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			Chapter 6

			Baba stood firmly on his knuckles and looked as haggard as ever. He embraced them with one hairy arm.

			“Do you think Baba is the student?” said Guru with a mocking smile.

			“But Guru, Snaily the Sloth said you wanted us to meet the new student.”

			“If I had been standing here with Gurumayi, would you think it was her?”

			Owlus looked at him confused.

			“Look who else is here!” Iora cried out.

			Beetle came from behind a tree, his long beard wrapped around his waist instead of cloth, with a bag hanging from his shoulders. “Hello, little ones."

			Their joy knew no bounds. They rushed to him, and the little fellow would’ve been pinned to the ground had there not been a tree behind him.

			“OK easy … easy!” he said happily.

			They were more pleased than usual to see Baba and Beetle since they were so far from home.

			“Are you the new student?” asked Owlus, animatedly.

			He saw Guru moving his head sideways. The other students had gathered around them by now. A root brought down a boy from one of the tree huts. A dimple played on his right cheek as he smiled at them.

			“Chinar!” cried Iora and Owlus together and ran towards him.

			“Old Blabber Mouth is back!” said Owlus half-happy, half-baffled. The three of them stood there awkwardly.

			“Is he the new student?” Owlus asked, wondering if Guru would refuse yet again.

			Guru addressed all the students and said, “We have among us a new student today. He is Chinar — a non-jungle dweller. Rather a part jungle dweller now. Most of you must have seen him or heard about him sometime back when he helped save our jungle. We must welcome him warmly.”

			The students muttered and mumbled.

			“I’m sure you know Baba and Beetle. They are our special guests. Unfortunately, they can’t stay with us and will leave tonight. We’ll have a feast before they go and there won’t be any classes this evening. You can make friends with your new fellow student.”

			Iora turned to Baba and Beetle.

			“We’ll talk later. You both introduce everyone to Chinar and show him around,” said Baba walking away with Guru and Beetle.

			Iora introduced Chinar to all the students. The students gawked at him from head to foot and back again. He wore jungle clothes. Except for somewhat darker skin, it was difficult to distinguish him from other Twitter children.

			“Now we have to study with a non-jungle dweller! This is outrageous,” said Hornbill under his breath. His whisper rose above the silence that had settled on the group. But he couldn’t take his eyes off this unique specimen not to be found anywhere else in the jungle.

			Feeling uncomfortable under the close scrutiny and stupefied expression of the students, Chinar readily went with Iora and Owlus, who wanted to show him around. Fowlus joined them as they headed to the waterfall. Chinar smiled seeing the similarity between her and Owlus.

			“He has a hole in the cheek!” said Fowlus, astonished. “Non-jungle dwellers have holes in their cheeks.”

			“Fowlus it’s —” began Iora.

			“What does he eat by the way? You both should avoid eating it. Else you may end up having holes on your face."

			“Actually Fowlus — ” started Iora again.

			“And he looks a bit dull, you know. He’ll take a long time to learn Jungly.”

			“That’s what Iora has been trying to tell you, Fowlus. He knows Jungly,” said Owlus casually walking behind them.

			Fowlus stopped dead in her tracks. “Um … actually, I remembered something I have to do. See ya all later.

			“Don’t mind my sister Fowlus. She’s a bit slow, unlike me.”

			“But I think she’s so much like you.”

			“You do! Then you have another think coming.” Owlus shook his head from side to side. “She was right. You are dull, after all.”

			They sat on the rocks near the waterfall.

			“First of all — how on jungle did you come here?”

			“You remember when I left last year, I was wearing jungle clothes made by Baba?"

			“Yeah, we remember. So what?”

			“I kept those clothes with me. When I found Papa examining them, I became quite anxious, but then I realised that he’d discovered several interesting plant species in them. He’d never come across such species, like ever, even as a botanist! I told him I’d met a sage in the forest who made this for me.”

			“Okay …"

			“He gained world wide acclaim, thanks to those new species. Thanks to Baba, really. Because of the success, he decided to come and live on the fringes of this jungle to carry on his studies. There’s a small town near the rainforest, where we now live. I’ve joined a local school. Hamza, Papa’s research assistant, also came along. Papa is building a lab here.”

			“What is a lab? Anyway, tell that later. Did you sneak away from home? Do your parents know you left?” asked Iora.

			“Hamza was planning to camp inside the jungle for three months for some research. I insisted I go along. My school holidays had just started, and Papa consented. He said if I meet that sage again, I should bring some more plants. Once we were in the camp, I asked Hamza to let me go find the sage alone. He debated for quite a while and then agreed saying that I should return before he has to return. He has changed a lot after the dream he had when I was lost in the forest. You know, the one with Baba in it where he told him how to find me."

			“Can you believe this guy?” blurted Owlus. “Attending another school during school holidays! We’ll see how glad you feel tomorrow morning sweeping the Gurukul avenue.”

			“You know, we’re not allowed to go back to Twitterland for five years. Anyway, how did you find Baba and Beetle?” asked Iora.

			“We hadn’t even seen Baba since last year. Beetle came visiting us time and again but there was no news of Baba,” added Owlus.

			“Oh … ho … ho …" mumbled Chinar, getting up, terrified.

			“You’re such a chicken, Chinar.” Owlus cast a casual glance at Lau raise himself from the depths of the pool. Water dripped from his mane and the evening light reflected from his greenish yellow scales. He bared his canines in a smile. Chinar gasped.

			“We have someone new today.” Lau looked amused.

			“This is Chinar, our non-jungle dweller friend and now our fellow student in Gurukul,” said Iora.

			“And Chinar, this is our friend Lau.”

			“Chinar … yes, I know about him.” Lau came near the bank to have a closer look.

			Chinar involuntarily took a step back.

			“The moon is sad and the sun is pale. Have to catch the falling star’s tail,” Lau said in a gurgling voice.

			“How do you know that?” Chinar’s curiosity got the better of him.

			“You were given a cocoon by Baba which had a shiny black caterpillar inside. It had a green flame on its head. One tiny golden seed rolled on its back as it moved. The green flame on its head was made from a few strands of hair from my mane.

			“Really?"

			The three of them looked at him with wonder.

			“Baba is my friend. He is an extraordinary ape — friend to one and all in the rainforest.”

			“What did the caterpillar do?” asked Owlus.

			“After I left the camp and was alone in the jungle, I tapped the cocoon.” Chinar preferred to look at his friends rather than the water lion. “It stirred and a caterpillar came out of it on my palm. I recited those two lines, which Baba made me memorise. You remember? And what do I see … the green light on its head and the golden seed started floating in the air! They went around in circles above my head and finally banged into each other. My ears buzzed with a faint boom and the entire patch of forest lit up with golden light. It was like a magic show, you know. Slowly, the glow disappeared, and so did the green light and seed. I sat there for many hours, but no one came. I went back to the camp and told Hamza I would go later.”

			“You got the caterpillar back with you?” asked Iora.

			“Yes. The caterpillar entered the cocoon and it closed. Later that night, I heard a tapping on my tent. I tiptoed out. And who do I see but Beetle!” he chirped. “Baba had sent him to get me and I left with him. As Beetle was preparing our afternoon meal the next day, Baba joined us.”

			“How did you come to Gurukul then?” asked Owlus.

			“It was a three-day walk from there. Baba took his weird short cuts. Did you see those two Homo gigantis? Jolly fellows! They spoke to Baba and let us enter.”

			“But how did Guru know you’d be coming?"

			“It seems the Tree Angel asked Guru to keep an extra place for me. He was hoping I would turn up.

			Evening progressed into night. Lau told them to go back as the festivities were about to begin.

			The feast that night was enthralling. A spread of exotic food was set up outside the kitchen hut around a cracking bonfire. Nymphoflies — the tiny flying jungle nymphs that twinkled like fireflies — performed for them. They made different formations above the bonfire — a sailing boat, a raging cloud, a hunting jaguar, a dancing elephant. They accompanied all this with different sounds like the snarls of leopards, rumbling of thunderstorms, cooing of happy doves, trumpeting of incensed tuskers. The sloths and fireflies made glittering trays in the air to carry foodstuff. Coconut wine, cola drinks and betel leaves were served to adults. Students gorged on deer milk cocoa puffs, honey on ice-poppy-cream and froth-flower bonbons sprinkled with groundnut crunch.

			“Why didn’t you visit us, Baba?” Owlus asked crossly.

			“We thought about you so often.” Iora took a bite of a bonbon.

			Baba sat silently nodding and smiling at them. Owlus wasn’t sure if Baba could hear them at all.

			“Beetle, you must go and tell Father about your visit here,” Iora said with a mouthful.

			“I met Heron and Cockatoo in Twitterland a few days back. Both your father and grandfather are fine. Madame Flameback insisted I go to Gurukul to give you sweets made by Bungee Banyan. I told her I didn’t know the way. Now if she learns I’ve been here, she’s going to peck me with her fat beak!” Beetle chatted on giving all the updates from Twitterland.

			“Any news of Hoatzin?” asked Iora. “Is she back?"

			“I heard she returned and then went back to the jungle.”

			“I wonder where she is. I hope she wasn’t harmed by the Amazons when she rescued us. She’s a tough ol’ girl, that one."

			“Don’t worry, little one,” said Baba, chewing a mangosteen. “If I know Hoatzin, she is well and kicking."

			Two bats flew towards them. A string of little petal bowls, each containing silver mint balls, hung from their claws. It was time for them to go to bed in their trunk rooms. Guru told Owlus that Chinar would be sharing the room with him and Motmot.

			“We’re leaving tonight,” said Beetle.

			“Tonight!” Owlus stopped munching.

			“When will you come again?” asked Iora.

			“Not anytime soon, I guess.” Beetle gave her a sad smile.

			“That remains to be seen.” Baba had a dreamy look.

			They went down the avenue to their trunk rooms, and Owlus showed Chinar how to climb up with the help of the root.

			“This is so exciting!” said Chinar.

			Owlus rolled his eyes, “The Annoyance Angel is back.”

			Baba leaned over Iora and said in a low voice, “I am not sure what’s going on in Gurukul, but there’s something wrong. I warn you to be on your guard.” Before Iora could ask him anything, he patted her head and the ape and Agogwe bade farewell to everyone.
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			Late in the night when the lights of Gurukul were dimmed and everything was silent, a shrouded figure proceeded towards the Observatory Tree and started climbing. It had climbed just a little when Kindle came from behind some leaves.

			“What are you doing here at this hour?” she asked.

			There was no reply.

			“Will you tell me what’s going on?” she commanded.

			“I am climbing the Observatory Tree,” floated a whisper.

			“What for?”

			No answer.

			“I suggest that you go away right now. I don’t want to report this,” Kindle said sternly.

			The shrouded figure groaned, hit its knuckle on the tree, climbed down reluctantly and disappeared into the night.
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			Chapter 7

			“Twitters are quick learners.” Guru sat tapping his knees under the banyan tree the next day. “You’re not only blessed by the Bird Angel but also by the Tree Angel — wisdom with roots.

			The snake curled around his long white hair today. Chinar couldn’t take his eyes off the snake.

			“I expect you to learn what is taught, and master what you like. Once in a while, we’ll have guest masters from the jungle to teach special skills. Today we have Che Gu — Mister Schoolmaster of Cats. He is the teacher of tigers, jaguars, leopards and all other big cats of the jungle.” Guru gestured towards a lean, bony man sitting cross-legged on the flat platform. He had a thin moustache, which looked like whiskers, and two canines imperceptibly protruding from behind his lips. His pale skin, green eyes and long nails made the students shiver. A tiger claw mounted in wood hung from his bare neck and he had a tiger-skin loincloth around his waist.

			“He’ll teach you how to communicate with the big cats. That is very important in the jungle, as we do not equal their strength. The big cats generally don’t understand Jungly. We are not their staple food, but it’s never advisable to have a strong adversary at large with whom you can’t even communicate.”

			A sloth came in with steaming cocoa in a bamboo tumbler and offered it to Che Gu. He refused it with a wave of his hand. He had not uttered a single word during the whole introduction.

			“Che Gu is only here for a couple of months. While he is here, we’ll have two classes per day — one with him and the other with me. So you’ll be excused from doing the morning chores of Gurukul. You’ll have your first lesson today post lunch.”
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			After their afternoon meal, the students apprehensively followed Che Gu towards the forest. All of them had smeared the leech repellent gel made out of salted mucus on their exposed skin. They exchanged uneasy looks and instead of their usual chattering, they were quiet; everyone except Chinar. He seemed sprightly and kept on asking questions of Iora and Owlus as they walked. He was thrilled to be in Gurukul and was extra curious about every little thing. When he didn’t get his answers from Owlus and Iora, he turned to Fowlus and Motmot. They were delighted to get Chinar’s attention, while other students cast them envious glances.

			Tippler and Bibber stood up seeing Che Gu approach and conveyed their greetings to him. He didn’t reply or even glance at them. The giants shrugged their hairy shoulders.

			Just as they passed the entrance, an elephant with long tusks came strolling towards Gurukul. Tippler told him to stop and go away. The elephant turned a deaf ear and continued walking on the path. Tippler came forward, lifted him with his shaggy hands and placed him facing the other way, all in one easy motion. The elephant protested with an angry trumpet that brought the students to a halt. Even Che Gu glanced at it. Seeing Bibber and Tippler not yield any ground, the elephant changed its mind and went into the jungle without further protest.

			“Oh."

			“Wow."

			The students looked at Bibber and Tippler in awe, comprehending their strength for the first time.

			Once they were away from Gurukul, Che Gu stopped and looked around at each of them with his cat-like gaze.

			He began in a voice that sounded like a growl, “Before we start, I must tell you that I do not expect much from you. Of all the students that I train in a year, only one or two, and at times not even one can learn to communicate with the big cats. More than anything else, you require the cat instinct, which is a natural gift and cannot be acquired. My job is to tell you the cat ways and discern who has that instinct.”

			The students stared at him nervously.

			“But for that we’ll need some company."

			He let out a long purr. Within moments, a leopard jumped down from a tree right in front of the students. They shrieked and huddled together. The leopard and Che Gu looked at each other and nodded slightly.

			“Grrrr … Now I want you to come one by one and stare into the eyes of the leopard … for five minutes.”

			No one volunteered.

			Chinar stepped forward, “I will go first.”

			“Hmm. Go ahead, non-jungle dweller."

			Chinar stepped close to the leopard and stared in his eyes. Not even a few seconds had elapsed when the leopard growled, and Chinar fell back in fear. The students’ hearts skipped a beat. Chinar re-joined the group.

			“You come next, fat boy,” Che Gu tipped his head at Motmot.

			With shaky legs, Motmot approached the crouching leopard that was moving his tail slowly. Even before he could stand face to face with him, Motmot wet his bark fibre shorts. Che Gu told him to go back.

			Other students did the same, one at a time, but no one could look the leopard in the eyes for more than a few seconds.

			Owlus came back mumbling, “Playing who blinks first with his pet! Next he’ll toss me like a ball and tell the beast to get me!”

			Only Hornbill and Iora remained.

			Iora stepped forward and looked the leopard in the eyes. They both stared at each other for a long time. The leopard purred softly, but she stood still for more than two minutes. She finally closed her eyes, which had started watering, and stepped back.

			“Heron’s daughter,” said Che Gu as she turned. “The blood speaks.”

			The last one to go was Hornbill. He was sweating with fear and glanced at Che Gu, hoping to be excused. Che Gu didn’t stir as Hornbill dragged his feet towards the leopard. As soon as he caught the leopard’s gaze, his mouth tightened, and his eyes gleamed. More than a minute passed, and he still stood. It seemed that somehow the leopard had become uneasy. He moved his tail restlessly and got up with teeth bared in a growl. Hornbill staggered back and ran to the group of students.

			Che Gu’s brows furrowed as he studied Hornbill and patted the leopard on his head. In one leap, the leopard was gone.

			“That will be all for today,” he said.

			“Didn’t I communicate with the leopard?” Hornbill asked boldly, proud of what he had done.

			“Sure, you did,” said Che Gu, “but not in a good way.”

			They went back to Gurukul. Hornbill, considered a dull student, had never performed well in the Moonless Night Festivities in Twitterland or in Gurukul.

			Today, he was full of himself. “Che Gu had just told us to communicate — and communicate I did. I’ll have these big cats wrapped around my little finger.”
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			That night Iora and Chinar sat by the windows of their rooms, facing each other, as Owlus shuffled through the strange objects Chinar brought with him. After Chinar’s arrival, Iora and Owlus had been forced to spend a lot of time with each other, which Owlus particularly grumbled about.

			"… so they were Kotokely and Kelanoro. Later I’ll show you that root Kotokely gave me,” said Iora in a low voice as the Gurukul lights dimmed and their roommates Motmot and Piha fell to sleep.

			“This looks bizarre, bumble-head!” Owlus picked up a wristwatch from Chinar’s bag. The digital display blinked on it.

			“You can keep it if you like."

			“Really! Boy … you’re okay, at times.” Owlus examined the watch from all angles.

			“Hey, do you see someone behind those trees?” Chinar pointed towards a retreating outline in the dark. Owlus came to the window.

			“Indeed, there is a cloaked figure there.” Iora squinted.

			“Looks like Eee Aracari,” said Owlus, as the figure disappeared behind the trees.

			“Where is she headed at this hour? She lives in one of the four tree huts."

			“She seems to be headed to the orchards."

			“Or towards the secluded cave at the end of the orchards?”

			The three of them exchanged questioning looks.

			“Shall we follow her and find out?” asked Chinar.

			“Are you nuts? She’ll make us jump from the Observatory Tree this time!” said Owlus.

			“She’s a mystery. I’d like to know more …" said Iora.

			“And I’d like to know more about that snake that hangs from Guru’s beard. But I won’t go at night to ask him questions!” mumbled Owlus.

			“What say Chinar, shall we go?” Iora ignored Owlus.

			“Yes, let’s do it."

			Iora and Chinar tiptoed out of their rooms and climbed down quietly. Owlus watched Chinar go down, shook his head in frustration and then followed. The night was still and silent. They crossed the avenue and headed in the direction the shrouded figure took. They’d never seen Gurukul that late. Flickering lamps, twinkling fireflies, and moving shadows made it look eerie.

			Reaching the orchard, Chinar whispered, “There’s no one here.”

			Owlus squinted. “I only see a few Tatzlewurms sleeping out there. There isn’t anyone else.”

			“Should we check the cave?"

			“You know, I wouldn’t go near that cave even in the daytime — even if Che Gu told me to,” said Owlus in an agitated murmur.

			“Let’s just peek in the opening,” suggested Chinar.

			“Yes, we can do that. If we don’t see or hear anything, we’ll come back.” Iora took a cautious step ahead.

			“You guys can’t mind your own business, can you?” said Owlus irritably. The three walked towards the cave, crossing the orchard and the vegetable garden.

			They’d never come so far through the orchard. The night air was ripe with a fruity aroma. At the end of the orchard was the cave, bordered by the marsh. The roots hanging from the top of it looked like the face of a ghoul frozen in a scream. A faint florescent light emitted from the cave. There weren’t any lamps here and they only had the moonlight to light the way. They proceeded with caution, one step at a time.

			As they approached the cave, a chuckle floated in the air.

			“Heh … heh … heh…"

			“Shut up and listen carefully — ” came the voice of Eee Aracari, unusually agitated, “if you don’t find it in two days, I will send you beneath the boulders forever."

			In reply, there was nothing but a giggle.

			“If you don’t bring it back to me you’ll be laughing your way to misery. You fool, you don’t know what you’ve done!” She almost shouted and there was the sound of wood hitting rock. She must have either thrown her stick or extended it to hit the laughing creature.

			Just then, a lean boy curiously dressed in fur, leaves, and leather, wearing a wooden crown on his head, jumped out of the cave. He climbed the rock like a squirrel and caught a glimpse of the threesome hiding in the vines. He laughed irrepressibly at them and disappeared into the marsh in a jiffy.

			They’d been frozen in fear, but before Eee Aracari came out of the cave, they ran back towards the avenue and climbed up into their rooms.
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			Even later, when the night had progressed deeper into darkness, a cloaked figure again attempted to climb the Observatory Tree. It started climbing very quickly.

			“You’re here again?” Kindle said floating down. “In spite of my warning? Good thing I stayed to look out. Now go down at once."

			The cloaked figure didn’t move but whispered something.

			“What are you saying?” Kindle went closer to it.

			Instantly, the figure snapped a large pitcher flower from a vine and threw the water at Kindle. With a look of horror on her face and without even a scream, she went crashing to the ground. The cloaked figure chuckled and resumed climbing.

			Sparkle’s voice came faintly from the top of the tree, “Kindle … where are you? Time to sleep …"

			The cloaked figure scurried up the tree and disappeared into darkness.

			Smoke emitted from Kindle as she lay on the ground. She turned red and then icy white, except for her face, which still emitted dying sparks.
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			Chapter 8

			“There was a terrible mishap last night,” said Guru in a deep sad voice. “Accidentally, on her last round, Kindle spilled the water from a large pitcher flower on herself. Fortunately, it didn’t hit her face. But she is unconscious, rather extinguished, and has been sent to the best jungle healer — Eelu. O Nature, may she return hale and hearty."

			Iora, Owlus and Chinar looked at each other.

			“Mishap last night …" said Owlus as they walked towards the avenue to clear it of fallen leaves. “Whatever happened with Kindle is terrible.”

			“We were there till late, we didn’t hear anything.” Iora seemed distraught.

			“Eee Aracari was out there even after we came back. And don’t forget that strange laughing boy,” said Chinar, rubbing his hands.

			“Do you think we should tell all this to Guru?” asked Iora.

			“Why will Guru believe us?” asked Owlus. “Besides, we’re just guessing. And what will we say — why were we out at that hour?"

			“Then what shall we do?” asked Chinar.

			“I think we should keep a closer watch on Eee Aracari and try to find out what’s going on.” Iora’s frown was intent with purpose.

			“Maybe you’re right.” Chinar nodded, raising an eyebrow. “When Kindle gains consciousness, she’ll tell Guru if it was an accident or not.”
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			In the afternoon, the students stood with Che Gu inside the forest as he growled to summon a big cat. Chinar was with Motmot, Piha and Fowlus, with whom he’d become friends. They were in a small opening in the forest and the towering rainforest trees loomed all around them. Thick vines and lianas hung from the trees, and calls of monkeys and birds echoed from the vast canopy.

			A black jaguar came slowly towards them from the dense jungle and stood in front of Che Gu. His hard muscles showed through his black skin. At places, where the skin was a little lighter, one could see faint black rosettes on it.

			“Is anyone willing to communicate with this beauty here?” Che Gu asked gruffly.

			The students approached the jaguar one by one. Chu Gu didn’t tell them what to do and they felt at a complete loss. They would step forward, stand there for some time eyeing the jaguar nervously, and come back to the group.

			Owlus came back mumbling, “This class is a complete waste of time!”

			“It’s good you don’t seem to have any communication skills. These big cats are dangerous, and you better keep away from them,” said Fowlus almost inaudibly.

			“Oh, so now you’re playing mom?"

			It was Hornbill’s turn now. He stood in front of the jaguar and after a while emitted a soft growl. The jaguar returned his growl with a cough. Che Gu nodded in approval. Hornbill went back smugly.

			Thornbill said, “No need to puff up. Do that when you’re alone in the jungle with a jaguar.”

			It was Iora’s turn now. She went forward slowly and halted, eyeing the jaguar. Both kept looking at each other and didn’t move. A couple of minutes later Iora extended her hand tentatively towards the big cat. He moved on his padded feet towards her and raised a paw, which touched her hand.

			Then he turned back and went to his place. Students saw Che Gu smile for the first time. He sent the jaguar back into the jungle and then started towards Gurukul. Hornbill and Thornbill cast bitter glances at Iora.

			They hadn’t gone but a few paces when a magnificent tigress with a shining yellow coat and black stripes emerged in front of Che Gu. Another tiger followed her, and yet another came towards the students. They huddled together as the tigers started circling the group. There was no way to escape. Che Gu growled at the tigers, but they didn’t pay any heed. They bared their intimidating canines, their whiskers quivering in ferocious snarls. The other tigers were smaller than the tigress. The tigress’ canines were of exceptional length and in the light filtering in, they glinted menacingly.

			“What kind of class is this?” mumbled Motmot on the verge of tears. Other students remained motionless in fear.

			The tigress stopped circling and fixed her gaze on Hornbill. He shivered. She remained stationary for a moment and then with terrible growls charged at him. With the speed of lightning, Che Gu dropped on all fours, his hands placed firmly on the ground, and leaped in the path of the tigress. His green irises narrowed to slits and faint black stripes appeared on his whitish skin, as if someone had flogged him. The students gasped and turned pale.

			The attacking tigress almost bumped into him and roared. All this time the other two tigers remained crouched, ready to attack. Che Gu’s roar tore through through the jungle. The tigress became silent and looked in his eyes for several moments. Then, with a faint snarl, she slowly began to retreat into the forest with the two smaller tigers on her tail.

			Once they were out of sight, Che Gu raised himself from the ground and straightened himself. The stripes on his back disappeared and his long nails, which had seemed to become longer, shrank back to their normal length. As he stretched, his bones made cracking sounds. The students stood stunned.

			“There’s no reason to be afraid,” he said in a softer voice. “I am the Guru of the tigers but they don’t like me. That’s because I taught the leopards how to climb trees, but I didn’t teach that to the tigers. Don’t worry, no tiger that sulks in the jungle would dare attack me.”

			Chinar gathered courage and asked, “Why did this tigress attack us?”

			“Normally, no tiger brings any harm to humans. If people do great harm against a tiger, it warns by killing a cat. If we do not heed the
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