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Book 1

The Talking Cow and the Tree That Mooed

For every child who was ever told they were too much — you were always exactly right.
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[image: ]


The Morning That Tingled

─────────────
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Ding-ding-ding-ding!

That was the sound that woke the whole monastery every single morning. Not gently, either. The bells of Agnivan Monastery rang like someone very important had something very urgent to say.

Birds burst from the rooftops. Sparrows scattered. A crow said something rude and flew away. The fog that had been sleeping against the courtyard walls stumbled aside like a startled guest at a surprise party.

And the five children known as the Sparks leapt out of their sleeping mats — each in their own completely different, completely wonderful way.

Amba woke up laughing.

Not a quiet, polite laugh, either. A great big honking burst of joy that bounced off the stone walls and startled a frog in the garden pond. She didn't know why she was laughing. Sometimes joy just builds up overnight and has to come out the moment you wake up, like opening a jar of pickles that's been waiting.

She burst out of the dormitory in her rumpled robe, arms flung wide, still giggling, and the fog at the doorway seemed to pull back — like even the weather wanted to see what all the laughter was about.

Sambha woke up quietly.

He sat up slowly, rubbed his eyes with his knuckles, and immediately noticed a snail on the outside windowsill. He padded barefoot to the courtyard, knelt right down in his nightrobe, and put his nose an inch from the snail's tiny, silvery trail.

"Good morning," he whispered. "You went left here. Why? Did you change your mind, or were you going left all along?"

The snail did not answer. Sambha felt this was a very reasonable response.

Bimba woke up moving.

Before her eyes were fully open, her legs were already going. Hop-hop-hop across the flagstones, each little hop leaving behind a faint golden print that faded almost too fast to see — like little sunbursts stepping across the courtyard.

"Today! Today! Today!" she chanted as she bounced.

Nobody knew what today meant yet. Bimba didn't know either. But the word felt right, so she kept saying it.

Tumba woke up standing still.

He hadn't moved from beneath the ancient Banyan tree — which meant he'd probably been there since before most people woke up, including the birds. He stood with his palms open, eyes half-closed, simply listening. The Banyan's long hanging roots hummed a low, steady sound that you could only hear if you were very, very quiet.

Tumba was always very, very quiet.

And Ramba woke up inventing.

Before dawn had properly arrived, she had already sketched three things in the courtyard dust: a bridge with three arches, a lever system for lifting heavy water pots, and something that looked suspiciously like a catapult — though she was insisting, loudly, to nobody in particular, that it was a "fruit launcher for very important and not-at-all-mischievous purposes."

The five Sparks were nine years old. But not nine like ordinary nine.

Nine like almost-ten-but-stuffed-with-magic. Nine like trouble-for-grown-ups-but-delight-for-the-wind. Nine like Sparks — children chosen by Agnivan Monastery to learn the oldest rhythm in the world.

Guru Rudranath said the rhythm lived inside everything: in kindness, in balance, in listening. He said this at least four times a week, usually at moments when one or more Sparks was about to do something accidentally spectacular.

The Sparks did not always remember this.

Bimba forgot during running. Ramba forgot the moment she saw a new stick. Amba forgot because she was too busy laughing. Sambha forgot because he got lost noticing something tiny. Tumba never forgot — but he also forgot to mention things sometimes, so the others didn't always know.

But today, something was different.

Today the air had a tingle. A sparkle. A something-is-going-to-happen sort of shimmer that you could only feel in your fingertips and the backs of your knees.

"She's coming," Tumba said.

He hadn't moved. His eyes were still half-closed.

"Who is?" Bimba asked, bouncing to a halt. "How do you know?"

"Did the tree tell him?" Amba shouted, delighted. "Or the wind? Was it the wind?"

"It was probably his feet," Sambha said thoughtfully. "He can feel things through his feet."

Ramba looked up from her fruit-launcher. "Obviously the ground is vibrating at a frequency caused by —"

Tumba opened his eyes. He smiled his slow, calm smile. He said nothing at all.

And then the great red doors of the monastery opened with a deep, slow hushhhhh.

A swish of saffron robes came first. Then Matri herself — Keeper of the Morning Flame, the one whose smile felt like sunlight deciding to put on a face and walk around.

She carried a small wooden box tied with a thread the color of the exact moment before sunset. Behind her walked Guru Rudranath, tall and steady as the shadow of a mountain.

The Sparks gasped — not all at once, but in a little scattered pattern, like popcorn starting to pop.

"My bright Sparks," Guru Rudranath said, and his voice rumbled warm and low like a temple drum, "today you begin learning the Monastic Rhythm."

Ramba shot her hand up immediately. "Is it a drum?"

"No."

"A dance?" Bimba offered, already testing a spin.

"No."

"A secret code?" Ramba tried, more hopefully.

"No." The Guru chuckled. "The Monastic Rhythm is not something you perform. It is something you live."

The Sparks went very quiet. Living something sounded serious. Possibly even boring. The word "perform" had sounded much more exciting.

But then Matri opened the little box.

Inside sat five slender threads, each hanging from a tiny teardrop crystal. And each crystal glowed — but not the same way. They glowed differently, like five different kinds of light that had never met before.

One shimmered like joy deciding to become visible.

One glowed like still water right before sunrise.

One sparkled crisp and clear as the first second of morning.

One shone calm and silver as breath before it becomes a word.

One twisted and swirled through colors that didn't have names yet.

"These," Matri said, "are Rhythm Threads."

She handed them out one by one, and each crystal seemed to reach toward its Spark like it had been waiting a long time.

Amba's thread flickered warm gold. Sambha's settled into soft blue. Bimba's sparked bright white. Tumba's shone calm silver. Ramba's swirled through colors too quick to count.

"Keep them close," Matri said. "They will hum when you forget who you are. They will shine when you remember."

"But what do we do with them today?" Bimba asked.

Matri smiled. "Today? Nothing. Just feel them. Let them rest with you."

The morning sunlight slid across the courtyard and touched everything at once — the bells, the birds, the box, the threads, the five upturned faces. And for one perfect moment, absolutely everything fell into the same gentle rhythm.

The Monastic Rhythm.

Their journey had begun.
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What the Crystals Know

─────────────
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The small round chamber behind the kitchens smelled of sandalwood and rain, even though it hadn't rained in four days. Matri said it always smelled like rain in there because the room remembered everything.

Ramba made a mental note to investigate rooms that had memories. Later. After the crystals.

In the center of the chamber sat a wide clay bowl. The water inside was so perfectly clear it looked like it was made of liquid glass. And floating in the center, catching every beam of light and sending it somewhere better — was a single teardrop crystal, large as a child's palm.

Amba gasped so hard her thread flickered.

Bimba hopped once and then remembered to stop.

Sambha leaned forward with his slow, careful eyes.

Tumba closed his and listened to whatever sound the crystal made that no one else could hear.

Ramba already had her charcoal out. She'd been sketching the refraction pattern of the light for thirty seconds.

"This Crystal," Matri said, touching the water, "has been waiting for you."

Tiny ripples danced outward from her fingertip.

Ramba's hand shot up. "How does it work?"

"You do not begin with how," Matri said. "You begin with why."

Ramba lowered her hand. This was very unsatisfying. She wrote "WHY??" in her notebook with three question marks.

Matri cupped the crystal in both hands and held it toward each child in turn.

First: Amba.

The crystal blazed warm and bright and cheerful, like the whole sun had decided this girl specifically was excellent. A little breeze tumbled in through the window — though the window was closed — and swirled around Amba's ankles.

"Joy," Matri said simply. "Joy that clears fog. Joy that softens hearts. When you share it, others remember their own joy too."

Amba looked down, suddenly shy. It was the shyest she'd been all day. Which was saying something, because it was still early morning.

Then: Sambha.

The crystal grew still. The room itself seemed to slow down, like time was taking a small, polite breath. Even Ramba stopped fidgeting.

"Seeing," Matri murmured. "Soft and steady and patient. You notice the small things the world whispers. When you share this gift, others learn to see more gently."

Sambha blinked, absorbing the light in the way he absorbed everything — slowly, carefully, completely.

Then: Bimba.

The crystal flickered sharp and bright, like a spark jumping from wood when a fire first catches. Bimba's toes wiggled on their own.

"Movement with courage," Matri said. "Action that shows others how to begin the things they are afraid to start."

Then: Tumba.

The light turned pale silver, soft as the quiet before dawn. Every single person in the room felt their shoulders drop — just a little — like they'd been carrying something they'd forgotten about.

"Presence," Matri whispered. "You hold the peace that others forget in their hurry."

And finally: Ramba.

The crystal burst. Swirling, changing, quick — colors no one had named yet, moving so fast they could barely be followed. Matri laughed, and it was the nicest sound.

"Ideas, solutions, possibilities," she said. "When you use it with kindness, you help others see paths where they thought nothing could grow."

Ramba grinned so wide her cheeks nearly touched her ears.

Matri placed the crystal back into the water. The ripples settled.

"Your gifts work in three ways," she said. "To heal. To offer. To grow."

"You heal when your gift brings comfort."

"You offer when your gift is shared freely."

"You grow when your gift returns to you stronger, because you used it well."

Bimba raised her hand. "But how do we know which one to do?"

"You don't choose," Matri said. "The world chooses. It invites you. You listen. Then you act."

Matri pushed the bowl toward them. The five Sparks looked at each other — five pairs of eyes, five threads of light, five different sparks of the same flame.

"Are you ready?" Matri asked.

They nodded.

Slowly, carefully, they reached their hands toward the bowl.

The Crystal brightened —

— and the world held its breath.
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