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Captive

Meanwhile, inside the cave where Richa had been
dumped by her captors, it was dark. The girl sighed
and changed position. Her hands were tied behind
her back. The legs were bound too. Next to her Shibu
twisted and kicked, refusing to lie quietly. He thought
he could free himself. She knew it was impossible,
but she could not tell him so. For their mouths had
been tied up too.

Moti barked his head off! His chain rattled loudly
as he ran to and fro angrily, trying to escape.

All the three prisoners were nicely trussed up
and bound.

How did it happen?

Scenes flashed past in Richa's mind —two masked
men gripping her arms, the struggle, Moti's snarls
and growls, Shibu's beautiful cave where she found
Dipak lying bound and helpless, the long walk
through dark tunnels, and finally the entry into the
cave where they now lay. She had just had a glimpse
of Dipak, as the men dragged her through the outer
cave. The men had taken her and Shibu there first.
She had been relieved to see Dipak. Then they brought
the three—Moti, Shibu and Richa—all the way
through dark passages—deep in the heart of the
mountain, to this place. Why, she did not know.
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Poor Dipak. He was alone. At least Moti and Shibu
were with her, even if they could not talk.

Richa sighed and changed position again. As her
eyes got accustomed to darkness, she started looking
around. The walls here were ordinary, dull brown
in colour.

The furniture was lined up against the opposite
wall. A table, three stools, an earthern pot for water,
glasses and plates—the place looked used. Files and
registers were there on the table. Was it an office? An
office in a cave—the idea amused the girl. What was
that? She screwed her eyes, trying to pierce the
darkness. Wood. A pile of slim logs stacked neatly
along the wall. Was the cave a storing place for the
wood?

It probably was. Richa noticed the rough wooden
door set in the wall. The masked men used the cave
as an office-cum store, she guessed.

Who were the men? She had not recognized them
as their faces were covered. They had gone about
their job quietly, hardly speaking, mouths covered,
so she had not recognized them. Still they seemed
vaguely familiar. The tall man had a known smell
around him, and the shorter one? She closed her
eyes, trying to jostle her memory A moonlit night,
a shape that dashed across the lawn. Before that,
a figure that had limped around in the tomato beds.
The two were the same. So was the person who had
gripped her arm just outside Shibu's cave and
dragged her all the way to this cave. Who was it? She
shook her head, she just could not place the person,
nor give him a name.

Restless, Shibu would not stay still. He continued
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to kick and twist, as if that could help. And then
Richa's eyes widened. She bent forward to see. Yes,
she was right. She could see that the rope around his
ankles had come loose. She watched, fascinated.
Would he be able to free his legs?

Shibu twisted both legs and pulled at the rope. The
next moment he leapt jubilantly to his feet. He had
made it! He had been able to free himself at last! With
a wild jump of joy he ran to the corner and kicked
something out to the center of the cave. Richa's eyes
widened with delight when she saw what it was. Trust
Shibu to search it. He must have done so while he lay
there kicking and squirming. "Ggh, guggle-guggle!"
He tried to tell her something. He kicked the object
closer to her.

Now Richa could see what it was. The object Shibu
had pushed towards her was a small hatchet, used
perhaps to hack the wood into smaller pieces. It was
careless of the two villains to have left it there and
certainly very clever of Shibu to find it. Richa plonked
down to the ground, back towards Shibu. While he
held the hatchet firmly between his feet, she rubbed
the string tying her wrists together against its blade.

The trick worked! The strings gave way and her
hands were free! Her first act was to pull down the
scarves that tied their mouths. Then she cut the knot
on the boy's wrists. With loud whoops of joy he
danced around the cave. Richa cut the string that
bound her legs. Now she too could whirl and dance
with Shibu.

"Woof! Woof!" Moti's barks were excited. She ran
to hug him. "Go on, continue to bark. Someone may
hear you," she told him. She did not know that the
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barks had already been heard. Outside the cave, Ajay
and Rustom had their ears glued to the sounds.

"Woof! Woof!" barked the dog. Inside the cave,
Richa and Shibu were startled when they heard the
shout that came in reply to the dog's barks.

"Moti!" It sounded like Ajay's voice. Richa and
Shibu could not believe they had heard it right. They
jumped in joy.

"Did you hear?" shrieked Richa. "The boys! Ajay
and Rustom!"

"Yes! Are you there?" The two wild, incredulous
screams from the other side of the door answered
Richa's shouts.

"Yes. It is us! Richa! Shibu!" cried the two prisoners
at the top of their voices. Shouts and barks filled
the cave.

"Open the door! Quick!" Richa was impatient now.

"We can't. There is a big lock on the door!"
answered Ajay from the other side.

"Well, break it then!" shouted the girl.

Thumps, cracks, slam! Richa heard the boys bang
away at the door. However, the stout lock resisted
all attempts to break it open. Meanwhile, the thought
struck her. They had forgotten about Dipak! He
needed to be rescued too. "How far are you from
Shibu's cave?" she shouted through the door.

"Far!" shouted Rustom from the other side.

"Listen, Dipak is prisoner there. Rescue him first!"
Richa shouted.

"But what about you two?" asked Ajay, his voice
sounding worried.

"Go on, Shibu and I will manage. We have Moti
with us. Hurry. He has been there the whole night,"
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Richa ordered. There was silence for sometime as
the boys on the other side debated what they should
do. To her relief, Richa soon heard the footsteps
race away.

"What about us?" asked Shibu. "We must try to
escape too!"

"Of course! We will go back the way we came,
through the tunnels. Now that we have broken
free, there is nothing to stop us!" Richa remained
confident.

Shibu's eyes widened in fear. "Back into the
tunnels? It was too dark. We may get lost. There were
too many twists and turns.”

"Moti will guide us. Can't you? Good dog, take us
to Dipak!"

"There are no Dipak smells to be picked up,"
protested Shibu, but Richa assured him it could be
done. "Back! Back, the way we came," she told the
dog who wagged his tail. He seemed to understand.
"Back, home, Moti, home!" Richa added.

Without any hesitation Moti shot off into the
darkness. Shibu ran to catch the leash. He managed
to do it before the dog disappeared into the tunnel.
As they entered the black corridor, the darkness
closed around her. Richa gasped in shock. As they
went in further, she began to feel suffocated. Her heart
beat a loud tattoo inside her chest.

Soon, however, the tunnel became wider and
a dim light shone down on them from some hole
overhead.

The tunnel took a twist and slipped into darkness
again. Nervous, not a bit scared, Richa clung to Shibu's
arm. More twists, some leading to dimly-lit caves,
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others into pitch darkness, more long passages, until
at last they noticed some light ahead.

The tunnel had broadened again. A little later they
stepped into a more lighted area—Shibu's cave!
It was the place where Dipak was held prisoner!

It was almost daylight in the cave. Richa and Shibu
were greeted with shouts of delight. Richa rubbed her
eyes in the glare of the brighter lights in the cave and
saw her brother standing and grinning at her. Ajay
had already reached the cave!

"Hey, you arrived before us!" shouted Richa.
Behind her brother was Rustom. The two had raced,
at double speed, all the way up the hill, along the
stream and its bank, and back towards the wondrous
cave. Ahmed, panting and gasping, had trailed the
two boys. With Ahmed's help they had succeeded in
pushing the boulder aside. In fact, the three had just
entered the cave.

"Where is Dipak?" Richa turned to the boy who
still lay on the floor. Relieved to see him there
she rushed excitedly towards her brother. "I told
Shibu we would be able to make our way through
the tunnel route! It was so dark and frightening. But
Moti led us through the maze of tunnels. We came
that way and you arrived from outside. What fun!
We both reached at the same time!" She flung her arms
around her brother and hugged him, much to Ajay's
embarrassment.
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Fire!

In the midst of the noise and the happy talk Dipak
remained silent. He could not help it for his mouth
was gagged, his feet and hands tied up with scarves.

"Poor Dipak! He was caught and thrown inside the
cave," said Richa.

"No wonder we could not find him!"

"Who did it? Was it Mr. Das?" asked Rustom.

"The same man who caught us, I am sure..." began
Richa when Dipak made a muffled sound to attract
attention. Everyone rushed to his side.

"Hey, let us get him out of this first. Come on,
Ahmed, do something," said Rustom.

Ajay bent to remove the gagging from Dipak's
mouth. He untied the scarf that covered his lips.

"Hurry!" cried Dipak the moment he could speak.
"There may not be much time!" He tugged frantically
at the string around his feet while the others fumbled
with the knots.

"Here is some milk," offered Ahmed.

"Water. I feel thirsty." Dipak grabbed the glass and
emptied it in one second.

"Have the peanuts,” Ahmed held out a packet.

Dipak ignored the eats. Instead he staggered
towards the opening. "Not a moment to lose. Hurry,
before it is too late."
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"No doubt Aunty Pant is waiting most anxiously,"
said Ajay.

"What is the hurry?" asked Rustom. "Why are you
so impatient?"

"They plan to set our house on fire! Yes, they are
desperate! I heard them talk about it. He gave them
instructions to burn our house," Dipak interrupted,
shrieking in desperation.

"What? Set the house on fire?" shouted Richa.

"Let us hasten then! What are we standing around
for?" Ajay raced to the mouth of the cave.

"Hurry, let us rush immediately!" shouted Rustom
pushing everyone out of the cave.

Led by Moti and Shibu they bounded up the slope
that was a short cut to their house on the hill. Though
it was not too far, the climb was steep making the
city children, not used to walking uphill, pant and
stop every now and then to catch their breath. It was
a full twenty minutes before they reached close to
Dipak's house. Richa saw the spiral of grey smoke
even before she reached the crest of the hill. The
smoke curled up towards the grey clouds that were
gathering in the sky.

"Too late! Oh no, it is all over! All over! Where is
Mummy?" moaned Dipak.

Richa gasped at the sight of the house on fire.
Somehow she had not really believed that it could
happen. Such things could only be seen in movies and
now it was actually unfolding before her shocked
eyes. But she had to comfort Dipak for whom the loss
would be indeed great. "Everything will be all right,
Dipak. I am sure your mother is okay. Do not worry,"
she tried to reassure him though her heart was
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beating in panic. Somehow she scrambled up the rest
of the slope. Now she could see the house. Orange
flames were licking at the white-washed walls. Shiny
little sparks crackled and flew upwards to mingle
with the grey smoke.

Dipak had already reached the house while the
others still struggled to climb. At last Richa topped
the crest and raced towards the house. She found
that there were no firemen to douse the fire. Instead,
figures rushed around carrying buckets of water.
Someone had connected the garden hose to the pipe
from the overhead tank. A jet of water gushed out of
the hosepipe to hit the flames on the walls. It looked
too weak to quench the raging flames, thought the
girl. She closed her eyes expecting the fire to bring
down the house any moment. Only God and luck
could save it, she knew, and folded her hands
in prayer.

A drop of water fell on her hands. Richa looked up
in surprise. The clouds that had been gathering in the
sky since morning were opening up. Rain pattered
down in fat drops. A few moments later, the shower
turned into thick sheets of water. The fiery flames
were subdued, the thick smoke washed down by
Nature's mercy.

Richa opened her eyes to find that the flames no
longer leapt against the house. Instead she saw the
black marks on walls, the burnt wooden frames of
windows and the blackened beams. Though damaged
badly, the house still stood proud against the dark
sky. She felt relieved. "Did I not tell you, Dipak, that
everything would be okay?" Getting no reply, she
looked around. Where was he?
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The boy had rushed into the house. "Mummy,
where are you? Are you all right?"

Mrs. Pant could not be found. Dipak ran headlong
into the house, shouting frantically for his mother.
Ajay and the others were still out in the garden,
running around with buckets in their hands. Moti
barked furiously, at anyone and everyone and kept
getting into people's way. Richa rushed to place
a comforting hand on his neck. "Hush, Moti, stay still.
Everything will be okay soon. Don't get so excited.
It is all right," she said soothingly. The dog quietened
under her gentle hand though she could feel him
tremble. Poor Moti!

Richa looked at the walls, still smouldering and hot,
though the flames had died out. She walked slowly
towards the verandah, wondering whether it was safe
to climb up. She had to find out. Was Dipak's mother
inside when the house was set aflame? If so, had she
been able to escape? "Where is Aunty Pant? Dipak,
did you find your mother?" she shouted and hurried
up the steps.

"Madam Pant is fine. She is safe and well!" said
a voice. Mr. Das stepped out from a room into the
verandah. His hair was a real mess, his shirt dusty
and blackened and his face streaked and dirty.
He straightened his spectacles and set them firmly
on his nose. Everyone stared at him in surprise
wondering what he had been up to. With a tired sigh
Mr. Das sank down on the cane chair in the verandah.
"She was inside, trying to collect old letters and
photos. I pulled out both mother and son, lest the
wooden beams fell on them," he explained to
everyone's surprise.
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Dipak came out just then. He clutched a big
photograph of his father in Army uniform. Behind
him was Mrs. Pant. Her clothes were scorched and
burnt and there were black marks on her face and
cheeks. Her hair, coiled usually into a neat bun, was
dishevelled. She had a cheerful smile on her lips.
"Thanks for rescuing us, Mr. Das! You can all join us,
children. I am glad everything is all right. There is no
danger now."

Richa, Rustom and Ajay rushed to join the others.
They gathered under an apple tree not far from the
house. Ahmed ran in and carried out a few chairs
from the verandah. It was still raining, but the thick
foliage kept them sheltered. Mrs. Pant gestured to all
to sit down. She put a weary hand to her forehead.
Mr. Das handed her a glass of water. "Sit down
Madam. Yes, everything is fine now, at least as good
as it can be, under the circumstances. The threat held
out in the letter was actually carried out, however,
luck favoured us and all is well. You are safe, and the
house still stands," he said with a smile.

"Thank you. I am glad you chanced to be around.
It was a good idea to turn the pipe on as you did,"
said Mrs. Pant.

"It was not chance. I was very worried about you,
especially after I read the letter that you showed me
that day. Also, as your son was missing, I came over
to see if I could help. Imagine my horror when I found
that the house was on fire," explained Mr. Das.

"You are so kind. As usual. You are always such
a great help to us, Mr. Das! I shudder to think, if
you had not been around..." murmured Mrs. Pant
shaking her head with a look of helplessness.
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Dipak gave an apologetic smile. "I am sorry I was
so rude to you, Uncle! I did not know you came to
help. I thought..." he stopped, confused, but the
others knew what he meant. Obviously his suspicions
were unfounded.

"I know quite well who the villain is. I recognize
him..." continued Dipak when Ajay interrupted
excitedly, "\ know who it is!"

"So do I!" cried Richa and Rustom together.

"You all seem to know, though it is still a mystery
to me. But wait, don't tell me. Let me guess," smiled
Mrs. Pant, "it is Hari and Pamela Lall, isn't it? They
tried to burn down the house to force me to leave,
because..."

The children burst into laughter. "You don't know
a thing, Mummy," laughed Dipak hugging his
mother. "Let me tell you who threw me into Shibu's
cave." His voice turned grave as he told his story.
He had been hiding behind a tree, waiting to follow
Mr. Das, when somebody had pounced on him from
behind. He was gagged, his hands were tied, and he
was carried to the cave on horseback.

The two men had discussed their plans on the way.
He knew both quite well. One was Shivnath, and the
other, to his surprise, was Gopi, the gardener who
worked at Srivatika.

"And what could be their motive? To grab Srivatika?"
asked Ajay.

"Certainly not. My guess is that they want those
beautiful rocks that Shibu discovered in the caves,"
said Dipak.

"Rocks?" asked Mrs. Pant, puzzled.

"You don't know, Mummy, Shibu discovered a cave
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with the loveliest coloured rocks ever seen! With
his permission I will take you there some day. It is
a secret cave and only he knew about it," Dipak
explained. "Till it was found by those villains."

"It has an unusual rock which should be examined
by geologists," Ajay added. "Shivnath must have seen
it and understood its value. He wanted to sell the
stone as building material, I guess. It is more beautiful
than marble, granite or any other decorative stone."

"Oh no! That means blasting the mountains.
It should never be allowed! Never!" Mrs. Pant stood
up, alarmed at the very thought of anyone destroying
her beloved mountains just to reach some rocks,
however pretty or valuable they may be.

"You need not allow it. It is up to you, for the cave
is a part of your land," informed Rustom.

"Then let it remain a secret forever, as Shibu
wanted," said Mrs. Pant firmly

"And you know who was his accomplice? Gopi! He
worked here, so it was easy for him to carry out the
mischievous plans. He was the one who stuck the
letters to the gatepost from time to time! It was he
who poisoned Moti's milk. All the other mysterious
tasks were his job. He worked here and so could do it
easily," said Dipak.

Suddenly Richa, who had been holding back
something for a while burst out with her own ideas,
"You are all wrong about the motive. It is not because
of the rocks. Nor was it because of the greed and
desire to grab Srivatika. The reason is quite different."

"You mean there was some other motive? What?"
asked Rustom, surprised.

"You should see the cave where Shibu and I were
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imprisoned," began Richa. She related her story to
which they all listened in great amazement. "The cave
is a store for stocking wood. Shivnath also uses it to
keep odds and ends, like files and stuff, besides the
wooden logs. He is the tree thief —the one who chops
down the precious trees!"

Mr. Das sat up, eyes alive with interest. "Go on,"
he said tersely. "What else did you see? How do you
know it was Shivnath's store and office?"

"Who else, Uncle? I saw the cigarette stubs. What
an untidy man he is! Throws them around every-
where. Remember, we saw the stubs in the cave, when
we went there the second time. We wondered who
had visited the secret cave? Besides, he is the one
who threw us into the cave! I recognized the smell of
cigarette on him when Shibu and I were dragged
down the dark tunnels to the other cave. He thought
none would find us! He did not know we were clever
enough to escape and tell everyone about his office
in the cave forest! It is probably his secret head-
quarters! Its the place where he keeps his accounts..."
Richa related her experiences in an excited voice.

"Now I understand!" said Ajay at last, "I see the
links now. Remember the logs on the stream? The
trees are chopped, collected in the clearing we saw
and stored in the cave, then floated downstream.
It is all managed from the secret office in the cave!
By Shivnath!"

"Assisted by his friend Gopi, of course! He does
the cutting and chopping, being a gardener! But,
a gardener should be fond of trees, and look after
them, instead of helping to cut them down!" muttered
Rustom angrily.
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"And you know who is the other person who
helped? Motilal! The sounds I heard down in the
village were those of trucks being loaded. Both he
and his wife refused to admit it!" said Richa
indignantly.

Dipak's mother was speechless as she listened,
astounded, to the unfolding of the mystery.
"Children, children, enough! It is more than I can
handle. You seem to know much more than I could
even imagine! But now, thanks to you, I am beginning
to understand. It is no wonder they did not want me
around. I did not allow anyone to hack down trees.
I kept reporting to the Police, scolding anyone I saw.
They, rather he, that is, friend Shivnath, knew I would
not allow him to operate here."

"Right. You were enemy number one. He kept
the mouths of the villagers shut, but he knew he
could never silence you," said Dipak. He hugged his
mother proudly.

"He suddenly discovered Shibu's cave. Must have
wandered in through the tunnels that led from his
store-cum-office. He understood that the stone was
extremely valuable. But it was on your land, Aunty.
All the more reason to get rid of you," said Ajay.

"How shocking! You mean he wanted the rocks
too!" exclaimed Mrs. Pant angrily. "First trees, then
the mountains itself? Is there no end to man's greed?"

It had stopped raining by now. They all walked
back to the house to see what needed to be done.
Though it was still hot, the smoke and the fire was
gone. They carried their chairs up and set them in
the verandah.

"Cool drinks for everyone?" asked Ahmed, who
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went in to see if anything could be found. Mean-
while, somebody could be seen walking up to the
house. As the visitors reached closer, those on the
verandah recognized them. It was the Lall couple.

Pamela Lall removed her dark glasses and blinked
at Dipak in surprise. "Hey boy, you are back, eh? We
are so glad to see you. Your friends said you had
disappeared. We dropped in to say we are sorry we
were rude the other day. Your mother was already
upset because you had gone missing. Ha..a...rry and
I had no business losing our temper. Hey...what
happened to the house? Did it catch fire?"

Everything was explained to the newcomers.

"Clever children, aren't they?" said Hari Lall, after
listening to the long story. "Indians have the best
brains in the world, I always tell Pamela. In fact,
everything here is the best. That is why we returned.
Look at all the beauty spread around us, look at the
mountains, the trees, the people! Everything is just
super here!" He waved an arm to include the
snow-covered ranges, the stately oaks, the gracious
pines, and the green meadows.

"You won't spoil it by building the fabulous resort,
Uncle?" Ajay ventured to ask shyly, pulling his
trouser down to cover his ankles.

"No, my dear, no, not at all! Mrs. Pant's firm refusal
opened our eyes. It made us change our minds. There
is no sense in building luxury hotels here. To enjoy
the beauty of the mountains you must be prepared to
live close to nature. Indeed, it is more fun roughing it
out. We may organize adventure trekking instead,"
answered Hari.

"Hear, hear! I am glad I was able to drum some
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sense into you! Adventure trekking is a much better
idea. But remember not to throw trash around!"
laughed Mrs. Pant.

Mr. Das, who been listening with rapt attention,
now got up. "If you want tourists to come here,
Hari, you must do something else. We must first
protect the beauty of the mountains. These kids have
just told me a shocking tale. There are people who
are out to destroy our beautiful mountains. The kids
have found out everything. They have worked it all
out. Every detail."

"What do you mean?" asked Hari Lall, puzzled.

"I will tell you as we go. Come on. It is up to us to
use the information given by the children to get the
criminals caught and put into jail. Enough damage
has already been done. Of course, we all knew that
our trees were being destroyed. But none knew who
the kingpin behind the forest mafia was. Now we
know about the hideout and have proof of his crimes.
Fortunately, I know just the person whom we must
approach, for not everyone would be interested
in catching the criminal. Believe me, there are many
who are probably involved. Each one of them should
be caught. Come, hurry, before the criminal removes
the evidence."

"You bet!" said Hari Lall. The three hastened away
to carry out their mission.

"One mystery still remains,” mused Richa after the
others had left. "Did the men really cause the
landslide? Or was it a natural phenomenon?"

"Both," answered Ajay, "it is a natural calamity.
Human beings are responsible too. They remove the
vegetation and expose the soil. They blast the
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mountains with dynamite, they make deep holes to
mine rocks. They disturb nature in so many different
ways and upset the ecological balance."

"No wonder mountains start to fall!" said Richa.

"Well, we did our bit to prevent this mountain from
falling!" laughed Rustom.

Just then Ahmed returned with a tray full of
goodies to eat. "No more talking, Chhote Nawab.
I managed to find this for you to eat. Now come and
have it. Look how thin you have become, with all the
walking you did in this godforsaken place! What will
Begum Sahiba say?"

"Woof! Woof!" Moti was the first to run towards
the table. Laughing, the others joined him.
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