streamed
down her cheeks. It had been a long exhausting day, and she was riddled
with inner conflict.

She had just returned from the city, having finished attending a nerve-
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wracking series of meetings with the police and lawyers, and still she was
unable to grasp that everything she had painstakingly worked for was now
in motion.

"Rohini bitiya, will you not come back before darkness falls?” Saraswati
Devi called out tenderly, her voice warm and calm. Malti looked up, blinking
away the tears. Her grandmother knew; she had known all along. She knew
about the secret meetings, the evidence they’d gathered, and the decision
to finally expose Baldev Pratap Singh.

As Malti walked up to her grandmother and allowed herself to be
enveloped in a comforting embrace, she could not hold back a sob.

"Why? Why now, of all times?” she cried, her voice muffled, her cheeks
buried in her grandmother’s embrace. Saraswati Devi patted her back gently,
her voice soothing in tone but firm in resolve.

"Because, bitiya, it is the right thing to do. For you, for our village, and
for the countless others who are suffering.”

Ears pricked as they stood there, motherly and daughterly figures locked
together. The sounds of footsteps broke through the hushed silence that
had been overarching the village. The waters of the past, which had slept
peacefully in the river of time, had come home to roost. Grandma lined up
with Malti’s family members, they all looked resolute, their eyes brimming
with an emotion for which words had so far failed them.

Malti gulped and turned to meet the gaze of her father. They stared at
each other for a long moment before her mother stepped forward, wringing
her hands nervously.

"Malti, we were wrong,” she murmured, almost inaudibly. She glanced
up at her husband and then back at her daughter. There were two things
stirring within her, the vestiges of her fears and the love of a mother for her
child. They warred within her, and against all odds, the love won.

”We are sorry. We never understood the importance of what you were
trying to achieve.” Her brother came to stand beside her parents, his face
slightly swollen from a recent altercation with Baldev’s goons. He looked
Malti square in the eye, his voice strong but a little husky.

"This fight, it’s not just about the here and now,” he said, a muscle
working in his jaw. ”It’s about breaking the chains that have held us back
for generations. It’s about making sure our children have a better future.

And we’re sorry we doubted you.”
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A profound silence fell over them, filling the empty spaces between the
words and drawing together those frayed remnants of bonds that had been
hanging for ages, waiting to be mended. Malti’s chest felt tight, her heart
swelling with a mix of relief, pride, and something else. It was a small,
budding hope that maybe, just maybe, things could change.

They moved into the small house for the evening, the thick mud walls
enveloping them in a soft embrace as the sun disappeared over the horizon.
Tears were shed, and the candle flickered on the table, casting golden arcs
over their shadows. The scene was nothing unusual; there were no lustrous
adornments, no radiant dresses. All present were dressed in plain cotton
and yet, the love, unity, and determination that now thrummed through
the small room made it feel like an opulent throne room.

It was Apology, the specter of the past, bending on its knees and begging
for forgiveness, wrists wrenching against the bonds of family ties, time,
tradition, and ego. And it was Understanding, raising its noble head and
reaching out with trembling hands, trembling not because it was facing the
beast of pride and iron - clad tradition but trembling at the prospect of
finally touching the truth.

They whispered their forgiveness into the night, and when they emerged
in the morning and the sun touched their faces, that forgiveness had crystal-
lized into a golden intention that held them together, units of determination
working towards a common goal.

There would be more battles to win, and there would be more scars to
bear. But within Malti’s heart and within those who stood beside her, there

churned something potent and unyielding - a conviction borne of forgiveness.

Reconciliation with Malti’s Village Community

The sun had dipped below the horizon, stretching shadows long and deep
across Malikapuram. Lamps flickered to life in houses throughout the village,
awakening with a low, golden glow. Malti’s footsteps crunched softly on the
path as she approached the circle of villagers gathered by the water well. A
dozen faces turned towards her - weathered faces, worn and chaffed by years
of labor in the sun and the unforgiving grip of poverty. Pride and defiance
burned from their eyes, tempered with caution and uncertainty.

As Malti approached, voices hushed into whispers and low murmurs.
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Veeru and Aarti, who had accompanied Malti on her journey back to her
village, hung back, allowing her to face her community on her own. Malti
took a deep breath, filling her chest with the rustic scent of the Indian
countryside. She felt the weight of the manifold gazes upon her, but she
stood tall against the tides of disapproval.

"Ramachandra,” she began. Her heart pounded in her ears as she ad-
dressed the village head, but she carried on, her voice firm. ”You summoned
me here to answer for my actions. I have come.” She looked squarely into
the eyes of the man who had once been like a father to her.

A moment of silence stretched on like a vast, yawning chasm. Finally,
Ramachandra spoke, his voice gruff and hoarse with disuse.

"Malti, since you went to the city and learned your city ways, you come
back here and make trouble. You tell us to defy our traditions and refuse
obediently to serve our masters.”

”You taught me to stand up for myself, and now you accuse me of making
trouble?” Malti replied, trying to keep the pain from her voice. It is not
trouble that I bring when I demand equality for everyone. I bring justice.”

A murmur of both dissent and agreement rippled through the assembled
villagers. Ramachandra raised a hand for silence.

"I cannot deny, Malti, that you have shown us that change can be good.
Some of your city ways have brought prosperity.” His voice wavered as he
continued. "But you are tearing apart the fabric of our village, dividing us
against our betters.”

A Dbitter taste lurked at the back of Malti’s mouth. She considered
carefully, her mind racing through lessons learned in the city, her heart torn
by the love for her people who very well may be rejecting her now. She took
another breath, slow and steady, before plunging onward.

”I understand - you are afraid. But I stand before you, hoping to make
you see that these so - called 'betters’ have been ransomers of our lives
for generations.” She spread her arms wide, imploring them to believe her.
"They have exploited us, used us for their own gains, and returned nothing.”

Malti could see doubt and apprehension in the eyes of the villagers, but
also a deep thirst for change - a yearning to break the cycle of their long
stagnation. She pressed on, desperation lending her strength.

"Freeing ourselves from their tyranny will bring not division but unity.

We can create our own traditions of fairness and equality.”
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”You speak high words, girl,” an old woman muttered, her rheumy eyes
fixed unflinchingly on Malti. ”And you tell us we are fools for having allowed

our lives to be controlled by these men of power?”

"No,” Malti answered softly, her voice warm and steady, strength she
herself had never known she possessed surging within her. "I tell you that
we are all connected by our shared struggle against systems that do not
value us. I never meant to insult the people of our village, only to awaken

us - to recognize our worth as human beings and to demand dignity.”

The old woman stared, and for a moment Malti held her breath, fearing
she had overstepped the delicate bounds of trust. Finally, the woman
nodded.

"] see your sincerity, child. And I have not forgotten those of our
ancestors who were brave and fought for justice” She spat out the last
words, contempt dripping from the lines of her face. "But the masters have

ways of repaying those who challenge them.”

A low tolling hummed through the villagers as they murmured and
nodded in agreement. Malti looked at each face again, her own resolve

steeling, her heart aching with love for these familiar, time - worn faces.

”I envision a village where we respect and love one another, where we
can decide our own fates and build prosperity together,” she said, letting
her voice resonate with her deepest conviction. Quietly, so quietly that
only those nearest her could hear, she added, "I can’t do it alone. I need

everyone to stand with me.”

Heads swiveled toward one another, and an unspoken exchange of glances
dipped and wove through the assembly like birds testing the currents of air.
Veeru and Aarti shifted from one foot to another, waiting tensely at her
back.

Finally, the old woman stepped forward, her voice cracking like dry earth
as she spoke words that would challenge the very foundations of the village’s
beliefs. "I will stand with you, Malti,” she said, defiance tightening her

every line.

And as Malti let out a breath she did not realize she had been holding,
she saw, in the gathering darkness, the seeds of a new beginning for her

beloved village.
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Baldev’s Punishment and Atonement

Malti walked into the dusty, sunlit courtroom, clutching the satchel of
incriminating documents tightly to her chest. The heat of the day bore down
on the gathering crowd inside, but an undercurrent of hushed excitement
ran through them. A marble - like tension hung heavy in the air - it was
palpable; they were on the cusp of true change, and they knew it.

Seated at the head of the courtroom was Judge Siddharth Patel, an
imposing figure in his mid - sixties. His wrinkled countenance was stern, his
eyes held no glimmer of sympathy - a lifetime’s duty in the law’s impartial
face had seen to that.

”Aavanu,” he said curtly, and Malti approached the witness stand.

Her pulse pounded in her ears as she recounted the atrocities that Baldev
and his henchmen had inflicted upon the innocent villagers. Lives ruined,
families torn apart - all for the love of power and the greed that accompanies
it. The once- vibrant village had been choked with fear by Baldev’s ruthless
and cruel regime. But today, Malti felt, they had a chance to regain their
freedom.

As Malti gave her impassioned testimony, she could see Baldev seated
across the room, his eyes darting like a cornered, feral animal. He had
been arrested on multiple counts, including land grabbing, coercion, and
conspiracy to commit murder. Despite all his power and influence, they had
managed to build a strong and damning case against him.

Baldev remained stone - faced, occasionally picking at his expensive silk
jacket in a futile attempt to hold onto some semblance of control. Meanwhile,
Veeru and Aarti watched from afar, their eyes fixed on Malti with fierce
admiration.

Eventually, Judge Patel summoned Baldev to the stand. His walk was
unsteady, the tension in his shoulders betrayed the fear that Malti knew
had finally gripped him. No longer the untouchable, monstrous kingpin
he had once been, Baldev now appeared to be nothing more than a feeble,
petrified man.

"Do you have anything to say in your defense?” Judge Patel asked, his
voice cold as ice.

Baldev hesitated, his hands trembling, and in them, for the first time,

Malti could see the flickering embers of remorse. Tears welled up in her eyes,
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and she felt inexplicably moved by the sight of her nemesis acknowledging
the magnitude of what he had done.

His voice cracked as he spoke, "I cannot defend my actions. They were
diabolical, fueled by greed and a lust for power.”

There was a long, tense silence that hung in the courtroom, pierced
only when Baldev continued, ”’Atone’... I had thought that word to be
nothing more than a contrived notion-that no one really changes. But now,
I understand. I have wronged all of you, wounded your lives, and for that, I
am truly sorry.”

For an instant, Malti thought she saw her old, towering nemesis in the
vulnerable, hunched figure before her. She clenched her hands into fists and
whispered, "Then do something. Atonement isn’t just admitting guilt - it’s
about making it right.”

Baldev startled under her intense gaze; he was rattled by her conviction.
”Your Honor,” he said, finally directing his pale, wet eyes back to Judge
Patel, "I withdraw my previous defense. I am guilty as charged, and while I
cannot undo the damage I have done, I promise here and now that I will
dedicate my remaining years to bettering the lives of those I have harmed.”

A wave of shock rippled through the courtroom. Everyone was stunned
by the steely black resolve in Baldev’s voice - the same voice that had once
terrified the villagers with its merciless timbre. Malti too felt a peculiar mix
of anger and compassion in equal measure.

Judge Patel gazed at Baldev for a moment before making his ruling.
”You have pleaded guilty to all charges against you. I sentence you to twenty
- five years in prison, without parole.”

Baldev nodded solemnly, accepting his fate. But as he turned to look at
Malti one last time before he was led away by the bailiffs, she saw a glimmer
of genuine hope in his eyes. It was a testament to the power of redemption -
the very thing Malti had been fighting so fiercely for.

Though she knew the road ahead would not be easy, Malti was reminded
that it was through struggle, adversity, and sometimes bitter confrontation
that real change happened. The courtroom was filled with tumultuous
emotion, but she stood strong, a victorious warrior, her spirit forged in the
flames of her ancestors.

She knew their legacy now lived within her and countless others who

refused to bow to tyranny, who yearned for a just and equal world. And as
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Baldev was led away, the sun dipped lower in the sky, seemingly in concert,
offering the village a symbolic respite from the blistering heat. Malti could
feel a new chapter beginning, not only for herself, but for her village and all
of India.

Malti Finding Forgiveness Within Herself

The crisp morning air hung in a haze around the school, a smoldering crimson
sun beginning to rise over the horizon, and in the quiet stillness, Malti found
herself alone. She walked along the dusty path, an ache settling deep within
her chest, remembering the summer and the seemingly insurmountable pain
that came with it. The victories and the losses seemed to blur together, and
now, within the comfort of her college, away from the frontlines of her life’s
tumult, Malti felt the haunting stains of the past daring to settle within her.
Within the calm, however, a new storm brewed.

"Malti!” A voice called out from behind her, the familiar lilt of her dear
friend Aarti echoing through the silent morning. Malti paused in her steps,
turning to find Aarti racing towards her, face flushed and disheveled. "T’'ve
been looking for you everywhere,” Aarti said, out of breath.

"I.. I needed some time alone,” Malti admitted, her voice wavering. The
words cracking open a dam that had held her tears back for months.

Aarti reached her arm around Malti’s shoulder, pulling her close, guiding
her to a secluded spot beneath a vast, old Banyan tree. Its roots dangled
from its branches like curtains, creating a sanctuary for the two friends.
Here, they settled and Aarti waited patiently, allowing Malti time to gather
herself.

"What’s bothering you, Malti?” Aarti finally asked, interlacing her fingers
with Malti’s for support.

”I... T don’t know how to move forward,” Malti uttered, her voice soft
and shaky. ”I have fought for what’s right, I have tried to be a light in a
dark world, but... I cannot forget. I cannot forgive.”

Aarti looked deep into Malti’s eyes, searching for the truth behind her
pain. "Is it the village, Baldev, the bloodshed, or... is it something deeper?”
she asked, her voice gentle.

Malti’s gaze drifted to the twisted roots of the Banyan tree, a heaviness
settling in her chest. ”It’s all of it, Aarti. I've held others to such high
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standards, but what of myself? I have caused pain. In my fight for good, I
have hurt those I care for, even those I despise.”

Understanding now, Aarti squeezed Malti’s hand tightly, her voice tender,
yet strong. "Malti, I have seen you fight tirelessly for change, for a better
world, but you’re still only human. We all are. You’ve made mistakes, but
so has everyone. The difference is that you've grown from them.”

"Is that enough?” Malti asked, her eyes welling up with tears once more.

"No,” Aarti said slowly, her own eyes glistening. ”But it’s a start.
Forgiveness must first come from within, Malti. You’ve suffered, and you
still carry that weight. You must learn to let it go, or it will continue to
cripple you.”

"But how?” Malti murmured, her eyes pleading for answers.

Aarti looked deep into her friend’s eyes, as if she were diving into Malti’s
very soul. "You forgive others for their flaws because you see the good in
them. You acknowledge their humanity, and you love them regardless. You
must do that for yourself too, Malti. You must believe that you are worthy
of forgiveness. Even if you cannot see it now, believe that one day, you will.”

Malti stared into Aarti’s strong gaze, and for a moment, it felt as if
they were suspended in that instant of vulnerability, their hearts entwined,
seeking solace in the depths of the other’s pain. And in that moment, Malti
felt the first inkling of a new dawn breaking within her, the promise of hope
and redemption lingering on the horizon. Though the power of forgiveness
was not yet hers to claim, she knew that the journey had begun.

”Aarti, I... thank you,” Malti whispered, her voice choked with emotion.
"I don’t know if I can ever fully forgive myself, but... I promise that I'll try.”

And with that simple promise, the clouds that had once cast shadows
over Malti’s heart began to relent, allowing for rays of light to pierce through,
illuminating the path towards healing and love.

"Take my hand,” said Aarti, her fingers outstretched, and Malti reached
out, entwining their hands together. ”You are not alone in this journey,
Malti. Together, we will find forgiveness and build a better world, one step
at a time.”

A resolute hope ignited within Malti as she drew strength from her
friend’s unwavering love and support. United, they stepped into the shifting
landscape of their lives, emboldened to rise above the turmoil and carve

their way towards forgiveness and redemption, guided by the constellations
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of their heart.

Lessons and Widespread Impact of Malti’s Story

Chapter 24: Lessons and Widespread Impact of Malti’s Story

Malti stood at the door of her small mud-brick house, looking at the now
bustling village center. The change was impossible to ignore; as if, a wave
of color and life had washed over the village, leaving it vibrant and renewed.
The dingy sheets that had once hung from doorways and windows were
gone, replaced by clean, bright curtains. The dirt - packed village square
now hosted a shaded platform, where children of all castes gathered to learn
together, the old prejudices that had once separated them giving way to
friendships and laughter.

A gaggle of teenage girls huddled underneath the platform, their excited
chatter filling the air. Amongst the girls sat Kalpana, Malti’s neighbor and
friend, who had once been banned from the village for daring to attend
school in the city. Now she was back, her face radiant with hope as she
taught the younger girls how to read. Malti felt a lump in her throat; this
was the impact of her struggle - the tangible evidence that everything she
had fought for had not been in vain.

As she moved towards the gathering, Malti noticed a group of men
huddled around an old transistor radio, listening intently to the cricket
match commentary. Among them sat Baldev Pratap Singh, the once -
powerful and feared leader of the land mafia. His crooked nose had been
patched, and a defeated slump had replaced the malicious gleam in his eyes
once characterized him. He was now just an ordinary member of the village,
his power and wealth stripped away.

The impact of Malti’s actions had rippled far beyond the boundaries of
the village. In another corner of the village square stood Veeru, Aarti, and a
small collection of college students, their eyes alight with excitement as they
recounted their roles in the movement. Far away in the city, shattered glass
ceilings gave way to the tides of change that Malti’s story had triggered.
Girls and women from all across the country emulated her courage, daring
to dream, daring to bring their villages and lives out of the darkness.

Lost in her thoughts, Malti barely noticed her grandmother Saraswati

Devi approach until a hand gently landed on her shoulder. "It is more than
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I could have ever dreamt of, amma,” Malti said softly, her eyes filling with
tears.

The old woman smiled, her wrinkled face creasing further. "It is more
than any of us could have hoped for, my child. We had the courage to fight
for change, and that courage spread like wildfire.” Saraswati’s eyes twinkled
with pride. "But it is not the end, Malti, only the beginning. This village,
this country, have lessons to learn - lessons that must be taught and learned
a hundred times over.”

Malti nodded, tears streaming down her face. "I know, amma. As long
as inequality exists, the need for change remains. My work is far from done.
My dream is to see every girl in every corner of our country given the chance
to pursue her dreams - just as you granted me mine.”

Her grandmother clasped her hand gently. ”Malti, my brave girl, I know
you have experienced much pain and sacrifice during this journey. But
your heart and spirit are stubborn, and it is their might that united us all.”
Saraswati wiped away the tears from Malti’s cheeks. "The power of truth,

)

of love, and of forgiveness is everlasting,” she whispered, her voice filled
with resilience.

In the distance, the chimes of the temple bells filled the air, announcing
the evening prayers. As the sun dipped below the horizon, casting an orange
hue across the sky, Malti was filled with a sense of inexplicable peace. The
harmony that had once eluded her village now blossomed amongst its people,
replacing the discord that Baldev’s poison had spread.

As Malti joined the villagers on their way to the temple, she saw her
parents waiting for her, their faces soft with love. At the moment, it was
enough. There were yet miles to tread and battles to be fought, but for
now, on this tiny pocket of earth, things were as they should be. In this
village, one young woman’s courage had indeed shifted the world, and it

would continue to do so as her story echoed through the ages.



Chapter 11

Mera Naam Hai Malti:
Stepping into Her Legacy

Malti stepped onto the dusty village path, inhaling deeply as she smelled the
familiarity of her childhood home. Overwhelmed by memories of running
barefoot down this road with her childhood playmates, she shivered in the
afternoon sun. The air was heavy with the scent of woodsmoke and damp
earth, the pungent bouquet of her youth that only accented her feelings of
disconnection, of being part stranger in this place that had once been as
familiar as her own skin.

"How long has it been?” she wondered aloud, trying to put a number on
the ache in her heart.

"Too long,” whispered her grandmother, Saraswati Devi, her withered
hand warm on Malti’s arm. She had aged since Malti last saw her, like a
wilted flower that had retained its fragrance, brightening the air with the
same sweetness of spirit that Malti remembered. "But you are here now,
and your presence brings more life to this village than you can imagine.”

Malti flushed at her grandmothers’ words of praise.

They hovered between them, unspoken as old ghosts; the weight of their
shared blood. They walked through the village, the gazes of the villagers
slicing through Malti like sharp knives. Their whispers hovered around her
like a curious swarm of bees. She cringed internally at each hushed word,
each glare from behind the windows of her neighbors’ homes.

)

"I’'m home,” she kept telling herself, desperate to ignore the swelling

unease in her chest. "These people are family - my village family.”

184
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But she knew the truth even before she saw Baldev Pratap Singh and
his gang, laughing and smoking in the market square. He stood there, the
very specter of village patriarchy incarnate, his land mafia growing stronger
each day; fed by the villagers’ fear and submission.

With her college friends Veeru and Aarti by her side, Malti could feel
the steel in her spine harden. Together they had spent long hours nursing
their cups of chai, planning ways to expose Baldev and bring his reign of
tyranny to an end. They had been bound by their passion for justice and the
knowledge that the suffering of Malti’s people was reaching boiling point.

Malti stared at the man whom she believed to be the vilest personification
of all things wrong in her village. The sight of him made her blood roil with
a fury hot enough to scald the very soul of the earth and burn a path from
her heart to her clenched fists. But she also knew she needed to play her
part, win their trust and patience through careful calculation, and gather
evidence against them.

A collision occurred within her; one as inescapable as the heat prickling
her skin. She knew herself to be tethered to the land by the roots of family
and history, yet everything she had learned - the year pushing the boundaries
of her own understanding like a bird learning to fly - propelled her in the
opposite direction where fear was not the cage it had always been.

That evening, Malti sat in her grandmother’s home, the aroma of freshly
cooked roti wafting from her mother’s hands as she deftly flattened the balls
of dough onto the hot tava. Aarti and Veeru sat on either side of her, their
presence having already soothed some of the pain that clawed at her heart.

”Aai,” Malti whispered when her mother’s hands paused, brown eyes
full of shadows looking up at her. ”The time has come.”

A ragged breath wrenched from her mother’s chest, the sound sharp and
sad. "Do what you must, my child. Cleanse our village from the evil that
plagues it, and bring us back from the precipice of despair.”

This was her legacy; the path that had been laid out before her in a
story begun before her birth. The footsteps she now took upon this dusty
road were the sum of all who came before her - and now their whispered
cries echoed in her burning heart.

”All life bears a burden,” Saraswati said softly, interrupting the silence
that followed. ”Here tonight, this legacy lives on our shoulders, and we

must prove that blood is stronger than the chains that bind us to the past.”



CHAPTER 11. MERA NAAM HAI MALTI: STEPPING INTO HER LEGACY 186

As the sun fell into the arms of the earth and the darkness claimed the
sky, the fire in Malti’s soul only grew brighter, illuminating the path to
justice - alive with the knowledge that from the ashes of Baldev Pratap

Singh’s insidious empire, the people of her village would rise.

Malti’s Return to College: A Renewed Purpose

Malti trudged along the college courtyard, her chappals slapping softly
against the stone tiles. The doves in the nearby trees scattered at the sound.
The sunlight caught hold of the fabric of her kurti, setting the turquoise
alight. As she turned the corner, the two figures standing there broke
off their conversation and turned their gazes towards her. Malti felt the
weight of their scrutiny and excitement, but her lips curved into a half- grin
unbidden.

Veeru’s mouth spread into a wild cheeky grin even as Aarti rushed over,
strands of her short hair waving as if eager to escape the confines of their
ponytail. Her almond - shaped eyes sparkled as she enveloped Malti in a
bear hug. ”You're back! You're actually back!” Malti laughed and hugged
Aarti back tightly.

”Yeah, so try not to crush me to death, alright?”

Veeru sauntered over, only the subtle flush on the apple of his cheeks
betraying his anxiety. He scratched the stubble on his chin before finally
offering his hand with affected casualness. ”Welcome back, Malti.”

Malti took Veeru’s hand into her own and gave it a firm shake, their eyes
meeting for a beat before Malti let go and stepped back, looking at both
her friends. She studied their faces intently, sharing her burden in a heavy
exhale. "We have work to do,” she said, her eyes catching and holding each
of their gazes.

Seeing the determination in Malti’s eyes, Aarti and Veeru exchanged
glances. "What do you need us to do?” Aarti asked, her voice imbued with
a steady resolve.

Malti took a deep breath, an ember of hope burning within her. ”First,
we need to form a group of people we can trust. Our college social welfare
club could be a great starting point...”

k3kk

Later that night, the trio gathered in the dim moonlight of the college
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library, hunched over books and maps, their fingertips stained with ink.
Between the rustle of pages and the clink of chai cups, Malti laid out their
strategy. Veeru and Aarti listened with rapt attention, occasionally jumping
in with suggestions that Malti either dismissed or welcomed, continuously
refining her plan.

When they had finally exhausted the possibilities, and their inkwells had
all but dried up, Malti stood up and brushed her palms together. "If we
can gather enough evidence to expose the land mafia and save the village
from their clutches, we will have struck a decisive blow, not just against
them but against the discrimination and corruption that has festered for
generations. We must do this.”

Aarti and Veeru shared a determined glance, both of them seeing the
weight of this mission reflected in the other’s eyes.

”You know we'’re with you, Malti,” Aarti said. "Together, we can make
a difference not just in your village, but in others like it, all across the
country.”

Veeru leaned back in his chair, folding his arms across his chest as his
laughter rang out into the velvet sky. "What can I say? I'm excited to
see how far my chappals will travel,” he said, wiggling his toes in the worn
leather straps. "And who knows, maybe we’ll help change an entire nation.”

Malti regarded her friends with appreciation and, with renewed determi-
nation, she nodded. "They’ll call us crazy dreamers, but together, we can
build a better future for the generations to come.”

A fire lit within Malti’s chest and she knew she had come to the right
place, to the right people, for help with her mission. With her friends by
her side, they would tackle the darkness that had settled into her village,
rooting out the corruption that had nested deep in the hearts of its people.

As the trio walked through the college gates under the shadow of the
moon, the singing in Malti’s blood soared, harmonizing with the beating of

the wings of change.

Assembling a Support Group for Her Mission

Malti stared at the empty room. The space that would soon be filled
with her plans, papers, memories. On the painted walls, the photographs of
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her ancestors still held the weight of her lost years. The room transformed -
by its white paint and fresh curtains, by her arrival, by her new beliefs - into
a battleground. She breathed in the thick air of anticipation, one that she-
not her parents, nor the smoke from the fire- had summoned to this place
where her determination and spirit was forged.

Malti glanced at her grandmother’s clock: it was nearing midnight.

She inhaled one last time, drawing in the depths of her courage. It was
time.

11

She had never been a person to wait. Her first restless steps began with
a call for change. The tattoos of progress inked on her skin: unfolding with
the letters of documentation, weaving a plethora of irrefutable evidence
against the perpetrators.

As Malti stood atop the steps of the college lecture hall, feeling the
weight of the evidence in her briefcase, she knew there was no turning back.

Veeru stood beside her, she casually grabbed his hand. He gave hers a
reassuring squeeze.

"You’re doing the right thing,” Veeru whispered, as if reading her mind.

Aarti was on stage, adjusting the microphone and ensuring every seat
was filled. A banner at the back highlighted their call to arms: ”"Raise Your
Voice, Reclaim Our Homes!”

"Nervous?” Aarti asked as she joined Malti and Veeru at the top of the
steps.

Malti nodded. It was not fear of the audience but of the magnitude and
importance of the task that loomed over her. She tightened her grip on the
briefcase.

”You’ll be fine,” said Aarti. "You have the passion, the truth and us.”

*Saraswati Devi*. The wind carried the whispers of her name, a silent
chant, like a prayer rooted in the corners of Malti’s mind. The name of her
grandmother - of strength infused with grace-reminded her of her purpose.

She stepped onto the platform.

I11.

The hush fell over the audience like a cloud. The tension in the room
was palpable. Malti took a deep breath, and began.

”Friends, I've asked you all here today because we face a challenge. A

challenge that will test our resilience, our strength, and our sense of justice.
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There is a group of despicable individuals who exploit, threaten and deceive
our people, our families.” She let the words sink in, then opened her briefcase,

revealing the stack upon stack of documents and evidence.
A murmur went through the crowd.

Malti’s gaze washed over the faces of her peers, feeling their curiosity
and desire for change compel her words. ”"The land mafia’s web of deception,
treachery and darkness has shrouded our villages for far too long. But
the truth will come to light!” She made a determined fist. ”We have the
power to dismantle their sinister schemes, to hold them accountable for

their actions, to dethrone the false king.”

Aarti stepped beside Malti, her voice quivering with raw emotion. ”This
will not be an easy battle, but we stand on the shoulders of giants- of those
who, like Charulata, our sister who was wrongly accused and sentenced to

death - have suffered under their ruthless cruelty for too long.”

Veeru took his place beside them. "We have collected evidence, but we
need a united force to act on it. This is not one person’s fight; this is a

collective struggle for the truth, for change, for justice.”

The room exploded into applause and cheers, Malti’s heartbeat drummed
to the rhythm of the clamour. In that moment, there was no fear, just the

intensity of an unwavering unity against the darkness.
Iv.

As Malti stood in the dusty corner of the empty room, she remembered
the many faces who had nodded and applauded during their plea for justice.
And she knew that this battle would be unlike any she had ever fought

before.
But she was not alone.

Saraswati Devi. She closed her eyes and murmured a prayer to the wind.
She held her grandmother’s name close to her heart, feeling her presence in

the room, in the veins of the walls, in the blood that coursed through her.

Malti leaned against the windowpane and gazed out over the land still
veiled in secrecy. With a force burning within her, she vowed to join the

winds in their whispered chorus to tear apart the veil.

It was time.
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Combining Education, Law, and Activism

Malti tightened the knot of her dupatta as she stared into the cavernous
classroom, where silence had taken hold. Her eyes, dark as almonds beneath
her solemn brow, held steadfast, steeling herself for what was about to
unfold. This was the moment her heart had been fixed on ever since she’d
returned to college, the culmination of vivid daydreams that haunted study
sessions, conversations, even her quiet autumn walks around the campus
lake.

Before her, seated in two wide arcs of desks, were the Social Justice
Club, a kaleidoscope of eager faces, their eyes glimmering with the weight
of the future that awaited them. Their presence had brought Malti an odd
comfort when she arrived at the city college, a reminder that she was not
alone in her relenting pursuit of social transformation.

But today was not a poetic recitation of her fiery passion; today was
about bringing this motley crew of ethical champions down to the harsh,
unforgiving bedrock of reality. Today, Malti had to break their hearts.

Veeru caught her eye with a supportive nod, his fingers lightly drumming
the desk in front of him. Beside him, Aarti offered a smile that shone with
the implicit warmth of an embrace.

Malti twitched a somber grin in return and began, her voice rasping but
defiant. "I asked you all to gather here today to discuss the unlikeliest of
subjects - pragmatism.”

A collective flinch coursed through the room as Malti’s words grated
against their idealistic sensibilities. The word seemed alien and deformed in
such a pure, academic space.

Malti sensed the discomfort and pressed on. ”You see, my friends, our
weapons of choice - solidarity, unity, conviction - though powerful, are not
enough. They ignite fires in tinder - dry hearts, and we seize the moment,
battering against the indomitable walls of oppression. But those walls do
not yield. They do not become hollow; they do not even crack.”

"Then what?” a voice interjected, tentative and stifled. It belonged to
Leela, a timid, bespectacled freshman.

Malti sighed, looking to Aarti and Veeru, who both nodded, as if to say,
"Go on.”

”Then, my friends, we must turn to another realm: the realm of law.”
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An apprehensive hush descended upon the room, as eyes glanced to one

another in silent defiance.
Malti continued, unwavering. ”In my village -”
Veeru thrust a finger skyward. "Which one?”
"Her village,” Aarti supplied with a roll of her eyes.

”Sandy village,” Malti corrected her, the solemnity momentarily broken.
’I saw firsthand the effects of the land mafia’s grasp on innocent lives. I
fought tooth and nail to expose them, but they were shrewd and evasive,
slithering through the sands like vipers, ensuring their stranglehold remained.
And so, I see no other path than to wrestle them within the dark lair of

legalisms.”

Gordhandas, a gangly, serious third - year politics student, raised his
hand. "Legalisms,” he snorted, sarcasm dripping from his tongue like treacle.

"The very beast we swore to conquer. Are you sure, Malti?”

Malti’s jaw squared, the muscles chiseled from stone. "I am. For change
to resonate, for corruption to crumble, we must infiltrate the lair and tear

down its walls from the inside.”

The club exchanged nervous glances as they contemplated the magnitude

of Malti’s proposal, the gravity of what they were being asked to embrace.

Aarti’s gaze locked onto Malti’s, tears glistening in the depths of her
dark eyes. ”If we do this, Malti, if we walk this path, there is no going
back.”

Malti nodded, her voice barely a whisper. "I know. But it is a path we

must walk.”

Clasping her hands together, Aarti locked her gaze onto the room. "Then
so be it. We will study law, we will wield its weapons, and we will continue

our quest for justice.”

The room erupted as Malti watched her club rally together, their resolve
like a phoenix reborn from the ashes of timidity. And as her pulse throbbed
in her ears, Malti, the unyielding, fierce-hearted girl from a sandy village in
India, found a renewed desire to fight - this time, from within the dragon’s

lair, with the very fire they once sought to quench.
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Challenging the Villagers’ Mindsets: Reformation Be-
gins

Malti stood up from the table, feeling her legs buckle like taut wires. She
winced as the sun breached through the room’s lone window; the light had
converged into lenses over each of her eyes. Her frame shook, as if it were
trying to shake her free; then, it subsided. Everything seemed brighter now.

Her small gathering of followers - old and young, timid and bold - looked
to her for guidance as they looked on to the village outside and its promise
of challenge. Malti had called this clandestine meeting to debate and plan
their course of action against the village majority who stubbornly clung to
old, harmful traditions.

Saraswati Devi unfolded her hands, tattered like moth wings, and whis-
pered, “Child, is this truly worth the cost?”

Malti took a breath. “Dadi, it means everything.”

No sooner had she spoken these words than a low, hoarse voice inter-
rupted the room’s uneasy quiet. “It seems Malti has forgotten our ways.”

The room fell like a domino - faces turned to the door, their shock
expressed like pillars as Laxmi, Malti’s mother, stepped into the blazing,
sun - lashed room. “Malti, this - I didn’t expect...” Her voice trembled,
fingers interlocked, unable to look at her own daughter. The room exhaled
a collective sigh, accented with sighs and hums of disapproval.

“Didn’t expect what, Ammi?” Malti’s eyes bore into her mother’s,
desperate for her to understand why she needed to fight. “That I would
stand up for the rights of those oppressed for centuries?”

Laxmi’s face floundered, unable to muster a response. In the doorway,
her mother’s wavering frame stood defiant in its call for peace.

Malti’s voice filled the room, a tornado of emotion. “Ammi, doesn’t it
hurt you?” she asked, to the cold silence that followed. “Doesn’t it hurt you
to have no say in your life? To live in a cage made out of this blind faith in
these age - long traditions?”

Laxmi’s eyes darted around, seeking refuge from her daughter’s fiery
demands. “What do you want from me?” she whispered; the phrase was like
a prayer offered, bowing her head and going unnoticed. Malti’s voice rang,
as if jagged metal against flint. “I want you,” she answered, “to realize that

this village is stripped. That we must uncover and identify our past, a past
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of discrimination, lies, and darkness. Only then can we move forward.”

A gasp labored throughout the room. In that moment, Laxmi met her
daughter’s grief - stricken eyes, soaked with all the rage and love of a war

that had not yet begun.

“But Malti, what if we get hurt?” Saraswati’s voice quivered, her hand
touching Malti’s arm, as if she could absorb the pain this village might bring
upon her granddaughter.

Malti smiled through her tears. “Dadi, some things are worth the risk.”

And before anyone else could say a word, she stepped out of the house

into the sunlight.

The village seemed to pulsate with life. The air scorched, heat waves
danced on the scorched earth, but it was in this moment that Malti knew

she was awakening something in these people. The reformation had begun.

She arrived at the village center where dozens sat on woven mats, stonily
contemplating her presence. She had an audience of unblinking eyes. Even
so, her confidence grew with every heartbeat, and she began addressing the

crowd.

“Brothers and sisters, the time has come for a change. We must shed
these shackles of an ancient past that weighs us down and keeps us frozen
in time.”

One by one, they listened to this young woman speak as her resolve filled
the air. Those who had doubted her began questioning their own opinions

and those who had mocked her strength now murmured in agreement.

An old man named Jeevan suddenly broke, confessing how he had turned
a blind eye and allowed these inequalities to take root. He begged for
forgiveness as more men and women rose to join him, seeking the same
redemption Malti had.

It was then that the tide began to shift, and Malti’s words, once con-
strained by the walls of her small world, now held the freedom to reach
those who had been crying out in secret.

Malti’s heart swelled with pride and hope, as she realized the beginning
of a revolution was upon them. Black ink began seeping into white pages,
and new stories of courage and change appeared.

And there in the heart of that village, where Malti’s fire refused to shrink,
the rebirth of a people burned bright.
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The Life - Threatening Dangers in Battling Corruption

Malti found herself engulfed in the damp darkness of the warehouse, like
a wet paste that clung to the skin, and smeared itself beneath her every
breath. Her cellphone was on the ground, the battery removed from its
casing lest it betray her presence. Her racing heart was the loudest sound
she had heard for hours, second only to the blood that roared in her ears.
The air was choked with the oppressive residue of sweat, filtered through the
cracks in the walls, seeping from the oily corners, slithering in the mottled
shadows that lined the path her trembling feet dared tread.

It was desperation that drove Malti to the outskirts of her village, an all
- consuming need to unearth the dark, twisted tendrils of corruption of the
land mafia that unfurled like a parasite beneath the feet of her unsuspecting
kin. It demanded a sacrifice, one of flesh and blood and fear, while her spirit
clung to the remnants of her resolve, and a vision of a better world where
justice and hope weren’t measured by the breadth of one’s pockets, or the
color of one’s birth.

But idealism, she had learned, exacted a cost too.

A creaking noise, the shuddering rasp of metal upon metal. Malti pressed
her back against the damp walls, trying to will her breath to quiet submission
as the main door slid open on rusted hinges. The solitary lightbulb doused
its meager light, further cementing her entrapment in this citadel of shadows.

Peering through the darkness, Malti could make out the outline of three
men entering the warehouse - Baldev Pratap Singh, leader of the dreaded
land mafia, and his two nefarious henchmen, Mangal and Loha. As they
approached, she could discern the flecks of moonlight reflected in their eyes,
as stark and cold as the narrowed pupils that veiled their black hearts. The
crunching of gravel beneath the trio’s heavy stride seemed to synchronize
with every beat of Malti’s heart.

She needed to hear them speak, needed just an ounce more of the putrid
harvest that lay in their scripture of sins, uttered from the very mouths that
ate from the table of injustice and fear. Her conscience wavered between
the hope of attaining proof against these men and the icy grip of danger
encircling her soul with long, curdling fingers.

As the men stopped and Mangal began speaking in hushed whispers,

Malti strained to catch every word, soon realizing it was her own village they
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discussed. The prospect of their predatory actions being targeted toward
those she loved and held dear only served to fuel the furious fire within
her. She clenched her fists, nails biting into her palms, drawing bloodied

crescents as she strained to hear more.

An abrupt silence fell over the trio. Then, their leader, Baldev, spoke.
"This village has been our playground for too long. We have become careless
and have allowed Malti and her treacherous allies to threaten what is ours.

It’s time we remind them of the cost of defiance.”

A shudder went through Malti’s soul at Baldev’s words, heavy with the
undercurrent of impending doom. Malti’s resolve to expose the land mafia
was not merely a courageous stand for justice but now also a means of

survival for those she held dear.

Fate, however, seemed to have other plans; a sound erupted, and they

saw her.

It was as if glass shards slid beneath her skin, tearing at her resolve
as Baldev’s sharp, cruel gaze pierced through the shadows and ensnared
her heart in his grip. The men lunged toward her, their predator instincts
kicking in. And Malti, fueled by tenacity and love, burst from the corner

like a creature on fire, her fear hissing and receding behind her.

Through the cluttered, dark aisles of the warehouse, she wove her
desperate escape. But retribution, swift and relentless, skittered at her

heels, breath thick with the scent of entitlement and contempt.

A stack of crates tumbled down onto her path like a sudden avalanche,
casting Malti to the floor with a jolt of pain. Yet she managed to scramble to
her feet and reach the warehouse exit, leaving behind her ultimate weapon
of defense - the cellphone. The light outside blinded her, and only briefly
did Malti pause, noting the cost at which she now stood within the golden
gaze of freedom - her ultimate proof of corruption lay within the Luciferian
lair she had just fled.

Panting, trembling, Malti stumbled into the night, a force of reckoning
spurred forth by the anguished cries - her own, and those of the ghosts that
now haunted her village. And in the shadows, Baldev’s wrath slumbered, a

coiled serpent hissing its veiled threats into the inky black void.
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Malti’s Lasting Impact: A Legacy and a New Role Model

Malti stood atop the hill overlooking the village, her eyes brimming with
tears as the setting sun bathed the lush green fields in a warm orange glow.
The wind ruffled the wheat stalks and whipped her hair across her face, but
she remained still, her heart swelling with pride. It felt like a lifetime ago
since she had dared to dream of a better life for the people of her beloved
village. And here she was, watching the fruits of her labor rippling across
the once-stagnant landscape like the winds of change.

"Malti,” called Veeru as he climbed up the hill towards her. ”There
you are! The village is already buzzing about tonight’s event. It looks like
everyone will be attending.”

Malti slowly turned to him, her eyes glistening with tears of joy. "I can
hardly believe it, Veeru. It feels like just yesterday when I arrived in the
city and started my journey, fearing the worst. But look at what we’ve
accomplished. There’s still so much to do, but for now, I just want to marvel
at this moment.”

Veeru nodded and walked up beside her, the two of them standing in
the calm shadows of the tree that had long held their secrets and dreams.
Together, they allowed themselves to bask in their victories.

Down the winding village path, Aarti was busy putting the finishing
touches on the stage for the night’s program. It was not just any other
celebration, but one that celebrated a new era, an age of enlightenment
that Malti had ushered in. One where caste divisions were beginning to
crumble, and women were standing tall beside men, holding the keys to
their destinies in their own hands.

Aarti looked up, and caught Malti’s gaze in the distance, her heart
racing. "Malti,” she whispered with a smile. ”Our ultimate role model.”

As night descended, the villagers came alive with anticipation, pouring
into the square decked in their finest clothes, some still dripping with
disbelief that they were all there to celebrate this triumph of hope and
progress. The last traces of apprehension were simmering away, paving a
path toward unity and justice.

The village chief stood up on the stage, his stern face finally revealing
an expression of pride, "Ladies and gentlemen, we are here to witness the

dawn of a new era in our village, brought forth by none other than our own
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daughter, Malti Sharma.”

There was a collective hush as Malti stepped up onto the stage, fighting
back emotions that threatened to come crashing through like a tidal wave.
She looked into the sea of familiar faces, her heart pounding, and began to
speak.

"Fellow villagers, brothers, and sisters,” her voice faltered at first, then
grew confident with each beat. "We have awakened from a deep slumber
and discovered our hidden strengths. We have found our voice and dared to
dream, and now we stand united, ready to break free from the shackles that
have long bound us to inequality and injustice.”

Tears streamed down their cheeks as the crowd listened; their hearts
ablaze with newfound fervor, their ears tuned in to the sweet melody of
defiance that Malti sang.

Malti continued, "I stand before you not as a leader or a savior, but as
a witness to the power of unity, the power of resilience. We have triumphed
in the face of adversity, and we will continue to march forward, hand in
hand, rising above darkness and leaving behind the shadows of our past.”

As Malti spoke those final words, the crowd erupted into thunderous
applause, their spirits lifted higher than ever before. The men, women,
and children of the village had found a renewed faith in their hearts; they
witnessed the power of change, the might of justice, and the revelation that
they had chosen to embrace.

And at the center of it all stood Malti, who had lit the spark and fanned
the flames until they could no longer be ignored. She had become a beacon
of light for all those desperate to find their way amid the once rigid darkness.

Years would pass, and Malti’s name would be etched into the annals of
the village’s history as a force of benevolence, unlike any they had known.
She would become an emblem of possibilities, inspiring countless generations
to break barriers, lift each other up, and make their humble village a shining

citadel on a hill for all the world to see.



Chapter 12

A New Beginning

Malti never dared to dream that her return to the village could feel like a
new beginning. Everything around her remained relentlessly the same, as
if silence had simply begun on the day she left and stretched quietly until
today. But freedom seeped through the cracks, little by little, folded in the
soft summer dusk, and Malti carried it within her like a secret. Her heart
had bloomed and blossomed during her time at college, and now she had
returned, not as a lost child in search of answers but as a warrior armed
with knowledge and courage.

But this armor she wore against expectation could only protect her for
so long. Malti’s parents sat across from her at the kitchen table, their
shoulders stiff with their own expectations. They had imagined a dutiful
daughter, cut from their cloth, dyed in their blood, who would obediently
tie her own legs in the heavy rope of tradition. They had never counted on
a girl who would rise to the challenge of destiny.

”You know you are starting great trouble, Malti,” her mother warned,
her hands nervously fiddling with the end of her saree. ”"You bring shame
to our family.”

"No. Mama ji, it’s not shame,” Malti said, steeling herself against the
wave of disappointment and fear that seemed to flood her at her mother’s
words. ”No, it’s change. And change is not shame. Change is progress.”

"How can you say that?” her father demanded, banging his fist on the
table, his eyes like mirrors of molten anger. ”You damn girl, do you not see
what you do to this family? We will be mocked by everyone in the village!”

"Father, you worry so much about mockery,” Malti retorted, her voice

198
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trembling with the weight of both her conviction and the hurt of the divide
between them. "If we embrace and represent change, mockery will no longer

affect us. Tradition will not stand up against progress.”

Her parents stared at her in shock, as if struggling to recognize the girl
they had raised. Silence lingered between them like an uneasy stranger. A
heavy breath left her father’s lips, and he finally shook his head. "Malti. . . have
you forgotten what caste you belong to? You bring us immense danger with

your words and your actions!”

"No, Baba, I haven’t forgotten.” Malti clenched her fists under the table,
suddenly furious. "Every day of my life, you have told me my place in this
world. Every time I look at our village, I see our place and the inequality in
it. I have not forgotten, and I refuse to let you chain me or anyone else to
that fate.”

Quiet tears pooled in her mother’s eyes as Malti stood up forcefully,
excusing herself. She felt her heart breaking - not shattering, but slowly,
agonizingly splintering. She had not anticipated the pain of this new
beginning. The truth never seemed so severe when it was tangled in her
dreams, but it was there, sharp and real, stronger than the pain of memory

or regret.

But she could not let herself yield, for there were others in her village
who did not even wield the strength to dream. What hope could they have
if she, who had tasted the nectar of freedom, failed to stand her ground?
She would not let herself be the round that would wound them.

Malti suddenly looked up as she spotted her grandmother, Saraswati
Devi, standing quietly in the doorway. The old woman’s face appeared pale

in the dim light, her eyes wiser than the years inscribed on her skin.

”Ah, beti...come with me,” Saraswati said softly, her voice rich with a
mix of sorrow and understanding. ”You have grown so much. Let us talk

beneath the moonlight.”

Together, they walked down the muddy path, two women from different
generations yet bound together by the dreams and determination that
pulsed in their hearts. The night was pregnant with possibility, and Malti
understood that she had come home, not for the sake of her family, but for

her village and for herself.
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Malti’s Return to College After Summer Break

Malti returned with the weight of a heavy rucksack, and a more considerable
burden in her soul. The college halls, usually teeming with carefree laughter
and incessant chattering, seemed to echo with a strange hollowness. It
had been six months since she had walked under the tall elms, while small,
resolute steps carried her forward both in mind, and in miles. As her kohled
eyes took in the familiar brick and mortar, she realized once again that, try
as she might, she could not leave her village heart behind.

The summer break had seen her return to the village, clad in carefully
- chosen saris and dupattas, an armor conspiring against inquiry; against
doubt. It was a place she thought she had outgrown, it had grown so small,
and yet her heart sang to her as she walked those dusty lanes, as she listened
to the innocent laughter of the children playing around, as wispy wisps of

cow dung smoke mingled around the village’s sun - kissed huts.

Malti had not escaped her village, she had complexly absorbed it, its
thousand layers now woven into the fabric of her being. The city had tested
her, her beliefs, her intentions. It had asked her the questions she did not
dare ask herself in the safe, sleepy confines of her hometown. It was in the
city that she had truly learned how to really know her village; how to love
it, and how to hate it with equal parts passion. The anger she felt was
an unstoppable need that consumed her, as unstoppable as the rains that
flood the aangan. It was futile to resist. Malti had made a pact with herself
during the journey back to the city; a pact that she had held close to her
heart, and she had returned to enact this promise. She knew not how she
would accomplish it, but she knew her efforts were not without purpose,
and that she would not allow the outer veneer of her city life to overpower
her sense of duty to the village that had given her the first taste of life.

A familiar voice startled Malti back to the present. ”Iska toh pata hi
nahi chalte kaha kho jati hai! Kiski yaad mein dooba hua hai?” Aarti had
arrived, her best friend, her confidante, the one person she could trust with
her entire heart, wrapped in a brightly colored shawl, bursting through the
door, a burst of color amongst the drab grey of winter’s grip.

" see your summer hasn’t dampened your dramatic side, Aarti!” Malti
teased, and they laughed together in an old, familiar way.

”Come now, Malti, secrets aren’t allowed between friends,” began Aarti.
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"It seems you brought back more than just rose sherbet and churma ladoos
from your village!”

Malti smiled through the pain, the loneliness that had gnawed at the
edges of her being for months, that she had tried to throw away like the
molting skin of a snake, but which clung to her in every crevice.

”

"Mere pyari, Aarti,” she finally acquiesced, "I happened upon some
unsettling truths this summer. I bore witness to the cruelty of man against
man, and raged like a river at its intolerable blindness. I was filled with
anger that still pulses through my entire being. How have centuries of
practice come to no fruition, with the suffering of our own people?”

Sitting under the cool shade of the college’s great trees, Malti recounted
her experiences, and the pact she had made with herself. Aarti listened, her
hand in Malti’s and her dark eyes sympathetic.

"So, what is the plan?” Aarti asked, a smile tugging at the corner of her
lips.

Malti’s eyes flashed, ”We will expose them,” she said with fierce certainty,
“and we will do it by using education - the very thing they are afraid of.”

The power of Malti’s words infused the atmosphere with an electric
energy. Aarti nodded. "I am with you, Malti. Let’s bring them to justice.”

Together they stood, their hands still clasped, their gazes set. The seeds
of change, sown on a summer’s journey back to the village that had made
her, had taken root in Malti’s heart and grown into a fierce determination.
Malti was ready to enforce her pact, and she knew she was not alone. The
winds in the elms whispered to the swaying leaves of faraway neems. The
village would know of the tempest that she had unleashed, against the forces
that tried to keep her encaged. A new fire had been lit in their veins, a fire

that would only be satiated with justice and truth.

Reflection on Her Time in the Village and Motivation
to Continue Fighting for Change

Malti perched herself on the edge of the tiny wooden stool outside her
grandmother’s house, watching the sun dip lower in the Rajasthani sky.
The village hens clustered around her feet, kicking up dust in the tranquil
twilight. Malti placed her face in her hands, and a tear escaped from between

the bony gaps of her fine fingers.
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"What troubles you, my child?” Saraswati asked, as she gently shuffled
her old frame onto the stool beside Malti, placing her wrinkled hand upon
her granddaughter’s shoulder.

Malti’s sagged backless dress, frayed from years of wear, stuck to the
sweat on her lower back where it pooled in the endearingly dumpy stoop
that young women sometimes succumbed to after a long day. Her eyes
flicked up to meet Saraswati’s.

”I cannot unsee it, Grandmother,” Malti murmured. "Everywhere I look,
I see the injustices that I was somehow blind to all these years growing up
here. How is it that I could have lived here for so long without realizing the
depth of their pain?”

Saraswati’s eyes widened and held Malti’s gaze. ”Malti, that is the
gift of learning that you must bring back to us, to bring light to our dark
corners. All young women are blind like you once were, and until they too
can see, the darkness will only grow darker. That is why your education is
so important, so that you can help us all to see the light.”

"But what if they won’t listen to me, Grandmother?” Malti shook her
head, frustrated. "What if they reject my message, as they have so many
times before?”

”Then, my child, you must be patient, and you must be fearless. For
true and lasting change takes time, devotion, and the courage to never stop
fighting, even in the darkest of night.”

Saraswati’s voice was soft, like the soothing melodies that haunted the
village’s dusty air on sweltering afternoons as a meager respite from the
ruthless heat. Malti felt her heart’s tight vice loosen a bit, and as the dying
sun cast its last amber light across her face, it seemed as though it painted
her in a golden aura.

The cool night air abruptly reminded Malti that the comfort of the
moment would soon fade, and her thoughts turned to the villagers who did
not have grandmothers like Saraswati. The ones who had no one to remind
them of what they were worth.

”I must do this for them, for those whose voices are silenced by the
weight of tradition,” Malti whispered, more to herself than to Saraswati.

"Do you return with me?” Malti asked, hope igniting in her eyes. She
imagined Saraswati, her silver - haired mentor, arriving arm-in-arm with

her in the city, freed from the oppressive chains of her village.
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”"You know I cannot, my dear,” Saraswati said tenderly. "But I will
remain beside you in spirit. My heart will whisper encouragement into your
ear when the world turns against you. You must remember that you are
not alone.”

As twilight swiftly transformed into night, Malti realized that Saraswati’s
words had become the seeds of hope to take root and guide her through the
bitter struggles that lay ahead. Malti knew her quest would not be one to
conquer without sacrifice. There would be days where her doubt would rise
like a wall, impossible to scale, but she would not relent. If the villagers
frowned upon her, cast her out like a despicable rat, then she would keep
fighting to show them the importance of tearing down old customs to create
something beautiful and empowering.

With her bag slung over her shoulder, Malti waved for the last time as
the bus to the city slowly creaked away from her home. Her heart thumped
with a newfound purpose and the fire within her burned brightly. The mere
thought of standing against injustice set Malti’s blood alight.

She would show them all the power of a girl who had tasted her dreams
on the tip of her tongue. And she would not rest until the village could no

longer bear to sleep.

Strengthening Bonds with Veeru and Aarti

On the eve of Malti’s return to college, the sun set sluggishly over the village,
as if stalling life for its own amusement. The dusk seemed unwilling to
release the autumn sky from the golden glow of the day. Malti stepped onto
the Delhi - bound train, her eyes glistening with tears, yet ablaze with a
steadfast determination to further the cause she had committed herself to.

Veeru and Aarti’s heartfelt letters, arriving just in time before her
departure, had solidified the sense of camaraderie in their shared mission.
Malti had always struggled to truly connect with others, the burden of her
dreams and the vastness of her ambitions compelling her to stand apart.
She felt that she needed to shroud her true self to survive in her village, so
the raw honesty in the letters from her two friends replenished her like a
long - awaited draught.

The first weeks back at college were a maelstrom, the turbulence of

resuming a scholarly life compounded by the fervent work to consolidate
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their plan. Malti felt the weight of expectation on her shoulders, weighed
down by the countless lives whose course she hoped to alter. It was in
moments of doubt that she would turn to Aarti and Veeru, finding solace in
their heartfelt conversations during their nightly tea at the college canteen.

On one such evening, Malti felt the wave of exhaustion that had built
throughout the day threatening to envelop her. As she drank her chai, her
mind wandering idly to the village, Aarti’s gentle voice tethered her back
to the present. "Malti, I cannot imagine how heavy the burden must be,
but remember that we share it,” Aarti said, her hand reaching out to clasp
Malti’s. "Do not bear the load alone.”

Aarti’s words were like an urgent, compassionate wind blowing through
the dusty corridors of Malti’s burning soul. Malti, grateful for the connection,
smiled through her tears. "Thank you, Aarti. I can’t express how much
your friendship means to me,” she murmured.

Veeru cleared his throat awkwardly, shuffling his feet beneath the table.
His demeanor softened as he mustered the tenderness that Malti’s vulnera-
bility demanded. "I think what Aarti means,” he said quietly, "is that you
inspire us. Your courage, your drive- it has awakened something inside of
us that we didn’t even know existed. We're proud to call you our friend,
Malti, and we’ll stand by you, no matter what may come.”

In that moment, Malti knew that her mission had become theirs as
well. Her heart swelled with an understanding that hitherto she had never
experienced: the strength to be found in unity. The conversation flowed
deep into the night, their laughter rising above the cicadas’ hum as they
shared stories of their youth- the common struggles and the quiet triumphs.

As the days turned to weeks, and weeks to months, their bond only
strengthened further. They labored as a formidable trinity, creating strate-
gies and gathering evidence to bring down the toxic roots of the village’s
inequalities. Malti discovered within herself a different form of power- the
power of love and mutual respect. She found the ability to lean on those
beside her in times of need, allowing them to lend her their quiet strength
when her own foundations threatened to crumble.

It was a crisp night in October when the three of them basked beneath the
silver moon’s glow. Malti allowed herself to get lost in their stories, roaring
with laughter as Veeru recounted one of his many misadventures. Engulfed

in the newfound warmth of their friendship, Malti finally understood that
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it wasn’t a lack of strength to lean on others; it was a symbol of her own
fortitude that she could trust and love her friends so deeply.

With Aarti and Veeru at her side, Malti readied herself for the battle
that lay ahead. The fire that burned inside her was no longer a solitary
blaze but a fierce inferno fueled by the love and support of her companions.
Together, they prepared to face the unknown challenges of confronting the
injustice that had plagued her village for generations, emboldened by the
unbreakable bonds they had forged.

Planning a Strategy to Gather Evidence and Expose the
Land Mafia

Chapter 10: Planning a Strategy to Gather Evidence and Expose the Land
Mafia

Malti stood outside the classroom where she knew her friends and allies
would be waiting. Her heart thudded in exhilarating anticipation. She
closed her eyes, hugging her textbooks closer to herself, and breathed deeply.
The rays of the setting sun bathed her determined face in their golden glow,
making the scars on her delicate face dance like flickering flames.

The sound of laughter wafting through the door evoked memories of a
simpler, more peaceful time. Pushing open the door, Malti swallowed hard
and set her jaw, mustering courage for the confrontation to come.

Y

"Friends, I need your help,” said Malti, her eyes blazing with zeal as
she stood before the college’s social welfare club. The resulting silence laid
heavy in the room, as the students stopped their chatter to throw puzzled
glances at the impromptu speaker.

Veeru, who had been lounging at the window, suddenly straightened
his spine and fixed Malti with a serious gaze. "What’s wrong, Malti? You
look. .. different.”

She met his gaze with unwavering determination. ”I need to gather
evidence against the land mafia in my village,” she replied, her voice low
but firm.

A sudden murmur spread like wildfire amongst her friends. Shaking
their heads, most of them - good - hearted but sheltered souls, untouched by
life’s harshest realities - quickly dismissed her as overzealous or naive. But

Veeru and Aarti stood by her side, sensing the gravity of the situation.
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”You're sure about this, Malti?” Aarti queried, her head tilted to one
side, studying her friend’s face.

Malti nodded; her resolve steadfast. "For my father, mother, sisters and
brothers, I can no longer tolerate their exploitation. For our country, we
cannot afford to turn a blind eye.”

Aarti raised her hand and patted Malti’s shoulder, her fingers lingering
longer than necessary, a quiet show of solidarity. ”Alright. Let’s get down
to business.”

Veeru stepped forward, a grin occasionally threatening to break free
from his solemn mask. "When do we start?”

"Tonight,” Malti replied with fervor. ”I’ll meet you both under the
banyan tree by the western gate at nine.”

Silent nods from both confirmed their commitment to the mission. With
that, Malti turned on her heels and strode out of the room, as if the heaviness
of the task at hand had added an extra urgency to her gait.

KoKk

The three friends huddled beneath the banyan tree, beneath a moonlit
sky draped with a thousand stars, an unwitting audience to what sacred
mission unfolded under their watch.

”Okay, here’s what we know,” Aarti whispered, producing a notebook
from her bag. Flipping it open, she continued, "The land mafia has a
warehouse by the Ghaghra River, where they store documentation and
conduct their nefarious dealings.”

Veeru clenched his fists as he listened, hating the fact that he had failed
to recognize the gravity of the situation earlier. ”It’s crucial that this
operation be stealthy and swift. We cannot risk being discovered.”

Malti nodded. "We first need to secure the records they keep. It’s the
only way to expose their web of lies and corruption.”

"What if we're caught, Malti?” Aarti asked, her eyes brimming with
reluctant trepidation. "What if they...?”

Her unspoken thoughts hung heavily in the air until Veeru broke the
silence. ”To some extent, we must accept that we will face danger, Aarti.
Our people have faced unimaginable horrors at the hands of the land mafia:
the tyranny, the injustice, the relentless exploitation. .. Suffice to say, our
fight is not winnable without risk.”

Aarti swallowed hard and nodded, steeling her resolve as she understood
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what Veeru said to be true; what they were undertaking was far greater
than any personal risk. "How do we gather evidence without being found
out?” she asked.

"We’ll enter the warehouse disguised as laborers,” Malti replied, her
mind racing as she conjured up a plan. "We’'ll use the cover of darkness
and slip in during the stillness of night. Once we retrieve their ledgers,
passbooks, and files, we’ll leave no trace of our intrusion.”

Veeru glanced between his friends, his eyes reflecting the determination
that burned within them. ”Then let’s do this,” he whispered, as they
exchanged handshakes that sealed their pledge to each other.

It was a pact forged by friendship, strengthened by love, and fired by the
unrelenting determination to expose the land mafia at all costs; a promise
to the silenced and the oppressed that would bring change, hope, and the

kindling of a new dawn.

Coordinating with College Social Welfare Club for Sup-
port

Tears shimmered in Malti’s eyes as she tapped her foot on the threshold
of the college lecture hall. Her heart echoed within her chest, refusing to
be quelled. Her fingers wound tightly around the bunched skeletal confines
of her bag’s edges, her knuckles like a pale fire rising in cold anger. She
swallowed the knot of dismay that threatened to burst on the stairs.

"You are doing the right thing, Malti,” Aarti whispered to her. Her
trembling hand hesitated on Malti’s shoulder, but then she firmly grasped
it, and Malti’s pulse slowed, the steadiness of her friend’s presence offering
an anchor in the growing sea of apprehension that billowed within her.

With a deep breath and a brittle nod, Malti pushed open the door and
stepped into a hushed silence - a sea of eyes, faces young and eager, all fixed
with the same intensity upon her, the lecturer, and the expectant clock face
opposite the hallway, where the lecture was minutes from its conclusion.

"Malti Sharma, Aarti Ahuja..student members of the Social Welfare
Club. Please approach the lecturer’s desk,” the wiry man at the head of
the oak table intoned.

As Malti made her way to the desk, she dared not to meet any gaze but

Veeru’s. He smiled at her from the fifth row, and she carried his encouraging
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glance with her as she presented herself before the assembly of club members.
The lecturer peered over his glasses and onto the papers before him, lips
pursed in concentration.

"Do you wish to join the Social Welfare Club? You are aware of the
lecture schedules and responsibilities that accompany such a request?”

”"We wish to participate in the club’s activities, yes,” Malti answered,
her voice measured and steady as her heartbeat swelled in her chest. A
swell of murmurs went rippling through the seated rows of students, leaving
uncertainty and ambiguity in its wake.

"Malti, you do realize the commitment and dedication required to be a
part of this esteemed club?” the lecturer pressed, scrutinizing them through
his spectacles. Malti looked him straight in the eye and answered without
hesitation.

”I understand the commitment, sir, and I am determined to make a
difference. I am here because the injustice and corruption in my village
are consuming it from within. I have seen firsthand how people suffer, how
their rights are violated. I, too, have been a victim. Those with power
and resources exploit the naivete of the villagers, and the result is crushing
inequalities. This cannot continue.”

The lecturer’s gaze was unrelenting, but Malti did not falter. She needed
their support. She needed the weight of the Social Welfare Club behind
her, to bolster her efforts to bring justice to her village against the vile land
mafia. She needed them to understand the urgency that spurred her to step
into the buzzing hive of political tension, at the risk of her own life.

As the murmurs in the room grew louder, Malti glanced at Aarti, her
eyes full of fire, stoking her spirit to continue.

”I believe that education and legal resources can bring about much -
needed change and can empower communities to rise against inequality
and oppression,” Malti implored. "But we need to act now, or many will
continue to suffer. I am determined to wage this battle, but we need the
Social Welfare Club’s expertise and support to fight back the vile monster
of corruption.”

Tensions running high, the room lapsed back into a palpable silence.
Eyes darted back and forth, exchanges passing in deep, unencumbered
enclaves of heartfelt deliberation. Finally, an earnest girl in the second row

rose to her feet. Her eyes were piercing, as sad as they were measureless
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with thought and purpose.

’I stand with Malti and Aarti,” she declared. "For far too long, the
inequalities running rampant in our world have been too vast - too deep
- to be still. We who have the tools to fight, the will to know, and the
camaraderie of our fellow club members must take up the charge against this
injustice. Though the responsibility is great, we cannot doubt the strength
in our unity, and we shall stand united for what we believe in.”

A ripple began, like the beat of a drum within a dormant, waiting heart,
and soon the students all around were on their feet, each voice a powerful
declaration, each gaze set with the same steadfast determination as those
beside them.

In that moment, the rawness of their passion blended into something
more tangible: a beam of steel that fashioned itself into the keystone of
Malti’s bridge to change. A bridge to justice. A bridge that would bear
a hundred trails, across which the slaughtered souls of the victims would
come marching, purpose and truth in their hearts. A hundred noble brave

souls, each one an angel of hope to the blighted earth.

Leaning on Saraswati Devi’s Wisdom and Guidance

Malti knew the path to Saraswati Devi’s room by heart. The meandering
trail, flanked by the sweet - scented trees, never seemed to change no matter
how much time had passed. Time must have slipped off the trail and into
the river that ran beside it, where Malti liked to sit and listen to the water
rushing past. Malti had often sat there as a child, fuming over some injustice
or another her mother forbade her to talk about. She had thrown many a
tantrum on that bank, screaming and pounding the earth, until Saraswati
Devi led her, weeping, to the water’s edge to teach her how to wash the
anger off her face.

Malti walked cautiously through the shadows, the ghosts of her tantrums
past lurking at the edge of her vision, swimming in the river and in the
canopy of leaves above her, chasing one another around the room Saraswati
Devi inhabited in Malti’s memory - a sanctuary.

”Come in, Malti. You don’t need to knock,” Saraswati Devi called softly
from within. Malti stood for a moment, feeling the wooden door under her

knuckles, the callouses from years of toil screaming in protest. She took a
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deep breath and stepped through the threshold.

"Malti, child, you’re trembling,” Saraswati Devi said as Malti dropped
to her knees before the older woman, who knelt beside her on the mat.

"Naani, I need your guidance. Tell me if I am wrong to fight for justice
in our village,” Malti whispered. Saraswati Devi’s eyes were heavy with
the weight of her age and years of hardship, of sacrifices made for Malti
and generations of women before her. But there was no trace of sadness or
resignation - only a warm, fierce light that made Malti’s heart hammer in
her chest.

"No, my child. You are not wrong,” Saraswati Devi said softly. "Pursuing
justice is not a sin, even when it uproots everything we’ve known, even
when it threatens those we love.”

”But the village,” Malti whispered, her voice breaking. "The village is
burning, and I stand accused of lighting the match.”

Saraswati Devi’s hand was gnarled with years of hard work, but her
touch was tender as she took Malti’s face between her hands. ”Child,” she
said, her voice barely audible even in that hushed space, ”do not fear the
fire. Walk through it, learn from it, and let it burn away whatever keeps
you from the truth.”

They sat on the mat, Malti’s head bowed, Saraswati Devi’s wisdom
silently binding the wounds Malti didn’t dare reveal. The soft rustle of her
sari was the only sound, like wind through aspen leaves: the quiet hymn of
womanly power.

At length, Saraswati Devi leaned in so that her breath stirred the hair
at Malti’s temple. "You are not alone in this fight, my Malti. This is not
your burden to bear alone.” She put a frail arm around Malti’s shoulders
and pulled her close. "Remember the strength of the women who have come
before you, who bleed into your veins, who whisper through the trees their
encouragement and pride. Remember also the strength of those who walk
beside you- Veeru and Aarti. You must lean on each other for support and
let love be your anchor against the fury of the storm.”

Saraswati Devi’s words hit Malti in the very depths of her soul, causing
tears to shimmer at the edge of her vision. "But how do I keep going, Naani?
Even with their love and your teachings, how do I keep fighting when I'm
faced with so much hate? So much ignorance?”

Saraswati Devi cupped Malti’s tearful face in her hands once more, fixing
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her eyes with all the fierceness that made the old woman an icon in her
granddaughter’s eyes. ”You must remember, Malti, what it is that you’re
fighting for. You’re not fighting for yourself; you're fighting for every girl
who has been silenced, for every person who has been trampled under the
weight of power and discrimination. That purpose, that mission, is bigger
than you and me. It’s even bigger than hate.”

"Never forget, Malti, that the fire within your heart burns brighter than
any darkness they can throw at you. With your passion and your purpose,
you will be the beacon they can never extinguish.”

Emboldened by Saraswati Devi’s words, Malti stood, her spine straight-
ening with determination. She would face the storm, the fire, and the
darkness with everything she had, for she knew now that she was never
truly alone. And with each step she took, those who had walked with her

would follow, and the love they bore her would change the world.

Facing Threats and Danger While Collecting Proof Against
Baldev Pratap Singh

Chapter 37: In the Shadows

Malti’s room at the college was quiet, the occasional rustle of the worn
old pages of Baldev Pratap Singh’s land deeds and files the only break in the
silence. Even the clouds outside dared not send a single raindrop, fearing
to disturb the intense concentration of the huddled figures in the middle
of the small space. Aarti whispered into the stillness, barely audible but
undeniably urgent, "Malti, we need to be extra cautious now. We're getting
closer.”

Malti, holding one of the documents in her trembling hands, looked up
into the faces of Aarti and Veeru. She knew that they were right, but the
fear of the truth compelled her to be courageous. ”I cannot back down now.
As a matter of fact, I must dig deeper. It’s time the villagers know who
their true enemy is.”

The gravity of the situation had visibly affected Veeru, who had been
uncharacteristically serious since uncovering the first incriminating files. He
agreed with Malti with a solemn nod. "We’ll help you every step of the way.
First, we need to collect concrete evidence against Baldev and his people.

Only then can we take them down.”
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Malti knew they would face great danger in attempting to gather the
evidence and confront Baldev. She still had nightmares of her first encounter
with him and his goons, fearing for her life and her family’s safety. Baldev’s
sinister laughter would echo in her ears as she tossed in her sleep, leaving
her with an eerie feeling that she was always being watched. Malti knew,
though, that her friends’ support would give her the strength to face her
fears.

Over the next few days, Malti, Veeru, and Aarti planned elaborate
recon missions to track Baldev’s movements and gather enough evidence to
expose his self - serving schemes. They knew that it wouldn’t be easy, for
Baldev’s grip was firm and far - reaching. Their every move would need to
be meticulously calculated, for they could trust no one - not even those in

law enforcement.
sokok

The inky night finally obscured the sun’s last rays, guarding the trio
as they embarked on one of their most daring reconnaissance missions.
Saraswati Devi, her heart wrung with worry, had called upon her connections
to offer some much - needed guidance.

”Look for a door with a red handprint on the upper right corner,”
Saraswati had whispered, glancing around to ensure that they were truly
alone. ”Go there, and you shall find what you’re looking for.”

Malti closed her eyes as they slinked through the darkness, repeating
the words like a mantra, her heart pounding in her chest. And there it was
- the hidden entrance. Malti let out a breath that she hadn’t been aware
she was holding, her friends similarly exhaling with relief.

They moved with a quiet efficiency, nerves tense and alert. The sound of
Baldev’s rough voice echoed within the small space of the underground room
only heightened their fears, but also their determination. Aarti fumbled
through the stacks of files lining the walls, her hands shaking uncontrollably
as she whispered enthusiastically, "Malti, here, take a look! This could be
it!”

As Malti took the manila envelope, she hardly had time to open it
before the unmistakable sound of a door opening pierced the silence. Her
blood froze as instant dread washed over her. Before she could move, Veeru
grabbed them both and pulled them behind a storage stack.

Baldev’s tall figure descended the steps, the dim overhead light sharply
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outlining his dreadful visage. Malti’s heart thudded violently in her chest,
her breath ragged and her muscles tight. He stopped at the metallic table,
inches from a clue they so urgently needed. Her mind raced, searching for a
way to get out of the hideout undetected.

Veeru, sensing her panic, locked eyes with her and mouthed, "Together.”

And as one, they gathered their courage, slipping out from their hiding
spot, tightly clutching their precious evidence. Baldev glanced up, but they
were already gone, melting into the shadows. He felt a prickle of unease,
unable to rid himself of the feeling that something was amiss in the small
room.

Upon reaching the safety of the college grounds, Malti, Aarti and Veeru
collapsed onto the grass, gasping for breath. Silent tears streamed down
Malti’s face, a heady mixture of relief, exhilaration, and pain. As her friends
pulled her into a tight embrace, they were reminded of the immense danger
they had escaped and the importance of revealing the truth.

Malti whispered into the night, "We’re close now. Baldev Pratap Singh’s

reign of terror will soon be over.”

Final Confrontation and Success in Exposing Land Mafia’s
Crimes

The sun slipped past the horizon as Malti crept through the shadows, her
heart pounding in her ears. The file tucked under her arm felt as heavy as
a boulder, its contents threatening to crush her under their weight. She
clutched it as she held onto her mission: justice had to prevail.

She willed herself to move forward. She, the girl from a small Indian
village, thumbed her nose at the oppressive traditions and beliefs that had
tried to suppress her, and dared to attend college in the city to study and
topple the tower of lies and injustices built by those who sought to keep
people just like her powerless.

The shadows seemed to gather around her as she moved cautiously
through the night, her friends, Veeru and Aarti following close behind. They
had been with her through thick and thin, their unwavering support and
belief giving Malti the strength she needed to face the formidable Baldev
Pratap Singh. The same man who had flexed his iron will to maintain

control over her village and exploit its vulnerable inhabitants knew no
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bounds in his ruthlessness. It was time to cut this cancerous tumor from
their world.

As they approached the rendezvous point, Malti glanced over at Aarti,
who nodded encouragingly, her eyes shining with determination. Veeru,
wearing his trademark half-smile, whispered, "We’re with you, Malti. Trust
us, trust yourself, and we will prevail.”

The trio made their way under the starry night sky to the village’s
community center, where the villagers were already waiting, a mixture of
hope and trepidation in their eyes. As they filed into the hall, there was a
sense of electricity in the air, charged with the anticipation of an impending
storm.

Malti took a deep breath and released it slowly, steeling herself for the
confrontation. She stepped forward amidst the small crowd and addressed
them confidently.

"My friends, my brothers and sisters, we have suffered under the tyranny
of Baldev Pratap Singh and his land mafia for much too long. It is time
for us to reclaim our lives, our rights, and our dignity.” Malti glanced at
those gathered around her, the spark of hope in their eyes being tempered
by the shadow of fear that haunted their lives. They nodded, their whispers
of assent breaking the silence like delicate birdsong on the wind.

Malti raised her voice, her emotions surging like a torrent. ”We have the
evidence against Baldev and his accomplices! We can expose their crimes,
their illegal dealings, and their oppressive control over our village. We can
put an end to their suffocating greed and absolute corruption!”

Amidst the chorus of voices erupting in support, Saraswati Devi stepped
up beside Malti. Her grandmother, despite her age, exuded wisdom and
strength from her tall, frail frame, her eyes brimming with defiance. ”Sur-
round us in your lies, Baldev,” she challenged, her words ricocheting off the
walls of the hall, "but they cannot break us apart.”’

Suddenly, the doors burst open, and Baldev stormed in with his hench-
men, their malicious sneers distorted under the artificial light.

He approached Malti, his eyes burning with anger. ”You dare to challenge
me? You think you can expose me and expect nothing in retaliation?”

Malti drew herself up, staring into his venomous eyes. "Yes,” she replied
firmly, ”it’s time for the truth to be revealed, and for justice to be served.”

Baldev’s laughter roared like a demon, echoing through the building as
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he stared at Malti with mock - concern. ”You poor, foolish girl. What can
you possibly do against the likes of me?”

Malti took a deep, steadying breath before answering. "We are many,
and we are united. We will bring you and your crimes into the light. We
will topple your empire of hate, and our village will rise above your legacy
of corruption.”

The tension in the room rose to a crescendo, the emotions serving as
a battering ram against the walls that Baldev had built to imprison them.
The cacophony of emotion crashed over them all like a tidal wave, washing
them in a flood of hope, fear, anger, and courage. The silence that followed
was like an inhale, a gasping breath before the plunge.

As Malti held up the file containing concrete evidence against Baldev
and his henchmen, she declared, ”"This is the end of your reign, Baldev
Pratap Singh. You cannot exploit us any longer.”

Her words echoed through the hall, bouncing off the walls, the faces of
the villagers filled with flickers of hope and defiance. It was the beginning of
a new era: the day Malti, a young village girl who dared to dream, exposed

the tyranny and fought for justice.



