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ZOYA ALI (12 years): A book-lover with a passion for learning about anything and everything…and sharing her knowledge, whether her friends want it or not. Her natural indolence is often overcome by her insatiable curiosity, which leads her into adventures.
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EKNOOR SINGH (12 years): Zoya’s outspoken best friend and comrade in arms. This fearless warrior is always willing to take on anyone, anytime, and is invariably the first to rush into the unknown.
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ANSH DESAI (11 years): The youngest of the group, who is usually dragged reluctantly into various escapades. This loyal youngster is always on the lookout for tasty treats as a reaction to his mother’s many health fads.

[image: img]

ROHAN MATHAI (13 years): A nature lover with an uncanny ability to make even wild animals trust him. This quiet, level headed teenager can always be counted upon.
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ELFU (13 years): a mischievous young elephant who believes he’s human – especially when it comes to food. Rohan’s constant companion since childhood, Elfu depends on his ‘big brother’ to protect him, undeterred by their size difference.
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It started pouring suddenly on the way home. Though their school was just a few minutes away, the three children were drenched within seconds as they plodded along on a road that was rapidly turning to mud.

Eknoor started jumping along, splashing in all the puddles she saw.

Looking up from the book she had been trying to read while walking, Zoya said crossly, ‘Would you stop that! You’re getting my book all wet.’

Unfortunately, just then, a car with a trailer attached to it barrelled by, splattering muddy water all over them.

‘What the…’ spluttered Zoya. The new book she had borrowed from the library would be unreadable soon.

Ansh looked morose, but then that was his usual expression. ‘Why is it raining in April in Goa?’ he asked the universe glumly.

As the trio turned the corner, they saw the car entering the Miracle in the Forest Eco-Resort.

‘Hey, is that the new wildlife expert?’ said Eknoor, bouncing even more. ‘Mummy said he was coming today. Apparently, he is driving up from Kerala with a full zoo! She heard that this uncle can speak to animals! I wonder if there will be a tiger… And – ’

‘What nonsense!’ broke in Ansh. ‘Where on earth would they put a tiger in the resort…is he going to sleep in your room? Anyway, I heard a boy is coming with him too. I’ll be so happy to have another boy around…Maybe he plays cricket!’

‘Girls can play cricket too,’ chorused Zoya and Eknoor in bored tones. This was an old argument.
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As they reached the gates of the resort, they heard a commotion. Zoya’s and Eknoor’s parents were speaking to a distinguished-looking man with grey hair. Standing next to him was a tall teenage boy.

‘Welcome, Mr Mathai,’ said Zoya’s father, ‘I am Riaz Ali, the general manager, and this is my wife, Farah. We are so excited to have you here at last!’

Eknoor’s father, the head chef, chimed in. ‘Hello, ji! Myself Harpreet Singh. This is my missus. You must be hungry after such a long drive. Please come and have chai and pakoras.’

As soon as he said this, there was a harrumphing noise. A long trunk daintily poked out of the wooden trailer, sniffing the air hopefully before prodding the tall boy’s shoulder.

The boy didn’t even look up as he said, ‘Hush, Elfu! You’re not getting any pakoras today. You’ve got to learn to like elephant food.’

There was astonished silence.

‘Err…is that an elephant in there?’ Ansh said incredulously. ‘Does it understand English?’

The boy looked up at the three younger kids and gave a small grin. ‘Elfu here truly understands the language of food. He has been hungry for as long as I’ve known him…which is our whole lives!’

‘Can we meet him?’ asked Eknoor excitedly.

Her mother immediately said a little nervously, ‘First, let’s see if it’s safe, beta. Elephants are so awfully big…’

Mr Mathai said, ‘Don’t worry, Mrs Singh. Elfu is totally tame and gentle. I hand-reared him alongside Rohan – he is like a second son to me.’

‘You mean your third son, Dad,’ said the tall boy with a chuckle. ‘Bhai won’t be happy to hear about how you keep blanking him out.’

‘Oh, yes!’ Mr Mathai said with an embarrassed smile. ‘My elder son has been away in the US for so long.’

Again, there was an impatient harrumph. Rohan went and opened the gate of the trailer. A curious trunk emerged, followed by a grey, leathery head and body, swaying along gracefully in the peculiar way that elephants do. Elfu stopped next to Rohan, looking about here and there, his trunk draping companionably along the boy’s neck.

Zoya asked, ‘Is Elfu a baby? He seems rather short for a full-grown elephant. He’s barely a few inches taller than you, Rohan.’

‘Oh no, he is all of thirteen years,’ Rohan said, ‘but just a bit small for his age – aren’t you, Elfu?’
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Eknoor walked close to Elfu’s trunk and exclaimed, ‘What is this beautiful mark on his forehead? It looks just like a bindi!’

Everyone turned to look at Elfu’s forehead. Not only did he have the small pink spots common in Asian elephants, but he also had a perfect pink five-pointed star-shaped mark right in the middle of his forehead that looked for all the world like it had been painted on!

‘Yeah, so we call Elfu the star of the family!’ Mr Mathai’s laughter boomed out at his lame joke, and Rohan rolled his eyes.

As the children trooped behind the adults towards the staff canteen, they started chatting with the new boy.

Zoya said, ‘Ooh, I do love Happy Uncle’s delish pakoras. By the way, I’m Zoya. Twelve. Mr Riaz Ali is my father. We helped set up Miracle in the Forest right from the start, two years ago. I’ve lived here in Goa ever since.’

Eknoor said, ‘Noor. Twelve. My father is the chef here. I just love adventures, and I’m not scared of anything!’

Ansh gave her a withering look and said, ‘I’m eleven. Ansh Desai. I moved here from Mumbai with my mum a few months ago.’

The new boy grinned. ‘Hi, I’m Rohan Thomas Mathai. I’m thirteen, so the oldest here.’ He gave a lopsided smile. ‘I was quite unhappy to leave my home in Kerala, but this looks like it could be fun after all!’

He could never have imagined what lay ahead.
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