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— one — 
Hyenas!

The patch of sunlight at the edge of the forest had an odd look; dirty yellow and striped. Tara squinted hard and before her very eyes it moved, took shape, stood up: a yellow-eyed hyena! Glistening ropes of drool swung from its powerful jaws. It opened its mouth, revealing a jagged row of dirty teeth. It laughed.

“Ananth!” yelled Tara. She stumbled backward at the edge of the fairgrounds, not taking her eyes off the beast that hadn’t taken its eyes off her. She whirled round. “COME QUICK!”

Ananth dropped the ice-lollies he had just bought from a vendor and ran toward her. “What’s the matter?” he called out. “What happened?”

“Faster! Oh my God! Just look.” Tara was paralyzed by the vision. The hyena retreated into thick bushes at the edge of the forest till only its snout showed.

Tara turned to face Ananth. Turned back. It was gone.

“What … happened … Tara?” Ananth gasped for breath, his face streaming with sweat.

“Here,” said Tara. She jabbed the air with her finger. “I saw a huge hyena right here and it was staring at me. Oh God, Ananth, it was massive. It looked — I don’t know — hungry…”

Ananth stared at her for a moment, aghast, uncomprehending. Then he burst out laughing. “Good one, Tara. You’re kidding, right? That was brilliant!”

“Ananth, stop laughing. I’m serious. I saw the hyena as clearly as I see you. Stop laughing, I said! ”

“That’s enough, Tara.” Ananth pulled her toward the fair. “Joke’s over.”

All around them the annual fair in the village of Ambala was at its peak of colour and noise. Along the periphery of the field, vendors hawked their wares: clothes, pots and pans, jewellery and handmade crafts. In the centre of the grounds the rides whizzed around. The food stalls, selling everything from sweets and snacks to biryani, thronged with people.

“I’m not joking,” said Tara. She wanted to shake that smirk off his face. Why wouldn’t he believe her?

Ananth stopped near one of the stalls and pointed to the ground. Two damp patches littered with wooden sticks marked the spot where he had thrown the ice-lollies. “Couldn’t you have played your joke after we finished those? What a waste! You’re buying the next round.”

Tara resolutely looked away, refusing to answer him. Had she really imagined it? Was it just the midday heat that had made her see that horrible beast? Those searing yellow eyes and powerful jaws still made her pulse race. She shuddered, absolutely sure she hadn’t been dreaming and met Ananth’s gaze defiantly.

“Hyenas haven’t been seen in the Kalesar forest for years, Tara. If you had to pick an animal to yell about, you could have at least picked something like — I don’t know — maybe a wild boar? We have plenty of those …”

“I know what I saw. You can say what you like.” She glared at Ananth. He may have been her brother, but at this moment she had not a gram of sisterly feeling toward him.

“Didi,” a voice cried. “Didi, Didi, I want some more money!” Tara’s anger melted away instantly at the sight of her younger brother, Suraj. He raced up to her and tugged at her sleeve, his best friend Rohan close behind.

“You can’t have spent your money already,” said Tara. “We’ve been here for just over an hour!”

Suraj nudged his friend.

“We did, Tara-didi,” Rohan said. “Please, just enough for another ride on the Ferris wheel. Pleeease? ”

The wooden Ferris wheel, its giant spokes covered with red, blue, and green ribbons, whizzed through the air, holding screaming children in its many-cupped arms. Beside it, a battered merry-go-round with black and white horses bobbed up and down, slicing through the cloud of heat and flies. Tinny Hindi music blared from a speaker mounted on its ragged canopy. Children stood impatiently in double lines, awaiting their turn.

Tara sighed. “All right, just one more ride and then both of you come straight back to me. If I’m not here, look for me. Understand?”

They nodded, arms outstretched, faces distorted with extra-wide grins. Tara pulled some coins from her pocket and picked out a rupee for each. A third person appeared alongside, arm outstretched.

“For me, too,” said Layla, their stepsister.

Suraj shifted away slightly, his smile dimming.

“I don’t have any more to spare,” said Tara. The sight of Layla always reminded her of her evil stepmother, Kali. She tried not to snap at Layla.

“But you do, you do!” said Layla, her voice shrill.

“I’ll tell your mother you’re being mean to me again.”

Tara hesitated for a moment, then pulled out a coin from her pocket and slapped it on Layla’s palm. Layla did not bother to thank her as she waddled after Suraj and Rohan.

“Come right back, Suraj, Rohan,” Tara yelled after them. “I’ll be waiting.”

Layla stopped, turned around. “Don’t worry, Tara.

I’ll look after them well.” People passed by in front of her and she barely caught a glimpse of those mean black eyes that glittered in Layla’s pudgy face. When Tara could see her again, Layla was already walking away.

“That’s precisely what I am worried about,” mut–tered Tara when she saw her stepsister catch up with the boys. “I don’t trust her. Not one bit.”

“Oh forget about her, Tara,” said Ananth. “What could happen to them in the mela on this fine, sunny day? It’s time we had fun, too. What do you want to do first?”

“Let’s walk around, take a look,” said Tara. “I don’t want to wander too far from here till Suraj and Rohan come back.”

They strolled along the periphery of the fair. The Ferris wheel was still, hordes of children gathered at its base, waiting to climb on board. It was close enough. Suraj would be fine. He was growing up so quickly. Still, after almost losing him once, she hated to let him out of her sight for even a short period of time.

“Just one second, Ananth.” Tara darted back to the Ferris wheel. An overweight boy with a smiling, round face was in charge. Tara leaned against the barrier and watched him for a minute; he seemed to be enjoying himself almost as much as the children.

“Hey!” she called out.

The boy glanced at her.

“Large crowd today, isn’t it?” said Tara.

The boy nodded, his cheeks jiggling, his eyes sparkling. “Lucky for us!” He unhitched the bar on a seat that rocked gently. Two girls sat there leaning back, clutching the sides tightly. He reached out with his strong arms. The girls shook their heads.

“Come on,” said the boy, smiling. “The others want a turn, too. Here grab my arms, I’ll show you something else that’s fun.”

The girls grasped his arms and clung on. The boy lifted them into the air simultaneously, swung them over the exit barrier and deposited them gently onto the ground. Squealing their thanks, they ran off.

Tara couldn’t help but smile at his ingenuity.

Two boys got into the vacated seat, squirming to get comfortable as they wedged their feet against the footbar. “You’re doing a great job with these kids,” said Tara. “They really like you.”

The boy shrugged. “I love doing this, too.”

“My name’s Tara, and those two are my brother and his friend.” She pointed out Rohan and Suraj waiting in line. “Rohan’s in the yellow shirt and Suraj is wearing the white kurta-pajama. Keep an eye on them will you, please?”

“I’m Vayu,” said the boy. “No problem, I’ll watch out for them.” He swung two more children over the exit gate and helped another two into an empty seat.

Ananth had caught up to her. “Planning on telling every person at the fair to keep an eye on Suraj?” He addressed Vayu. “You got asked, too, right?”

Tara blushed and punched Ananth on the shoulder “Shut up.”

Vayu smiled at Ananth. “I really don’t mind. Are you coming back for them?”

“No, just tell them to look for us,” said Tara. “We won’t be too far from here. Probably near the performers in the centre of the field. And don’t let either of them back on the ride. I think they’ve both had enough.

Vayu nodded. All the seats were full with a fresh lot of screaming children. Tara watched him secure the barrier once more, move the crowds waiting in line farther back, and sit on his high stool to start the ride.

“Happy now?” said Ananth. “Can we go do something interesting?”

Tara nodded absently, looking around her. “It’s really crowded this year. I’ve never seen so many people at the fair in a long time.”

“I heard the river’s not been too flooded this year,” said Ananth. “So many people are coming by boat from as far as Hissar. In fact, the waterway has more boats on it than ever before, and not just near the villages, either. It’s easier to get to the forest for hunting and gathering firewood by boat than on foot!”

Tara barely heard him. She glanced once more toward the trees at the edge of the fairgrounds. Something caught her eye, a dark shape within the deep shadows, as if someone was hiding and watching them. She dug her nails into Ananth’s arm. He winced.

“Ananth!” said Tara. “Did you see that? Something moved under that tree there.”

“What?” said Ananth. He gazed in the direction she was pointing. “Where?”

“There, near that tree.” Tara waggled her finger.

“It’s not moving anymore. But look carefully and you might see it.”

“I don’t see anything,” said Ananth in a sharp voice.

He looked away as he rubbed his arm.

“Something’s wrong.” Tara stared but could only see shadows once again. “You think it could be something like … last time?” Her voice tapered off. Spoken aloud, the very thought seemed absurd, impossible. “Or then maybe the hyenas have returned …”

“For God’s sake, Tara!” said Ananth. “He’s dead, remember? Just because you were right once, doesn’t mean there’s danger around you all the time. And I’ve told you before there are no hyenas in this part of the forest.”

“Stop yelling at me,” said Tara. “You’re not always right, either.”

But she had to admit he had a point. This was a normal day at a fair. What could possibly go wrong?

Zarku was dead. She had been the one to reduce him to ashes. These had been sealed in an urn and she’d heard Lord Yama promise to bury it so that it would never be found. Ananth was right this time and yet …why did she feel so uneasy?

“I’m sorry, Tara,” said Ananth. “Let’s not fight. I want to have fun today. Come on, already.” He was looking about him as eagerly as Suraj had a few moments ago.

Should she tell him about the silver anklet she had taken to wearing these last few days? It was clasped securely around her ankle, hidden underneath her shalwar. It had belonged to Zarku’s mother and had once saved her from his wrath. Whether it would work again, she did not know, but the solid weight of it gave her a modicum of comfort.

Fingers snapped in her face and she jerked out of her reverie.

“Wake up, Kumbhkaran,” said Ananth. “Want me to win you something at the archery stall or do you plan on standing here indefinitely, waiting for Suraj to return?”

Tara opened her mouth. Ananth raised his hand. “No, don’t bother to answer that. You’re coming with me.”

They had been through so much together, Ananth and she. They had vowed to be brother and sister even though they were unrelated by blood. Tara noticed that he still wore the ragged thread that she had tied on his wrist in lieu of a real rakhi when they had first met. Already he was a head taller than her with a mop of curly black hair and serious black eyes that often twinkled when he was teasing her.

“Is this just another ploy to show off?” asked Tara. She tried to sound annoyed, but his infectious smile made it difficult.

“Me, show off?” said Ananth. “Never!”

“Oh, all right, let’s go,” said Tara. She glanced at the Ferris wheel one last time and followed Ananth.

They waded into the fairgrounds, thick with wandering animals, people, and above all, the tantalizing aromas of food. The late afternoon sun burnished everything to gold and even the air seemed to sparkle.

Ananth pulled her through the crowds to the archery stall. Three brightly coloured plastic parakeets stood on perches some distance away from the counter. There was just one customer ahead of them and he was hopeless.

Tara watched him miss all three tries and walk away, shoulders slumped, muttering under his breath. The stall owner turned his shrewd gaze on them.

“Try your luck and win a beautiful doll or bear,” he sang, waving his bony hand at the row of bright new toys on shelves in the tiny stall.

Ananth examined the two bows on the table.

“These are definitely rigged,” he whispered to Tara.

“How can you tell?” she whispered back.

“By the string. It’s too slack. The arrow can’t go far.”

“What are you looking at, young man?” said the owner. “Go on, win something for your girlfriend, don’t be shy,” he said. He picked up a bow and three arrows and handed them to Ananth. “Only one rupee!”

She’s my sister,” said Ananth. “And this bow is horrible. Do you have another one?”

“Hey!” said the owner. “Who are you to tell me that my bows are not good? If you can’t shoot, move on.

Stop maligning my good name.” He glanced around quickly. A steady stream of people swept past his stall.

No one stopped or even looked his way.

“A bad marksman always blames the bow,” said Tara softly. She leaned against the counter and smiled at Ananth. “Sure you can shoot?”

“A good marksman will get his target in spite of a bad bow,” said Ananth. “Watch closely and learn!”

Ananth picked up the bow and arrow and took aim. The arrow shot away from him and missed. Red-faced, he snuck a glance at Tara. “I wasn’t focusing,” he said.

“Ahhhh,” said Tara. She tried hard not to smile.

The owner smirked. “That happens to the best of us. Try again.”

Ananth raised the bow, fitted another arrow, took a deep breath and released it. It hit the mark. The parakeet keeled over and hung upside-down from its wooden perch. The smile slid off the owner’s face. Ananth took aim and shot the third arrow. The last parakeet fell over.

“Two out of three,” yelled Ananth. “Yesss!

”

“Not bad,” said Tara. “Not bad at all.”

“Very good, very good,” said the owner. His sour expression belied his words.

Ananth dropped the bow on the counter. “So, what have I won?” he asked, rubbing his hands together.

The owner brought a bedraggled bear and a cheap doll from under the counter. “Since you didn’t hit all three targets, this is your choice.”

“No, thank you,” said Tara. The moth-eaten specimens looked as if they had lived a harsh and pitiful life. She refused to touch them and instead pointed to the shelves. “Why can’t we have one of those?”

“Only if all three arrows hit the mark. Sorry!” said the owner. He slid the toys back under the counter, seeming to dismiss them already.

“You cheat,” said Ananth. “You rig the bows and then try to slime out of giving us our prize? I want my money back!”

“Shhhhh!” said the owner. “There’s no need to yell.”

“Oh, come on, Ananth, you’ve proved your point.

And besides, I’m too old to play with dolls.”

“Suraj would have liked the bear.”

“Yes, well, he’s not here yet, is he? Let’s go!” said Tara.

“Consider yourself lucky,” said Ananth. He shook his fist at the owner as Tara dragged him away. The visibly relieved man looked around for his next customer.

“Suraj is not back yet,” said Tara. “Do you think he’s finished with the ride? Why isn’t he here already?”

“Tara, it’s time he learned to be independent, so stop worrying.”

“He’s my baby brother and I will always worry,” said Tara. She scanned the crowds. “With the fair so crowded this year, it’ll be tough to find him if he wanders away. He gets distracted so easily. I hope he’s all right.”

“Suraj and Rohan are together,” said Ananth.

“They’ll be just fine.”

“Mother and Father aren’t here today, so he’s my responsibility,” said Tara. “You know that, right?”

“You’re doing great so far,” said Ananth. “Stop behaving like an old woman.”

They passed a stall piled high with an array of rainbow-coloured sweets. “Want some mithai?” asked Ananth. “I’ll buy.”

Tara shook her head. “Not too hungry at the moment, but you go ahead.”

“Maybe later,” said Ananth. “Hey, let’s take a look at that.”

A crowd had gathered to watch a performance. They squeezed through to the front for a better look at the star attraction; a tall, wiry boy with close-cropped black hair and wearing patched, khaki shorts with a grayish-white shirt. Next to him was a wicker basket that could have housed a large dog. A young girl in a bright blue ghaghra-choli stood close by, gazing at the boy adoringly while he spoke.

“Come and see the greatest feat of all,” the boy warbled. “A boy in a basket.”

The crowd formed a tight circle around him. Tara and Ananth moved closer. As the crowd built up, the boy nodded. The little girl took the lid off the basket with a flourish.

“Look ladies and gentlemen, this is empty,” he said. The girl turned a full circle, showing them the basket. “In a few moments it will be full …” He paused. “… with me!”

The crowd shifted and fidgeted. How was he going to do that? thought Tara. She couldn’t wait for him to get started. The girl set the basket on the ground, laid the lid next to it and moved away, grinning at the crowd. A string hung from the lid, which the boy tied to his right forefinger. Very slowly, he climbed in and sat down, legs folded against his body, parallel to his spine. His hands were wedged at his side, but his torso and head still stuck out of the basket.

“Ta-da!” he said, a cheeky smile on his face. He caught the little girl’s eye and winked. She closed both eyes in an answering wink.

The crowd snorted in disgust. “Anyone can do this,” a crusty old woman called out. “You call this a performance? You fraud! Wait till I come there. I’ll make a kebab out of you and then stuff you into the basket.

The crowd can reward me instead.”

The boy sat there for a moment, quiet and confident.

On that thin face, his shining eyes were the most prominent feature. Tara liked him instantly and refused to move, though the crowd, muttering and mumbling, had already started to unravel. There had to be more to this.

Calls of “fraud, liar, scoundrel” peppered the air.

“Wait!” the boy cried out. “I’m not finished.”

The crowd stopped and turned to face him again.

As they watched, he squirmed and shifted, sinking lower and lower. He rearranged his bones to fit into the small space, filling every inch of the basket. Soon his entire torso was inside, his legs and arms wrapped around it at weird angles. It seemed as if someone had stuffed body parts randomly into a basket. The crowd stood mesmerized. When the boy had everyone’s attention, he lowered his head into a small cavity that somehow still remained. The lid slid along the ground rapidly and Tara knew, somewhere in there, the boy was manipulating it. It snapped shut. Anyone walking past at this very moment would have seen a huge crowd staring at a basket!

Seconds later, clapping, whistling, and yelling erupted. A shower of coins hit the basket, which suddenly tipped over on its side. The lid flew open and the boy tumbled out; a grotesque caricature of a human crab. They watched, horrified, as he rearranged his limbs, standing tall once again. Another shower of coins landed around him.

“Shabash, wah-wah!” now filled the air.

“Thank you, thank you,” he said. He quickly gathered the coins and stuffed them into a little pouch tied around his waist, neatly hidden under his shirt. The little girl skipped around, nimbly picking up the coins and handing them to the boy.

Tara and Ananth walked up to him. “That was amazing,” she said. “How did you do it?”

“Oh, that.” The boy shrugged. “It’s nothing. I was born with flexible joints. The bad part is that I can’t do heavy work without an arm or a leg slipping out of its socket. Like this.”

He twisted his right arm sharply. It hung away from his body at an impossible angle. Aghast, Tara could only stare. Ananth was speechless.

“Put it back now!” she said. “Doesn’t it hurt?”

The boy pushed his arm back into the socket. It settled with audible crack. Tara shivered.

I’m a freak.” The boy winked. “Nah, it doesn’t hurt.

I’ve learned to live with it.”

“That was just super, er —” said Ananth.

“Kabir,” he said. “You?”

“Ananth. And this is my sister, Tara. We’re from Morni.”

“Ramgarh,” said Kabir. “And this is my sister and wonderful helper, Sadia.”

Sadia stood beside Kabir and looked up at them shyly. Kabir pinched her cheek gently and she giggled.

“That’s a long way to travel, isn’t it?” said Tara.

“Uh-huh, but I don’t have a choice,” said Kabir. He slung the basket on his shoulder and took Sadia’s hand.

“Fairs save my family from starving!”

“What d’ you mean?” said Tara.

“We don’t own land,” said Kabir, walking along with them. “Father has to beg for jobs. Not enough food to go round. So I need the fairs to earn some extra money.”

He looked from one to the other. Tara stared into those grave black eyes that looked at her so directly. She had to smile. He was so open and likeable.

“We’ll see you around,” said Ananth.

Kabir nodded. “I’ll be performing some more today. Drop by again. Great crowd, isn’t it? We’re lucky. Normally there are half this many people. I’ll make good money today!”

“Yes!” said Ananth. “For the first time in three years the Ghaggar is navigable this time of year. People from Hissar and Bhiwani are coming in.”

“Good for us and good for the boatmen, too,” said Kabir. He flashed a warm smile. “I better be off. Bye.”

Sadia smiled and waved goodbye. Tara watched them melt into the crowd, hoping they would meet up again.

The smells of food, sweaty people, animals, and fresh manure swirled around them in a pungent cloud. For a moment the sunshine and gaiety filled Tara to the brim; the Ferris wheel imprinted against a blue, blue sky, the shrieks of the children flying through the air, safely ensconced in wooden seats. A day filled with the ordinary excitement of going to the fair. She was so glad she had come.

Someone bumped into her. She wheeled around. “Oops, sorry, Didi —” A small boy ran off. No one she knew.

That was all it took. The sunshine dimmed. The shouts of the children grated on her nerves. She searched the crowds again and again. Where was Suraj? He should have been here by now. He was in for a spanking for worrying her like this. Rohan, too.

“Let’s eat,” said Ananth. “I’m starving.” He made a beeline for the biryani stall just up ahead. Tara followed.

At the back of the tiny stall, large steel vessels were piled high with saffron and white rice, sprinkled liberally with nuts. A delicious fragrance of mutton cooked in yoghurt and spices perfumed the air.

“Two, please,” said Ananth.

Tara was about to protest that she wasn’t hungry, but it was too late. The vendor had already accepted payment and was measuring out the steaming biryani into dried banana-leaf cones. He handed them over, his eye already on the next customer in line. They sat under a banyan tree to enjoy their meal. Tara picked at her food while Ananth devoured his.

“If you’re not going to eat that, hand it over,” said Ananth. He burped loudly.

Tara handed over the food, glad to be rid of it. The normally tantalizing fragrance was making her sick. Suraj couldn’t still be waiting for a ride. What was keeping him? She shot a glance at Ananth, still engrossed in his meal. If she voiced her fears, he was bound to tease her yet again. Just a little while longer, she thought, then I’ll start looking. He was probably waiting in line for yet another turn or maybe he was at the merry-go-round.

They wandered through the stalls, examining the clothes and handicrafts on display. In the distance, they saw Kabir perform yet again, with his sister helping; a blur of bright blue between the onlookers. They passed a large stall piled high with silver vessels of every shape and size and Tara stopped for a moment. Soft, brown eyes stared back from the hundreds of gleaming surfaces around her. She smoothed a wisp of hair that had escaped from her shoulder-length brown plait. Her nose-stud sparkled momentarily, catching the sun.

“If you’ve finished admiring yourself, maybe we can move to something more interesting — like that marble shop?” Ananth smirked and pulled her away. She made a wry face and followed.

The sun started to slip behind the trees and crickets heralded the approach of night. Long shadows crept between the stalls and across open spaces.

“I better go look for them, Ananth. It’s been far too long. God help Suraj if he’s gone off to do something else and forgotten about me. I had told that … that Ferris wheel boy, whatisname, yes, Vayu, to remind him to come back to me.”

“It’s definitely been long enough,” said Ananth, frowning. “It’s not like them to disobey you.”

The words chilled Tara. Suraj might fuss, but in the end he almost always did as he was told. And Rohan mimicked Suraj.

“HYENA!” someone shrieked. “HELP!”

Tara’s heart almost stopped beating. “I was right.” She glared at Ananth. “I was right!

”

They raced through the deepening dusk toward the towering hulks of trees that marked the forest’s edge. Toward the scream.



— two — 
Five into the Forest

People raced past them heading in the same direction.

Tara, weaving through the crowds, couldn’t get there fast enough. Why had she waited so long before looking for the boys? If anything happened to them, she’d never forgive herself.

Kabir caught up with them, looking like a ghost.

“That was my mother’s voice,” he said. But before Tara or Ananth could say another word he sped away.

They stuck to him like shadows as he flitted through the field.

An old woman paced at the edge of the grounds, her face streaked with tears. A few people were already there, crowding her, staring at her with open curiosity. Kabir pushed them aside roughly.

“Mother, what happened?” he said. “Where’s Sadia?”

Everyone leaned closer.

She managed to blurt one word. “Hyena.” The tears started again.

The word shattered the silence. People rushed to the edge of the forest, searching the darkness, chattering and shouting to each other.

“What?” said Kabir. He had turned pale and Tara knew exactly how he felt; a hyena snatching that sweet little girl she had seen just a few hours ago. Sadia must be terrified and so must Kabir.

“After you left her with me,” said his mother, her words punctuated with sobs, “she played for a while with the new doll you had bought her.”

“And then?” asked Kabir.

“She asked for something to eat, so I told her to wait under that tree.” His mother collapsed against him, weeping hard.

“Mother, don’t stop. Tell me everything.” Kabir’s voice broke. “Please hurry.”

Kabir’s mother nodded, wiped her eyes, and took a deep breath. The rest of the story came tumbling out. Tara clutched Ananth’s hand, not at all surprised to find that it was as cold and clammy as hers.

“I went to get her some aloo-puri. The stall was so close,” said his mother. She pointed to it. “When I got back, she was standing at the edge of the forest staring at something. I called out to her and she turned. Just then …” his mother’s voice faltered.

“Just then what?” yelled Kabir.

“A huge hyena! It jumped out of the bushes, grabbed her and … and … pulled her in. She screamed. I was paralyzed, it was such a big ugly thing. If I had moved just a bit faster …”

“Where did this happen?” said Kabir. “Show me the exact spot.”

Kabir’s mother led them closer to the forest. The trees stood like sentinels, guarding the blackness beyond.

Suddenly Kabir stooped, picked something up off the leaf-strewn ground. A plastic doll. He hugged it to his chest. “Sadia,” he whispered, his voice husky.

“Kabir!” someone called out.

A girl in a purple ghagra-choli emerged from the crowd. The mirrors on the edge of her green dupatta flashed and winked as she hurried up.

“Raani,” said Kabir. “Thank God you’re here!” He led her a short distance away from the crowd. Kabir’s mother, Ananth, and Tara followed.

“What happened?” said Raani. “The craziest rumours are floating about back there. Something about an animal dragging away people … someone said hyena and I had to laugh —”

“It’s true,” said Kabir. “A hyena dragged Sadia off.

Mother saw it.”

“No!” said Raani. “When did this happen? Where?”

“Right here,” said Kabir. “This is all I found of her.”

He held out the doll for a moment and clasped it to his heart again.

“Let me take a look,” said Raani. “Don’t worry, she can’t be too far from here.”

“God bless you,” said Kabir’s mother. She took Raani’s slim hand in hers and kissed it.

Raani gave her a hug. “It’ll be all right, Aunty. Don’t worry.”

“Mother,” said Kabir. “I’ll stay with Raani. Talk to one of the village chiefs. Tell them what happened. We’ll need help. Hurry.”

Kabir’s mother ran back toward the villagers. The crowd had swelled. Many had brought lanterns that threw flickering, dancing lights across the field. Steadily the buzz grew louder, like a gathering hoard of mosquitoes.

“I’ll be right back,” said Raani. Without any hesitation, she stepped through the fence of trees and darkness swallowed her.

Tara looked at Kabir in surprise.

“Don’t worry about her,” he said. “She can see very well in the dark. They call her Raat-ki-Raani in my village.”

“Ananth,” whispered Tara. “We should go look for Suraj and Rohan. I have a very bad feeling about this.”

“You’re right,” said Ananth “You head back to the Ferris wheel and talk to that boy there. I’ll take a look at the other end. We’ll meet back here in ten minutes.”

Tara ran as fast as she could, her gaze fixed on the dark sphere imprinted on a blue-black sky. She dodged people, cursing them silently for slowing her down. Vayu was shutting the ride for the night when she reached him.

“Vayu,” said Tara, trying to catch her breath and speak at the same time, “where … is my brother … his friend?”

Vayu stared at her in confusion for a few minutes.

Tara wanted to grab him and shake him up.

“Oh yes, the boy in the yellow shirt and his friend in the white kurta-pajama. You’d asked me to keep an —”

“Have you seen them in the last hour or so?” Tara practically screamed at him.

“No,” said Vayu. “They finished the ride ages ago and left.”

“Did they say they were coming to look for me?

Where did they go?”

“I can’t recall,” said Vayu. He frowned. “I’ve seen a few hundred boys today, it’s difficult …”

He glanced at Tara. “What’s the matter?”

“They’re both missing. Someone’s just reported a hyena snatching a child. Please help me find them,” said Tara.

“I’m so sorry,” said Vayu. “What are their names again?”

“Suraj and Rohan.”

“Where will you be?” he asked, securing the chain-link at the entrance. He slung a cloth bag over his shoulder.

“North end,” said Tara. “Where the crowd is.”

“I’ll get my friend to make an announcement on the public address system. If they’re on the grounds they will definitely hear it and come to you. I’ll join you in a few minutes.”

“Thank you,” she stammered. “Thank you so much.”

“Tara, wait!” said Vayu. “I just remembered one more thing.”

“Yes?” She half-turned toward him, impatient to be off.

“Just as they were leaving the ride, a plump little girl who was with them insisted they come with her, that she had something to show them.”

The few morsels Tara had eaten climbed in her throat. She stared at Vayu, willing him to laugh, to say he was joking. He looked back at her seriously. “Are you absolutely sure?” said Tara. But she already knew the answer.

“I’m sure,” said Vayu. “I remembered it because the boys were reluctant to go with her, but then she said something about a secret and they followed her.”

“Thanks,” Tara managed to whisper.

She criss-crossed the deserted stalls and closed rides, heading back toward the crowd. Every so often she stopped and called out, “SURAJ! ROHAN!”

Her ears strained for an answer. Her heart pleaded for one. No answer came.

When she returned, it looked like most of the fair had gathered at the site of the attack. People argued and expressed opinions at the tops of their voices. Kabir’s mother was surrounded by people bombarding her with questions;

“How many hyenas did you see?”

“Only one? How large was it?”

“Was it really a hyena or a dog?”

“Was your daughter alone?”

And on and on and on.

Ananth hadn’t returned yet. Kabir paced, stopped, peered into the gloom and paced yet again. They looked at each other and then back toward the forest. There was no sign of Raani.

An announcement wafted over to them. As the crackly voice sped to every corner of the fairground, Tara said a little prayer.

“Suraj and Rohan, please go to the north end of the fair right away. Your sister is looking for you.

Repeating …”

“Tara!”

Tara whirled round. Ananth ran up to her, bathed in sweat. One look at his ashen face and she knew.

“You didn’t find them, either,” she said. “How could I be so careless? I’ve not only lost Suraj, but Rohan, too!

How will I face his mother?”

Ananth put his hands on her shoulders. “Tara, we don’t know for sure if …”

“Yes we do,” said Tara, pushing his hands away.

“Vayu told me Layla led them off somewhere after the ride. I’m not an idiot. Something’s happened. Something bad. And it’s my fault!”

“I should have let you look for them sooner,” said

Ananth. “I’m to blame, too. We won’t go home till we’ve found them. All right?”

The buzz from the gathering crowds grated on her nerves; everyone was just standing around. Why didn’t they do something? Tara stared into the forest. There lay the answer to the missing children. Even as they stood here arguing, Suraj, Rohan, and Sadia were in grave danger. She remembered the hyena from the afternoon, those gleaming, hungry eyes, those sharp teeth that could crunch through bones the way she crunched a stick of sugar cane. A wave of dizziness swept over her and she dug her nails into her palms. “Come on, come on,” she whispered softly to herself, scanning the darkness around her.

Vayu hurried up to them. “Did the boys come to you yet?”

Tara shook her head, close to tears.

“I’m so sorry,” said Vayu. “I almost feel responsible myself. I should have insisted!”

Just then Raani emerged from the forest. Her eyes searched for Kabir and she walked straight up to him, ignoring the others.

“What was Sadia wearing today?” she asked.

“A blue ghaghra-choli,” said Kabir. “Why?”

Raani exhaled. “Then it’s all right. This can’t be hers.” She held a scrap of cloth in her hand. They all crowded round her, peering at it in the dim light.

“This is from Rohan’s shirt,” Tara said. She snatched it from Raani’s hand and looked at it closely, a sickness rising in the pit of her stomach. “The yellow one he was wearing today. And it’s got some kind of stain on it.”

“Are you sure?” asked Ananth. “I saw lots of yellow shirts at the fair.”

“Yes, I’m sure,” snapped Tara. “His mother trusted me with him and I’ve … oh why wasn’t I more careful —”

“Tara’s right,” said Vayu. “I remember this shirt. It was an exceptionally bright shade of yellow.”

“Where did you find this, Raani?” asked Ananth.

“It was caught on a bush some distance from here,” Her voice was low, her face grim. The fairgrounds spun and Tara squeezed her eyes shut. This was not going to be good. She knew it. said Raani. “There is something else you should know.”

“There was some blood on the leaves near it,” said Raani. “And on the ground.”

That explained the stain. Tara’s eyes snapped open.

“We need to send someone in after them. NOW!” she said.

“And Sadia?” asked Kabir. “Any sign of her?”

Raani shook her head. “This scrap was all I found.”

Tara ran toward Raka and Kabir’s mother. If he was making plans for a rescue, it had better include Suraj and Rohan. Ananth was close on her heels.

“Don’t worry,” Raka was saying to Kabir’s mother.

“We’ll send out a search party as soon as we organize one. We’ll find her.”

“Rakaji,” said Tara. “Suraj and Rohan are missing. I’m sure the hyenas have taken them.”

Raka’s narrowed eyes swept over them. “Are you sure they aren’t just wandering around?”

Tara opened her mouth to tell him about Raani finding the scrap of cloth when she caught Ananth’s eye. He shook his head imperceptibly.

“I’m sure,” said Tara. Panic rose within her like a tidal wave, almost drowning out the words. She took a deep breath before she spoke. “I haven’t seen the boys since midday. They were supposed to meet me after a ride, but they never showed up. We’ve looked all over and even made an announcement. They’re still missing!”

“That’s three children!” said Raka. He shook his head, his face a gaunt mask. “But how could that be? There are no hyenas in this part —”

Tara wanted to scream that there were, and that she and Kabir’s mother had both seen one! She controlled her temper and spoke as politely as she could. “There are Rakaji … and the sooner you send help for Suraj, Rohan, and Sadia, the better. Hurry, please!”

“Let me get the search party organized here,” said Raka. “We’ll try our best to get volunteers quickly. Stay close in case I have any more questions for you.”

He held up his hand and the buzz subsided. When there was complete silence, he spoke. “My good people, we have a very grave situation at hand. No one needs to panic, but there are two things I need all of you to do. First, I need you all to account for your family members. Next, I need to find three missing children:

Suraj, Rohan, and Sadia. I need volunteers immediately.

Please stay calm.”

The crowd disintegrated into chaos. Parents counted their children or scattered to find missing family members. A couple of villagers came up to Raka and stood beside him.

“I’d like to volunteer,” said a villager.

“Good man,” said Raka, and began to discuss plans.

Two more men came up and joined in the conversation, gesturing toward the forest.

“This could take all night,” said Tara. Her heart sank as she watched the confusion around them. “By the time they get someone to look for the children it might be too late. We’ve got to do something now.”

“Rakaji is a good man,” said Vayu. “He’s a bit slow, but he’s thorough. But I’m sure you know that already.”

He nodded at Tara and Ananth. “We should trust him and wait.”

Raani snorted. “Do you always do as you’re told?”

She looked at Vayu as if he were something slimy that had crawled out of a hole in the ground.

Tara stared at Raani as if seeing her for the first time.

Long, black hair framed a pretty face with wide-set eyes and perfectly shaped lips. She was stunningly beautiful, but her arrogance marred it all. Tara glared at her. Raani caught her eye and looked away.

“Wait for how long?” said Kabir. His face was still pale and his eyes had a dull, glazed look. “Sadia is terribly afraid of the dark as well as any animal bigger than a cat!”

Then she must be living out her worst nightmare, thought Tara as they stood apart from the crowd. This waiting was killing her. On an impulse she ran up to Raka. A group of men surrounded him, listening intently. She decided to wait till he finished speaking, but she had to press her lips together to stop the words from spilling out. She shifted her weight from one foot to the other, praying that they would hurry up and notice her.

“Let’s wait for a couple more men and then move into the forest. We have to plan this well. It’ll be best if you split up into two groups,” said Raka. “One group start from the right of the fairgrounds and the other can start from the left. Don’t take any chances and stay together. I’ll send everyone home except for a few of us who’ll be waiting here for you.”

“Rakaji,” said Tara. “I’d like to go along with the men. I’m sure I can help. If I sit around and do nothing, I’ll … I’ll go mad.”

Raka spun round, his eyes flashing. “Stay out of the way, Tara. Three children in danger are plenty. I will not have one more child stepping into the forest. Now go home — that’s an order!”

The others had come up behind her. “But Rakaji, we really could be of help,” said Ananth. “Won’t you give us a chance? It’s my brother and Kabir’s sister out there.”

“Silence!” said Raka. “One more word and I will make sure your parents are informed of your disobedience.

Now get out of my way, you’re slowing down the rescue efforts. No one is to go into the forest and that is my final word. Go, GO!”

He walked away. Tara stared at his rigid back, her insides churning. Had he forgotten that she had gotten rid of Zarku? She — a child?

“I’m going to look for them whether he likes it or not,” said Tara. She faced the others. “Does anyone want to go with me?”

“I will,” said Kabir promptly. “And Raani, you better come with us. Show us where you found that scrap.”

“Of course,” she said.

“I’m coming, too,” said Ananth. “We were both responsible for Suraj and Rohan.”

“You don’t have to, Ananth,” said Tara. “In fact, it might be better if you don’t.”

“Why do you insist on doing things on your own, Tara?” he asked. “The more of us looking for them, the better.”

“It’s got nothing to do with that, Ananth,” said Tara. She tried to keep her voice as soft and neutral as possible. “I don’t think all of us need to go. It would be better if you went back home and informed my parents and Rohan’s, too. I’ve got Kabir with me.”

“And me,” said Vayu.

They all turned to stare at him.

“We don’t need you,” said Raani.

“Wait a minute, Raani,” snapped Tara. “What gives you the right to say that and who said we need you?” They exchanged scorching glances.

“I’ve already told you, Raani can see perfectly well in the dark,” said Kabir. “We’ll need her for sure.”

“I’m coming, too, and that’s final,” said Ananth. “I can’t let you go alone, Tara.”

“I’m very capable of doing things by myself,” she replied.

“I know you are,” said Ananth. His eyes were hard. “But this time you’re not going to. I’m coming whether you like it not.”

Tara shrugged and turned to Vayu. “That’s very nice of you, Vayu, but really, this could be dangerous. You’ve done all you can.”

“I know this part of the forest very well,” said Vayu. “Besides, I have no one here who will miss me. I’m an orphan.”

She looked at him steadily at him for a moment. “Thank you. We could use your help.”

“Enough talk,” said Kabir. He herded them toward a dark spot close to the forest’s edge. “Let’s go before anyone notices. We don’t want any questions or anyone trying to stop us.”

“We should take lanterns,” said Vayu. “We might need them.”

Within moments Ananth and Vayu returned with two lanterns.

“Let’s go,” said Tara. Her eyes hurt from staring into the darkness. “I have a really, really bad feeling about this.”

“About the hyenas?” said Kabir.

Tara stepped into the copse of trees, into the deep shadows, the others close behind. “I’m certain,” she said, “that there’s something more than hyenas in the forest.”



— three — 
Rohan

The forest steamed in the still night. The path became leaner and dwindled away as they trudged deeper into the forest in single file.

“Phew, it’s hot,” said Raani. “Did anyone bring water?”

At the mention of water, Tara felt an insatiable thirst. Why couldn’t Raani have kept her mouth shut? She swallowed, cursing the girl under her breath.

“No we didn’t and you know it,” said Kabir. “How long do you think we’re going to be in here?”

“Not more than a few hours, I hope,” said Raani. “I’ll die of this heat.”

The fair lights receded and went out. Towering sal trees crowded in on them and low-lying thorny bushes reached out to scratch their arms and legs. The air was laden with the stench of a rotting carcass, decaying leaves, and an occasional whiff of an overripe guava.

Tara’s clothes clung to her like a second skin, burning her. She longed to peel them off.

“Where’s that bush where you spotted the scrap of cloth?” asked Kabir. “Can’t be too far.”

“Just a bit farther,” said Raani. She wiped her face for the umpteenth time and fanned it with her dupatta.

Tara’s thirst intensified. A sudden panic gripped her. They had left with nothing but a lantern or two, and without telling anyone. If anything happened to them, no one would know. Rescue would be out of the question. Had she done the right thing, urging the others into danger?

She shook her head, trying to shake off the images of everything that could befall them in the forest. She had to focus on the boys and Kabir’s sister. No time to worry about themselves.

Her mind made up, she strode through the moonlit forest, its floor dappled with silver.

Raani halted next to a prickly bush. “Here!” she said.

They all crowded round it, straining to see what Raani had.

“Give me some light,” said Ananth. They moved back a bit as he and Kabir examined the bush and the area around it. Even to Tara’s untrained eye, there seemed to have been quite a struggle here. The bushes were broken, leaves crushed at waist height. The ground underneath was churned up by footprints.

Kabir stooped for a quick look. He wiped his wet face with his sleeve and Tara was sure it wasn’t all sweat.

“They were definitely here. All three of them,” said Kabir in a wobbly voice. “Sadia!” he called out.

“Shhhhh,” said Tara. “Don’t yell. They must have gone by now. Yelling will only warn them of our arrival, silly.”

“Don’t call me silly,” said Kabir. “And don’t order me around. I don’t like it.”

Tara opened her mouth, but decided not to say anything after all. She knew he was worried sick just as she was.

Ananth knelt. “The footprints show that more than one animal was here,” he said. He examined the ground carefully. “Two, maybe even three.”

“Looks like they went that way,” said Kabir. “If I get my hands on those hyenas, I’ll tear them limb from limb.” He stood up, breathing heavily.

“Calm down, Kabir,” said Ananth. “Getting angry isn’t going to bring them back. We need to think this through.”

“Not when my sister’s life is at stake,” said Kabir. “You be calm if you like. I’ll handle the hyenas my way. I’ve brought my knife and I’m not afraid to use it.”

“We better get a move on,” said Ananth. “We’ll follow the footprints as long as we can and then hope something else can show us the way. Let’s go.”

The trees squeezed them into single file once more.

At times they grew so close to each other, it was difficult to walk through and the group had to take a detour.

The light of the moon was almost obscured by the thick canopy overhead that trapped the heat. It gathered over their heads, getting hotter and heavier by the second.

They sweated, swatted flies, and trudged on.

“How long have we been walking?” asked Raani.

“Must be hours already, no?”

“Barely an hour,” said Ananth.

“Oh.”

Poor delicate flower, thought Tara. She’s tired already!

Raani better not want to stop and rest. Three lives were at stake and Tara meant to press on. The shadows in the forest deepened. The mosquitoes buzzed and bit mercilessly. Very soon they’d have to rely on Miss Night Queen to show them the way. Around them, the forest seemed to awake in a new and sinister way.

“Ananth,” said Tara.

“Hmmm.”

“I’m really worried!”

“Of course you are, Tara. We all are. Three children in the forest, alone at night with the hyenas. I pray they’re all right.”

“I don’t mean that,” said Tara. “I mean —”

He stopped and turned to face her. “Don’t you dare start that again! We have enough to worry about already.”

“Start what?” asked Kabir. “What’s she hiding?”

“Tell us,” said Raani. “If there’s something odd or dangerous, Tara shouldn’t be keeping it to herself — we all have a right to know.”

“It’s nothing,” said Ananth. “Just her imagination.”

“No!” said Tara. “Listen to me. I know it sounds bizarre, but there’s more here than we understand. I pray that by the time we know what it is, it’s not too late.”

“Tara, it’s hyenas,” said Ananth stubbornly, “plain and simple.”

“Now you believe there is a hyena, do you?” said Tara. “You didn’t believe me when I told you that earlier.”

Ananth shrugged. “All right, I was wrong. I’m sorry. Now what?”

“There’s something more here. I feel it. I know it.”

“Rubbish!” said Ananth.

“Let’s move on,” said Kabir. “You and Tara can figure out whether you’d like the rest of us to understand what you’re saying, or look the other way while you both squabble. I’m getting tired of it already.”

There was a distinct edge to his voice and Tara cringed. Ananth already thought she was a fool to worry so much. With his short fuse, Kabir was sure to react the same way. What about Vayu? What would he say if she told him what had been troubling her all this while. She stopped.

Behind her Vayu halted, too. “Are you all right?” he asked.

Tara stooped and whipped the anklet off her foot. She clutched it tightly in her hand. “I’m fine,” she said. The cold silver bit into her palm, giving her a small measure of relief. If it fell off they would have no protection at all. Let Ananth laugh right now, but she knew. She knew in her heart that something had begun the moment the children had been snatched and she was afraid.

There was a loud slap. Tara whirled round.

“Mosquito,” said Vayu. He held out his palm. It was streaked with blood. The insects swarmed around them, enveloping them in a bubble of incessant noise and itchy bites. She wiped her sweaty face and waved her arms around her. It was futile. Ananth walked on, ignoring the buzzing, conserving his energy. A mosquito flew up her nose. She promptly pinched it — one less to worry about from the millions that surrounded her.

Ananth had taken the lead with Raani and Kabir following. She and Vayu brought up the rear. Vayu gasped and wheezed as he plodded behind Tara. He seemed to be the least fit of them all. Would he last till they reached the children? The thought nagged her more incessantly than the mosquitoes.

They had been walking steadily for a while now.

Ananth peered intently at the path ahead.

“Should we rest?” said Raani in a muffled voice.

She had swaddled her head in her dupatta and only her forehead showed, shiny with sweat. “We’ve been walking for ages. Don’t you think we should stop and er … discuss things?”

“No. It’s too early,” said Ananth. “When it’s pitch-black we won’t be able to move as quickly.”

“Why d’ you think I’m here?” said Raani. “Light or no light, we’ll still be able to go on. But I have to rest now. I’m exhausted.”

“Ananth’s right,” said Tara. “We can’t stop now. Surely you can hang on for a little longer?”

“Kabir, what do you say?” asked Raani. There was a whine in her voice that made Tara itch to slap her.

“No,” he said. “Sadia is counting on me and Suraj must be feeling the same way. We have to forget about us and think of them, and if possible, move faster!”

Raani sucked in her breath.

“It’s all right, Raani,” said Vayu. “We’re coming up to a clearing in a short while. If we’re lucky, there might still be that hidden stream — oooffff!”

Vayu tripped and fell flat on his face.

“Are you all right?” said Tara. She knelt to help him.

“Can’t even watch where he’s going,” Raani muttered loud enough to be heard. “Why on earth anyone would name him after the wind is beyond me. Clumsy oaf.”

Vayu stood up immediately. “I’m fine. Sorry, sorry … just tripped!”

“Careful,” said Ananth. “Let’s go.”

Tara’s ears burned, wondering what Vayu must be going through because of this verbal attack. She wanted to shake the arrogance and meanness out of Raani, but instead she focused on the path ahead; the forest was getting more treacherous by the minute.

They plodded onward, pulling aside thick vines, ducking under low branches, trying not to trip on exposed roots. The light was so dim now, Tara could barely discern Kabir’s tall figure ahead of her. At least we don’t have any animals to fight off, thought Tara thankfully.

At that very moment something grunted. It was soft, but menacing.

“What was that?” said Raani.

“Shhh,” said Kabir. “Wild boar, I think.”

Instantly, Tara remembered a young boy from Morni who had been badly mauled by a boar — it hadn’t been a pretty sight. But where was the animal hiding? She turned her head, trying not to move her body or let a single leaf rustle.

They all froze, listening intently.

“Can anyone see it? Raani, can you?” said Vayu softly. “Shall we run?”

“Stand still,” whispered Ananth. “Running is the last thing we should do. It’ll show itself.”

As if on cue, a dark shape trotted out of the bushes to their right, followed by four smaller shadows.

“A wild sow,” breathed Kabir. “They’re very, very dangerous. No one move!”

The sow sniffed the air. Her eyes glowed like embers in the dark. Behind her they saw four tiny pinpricks of red light. Tara stared at them, ready to run the moment they moved. The sow gave one more grunt, turned and trotted back into the bushes, babies in tow.

Tara exhaled, her lungs bursting for air. “That was very close,” she said. “Raani, I thought you were keeping an eye out. Couldn’t you have warned us?”

“I am keeping an eye out,” snapped Raani, “on the path ahead. If you want me to look out for animals, you walk ahead and help Ananth. I can’t do two things at once.”

“Oh, come on you two,” said Ananth. “Stop it! No one could have seen that sow — she was well-hidden. The important thing is that we all kept our heads and no one got hurt.”

Tara did not bother to reply, nor did Raani. More dank forest, rogue branches, and clouds of mosquitoes slid past. Then it was pitch-black. One moment she could see the silhouettes of her companions and the next, nothing. Not even her hand in front of her face.

The forest was alive around them. Tara moved closer to her companions, their laboured breathing her only guide now. Branches rustled overhead. Tara’s skin crawled as she remembered the python above Suraj’s head when they had last escaped into the forest.

“You better take the lead, Raani,” said Ananth. “Find someplace where we can rest for a short while. I don’t want to light the lanterns just yet. Oh, and keep a lookout for any animals. If they decide to attack now, we’re doomed.”

They all slowed while Ananth and Raani switched places.

“Hold on to the person in front of you,” said Raani, “and follow me. I think I see a clearing up ahead.”

Tara held onto Kabir’s sweaty shoulder. Vayu’s hand rested light on hers. Though the heat from his hand seared her burning skin, it was comforting. The darkness was a living thing, intent on smothering her. She took a few deep breaths to calm her racing pulse, focusing on putting one foot in front of the other.

“Oh my God!” breathed Raani. “Oh no.” Tara bumped into Kabir in front of her and realized he had stopped.

“What happened?” Tara asked. “Is it that sow again?

Should we run?”

“What is it?” asked Kabir.

Raani was silent. What had she seen? Was it so horrible that she was paralyzed with fear? Tara tensed, ready to flee. But in which direction? In the darkness, it was all one and the same.

“Raani, what is it?” asked Ananth. “Don’t stand there like a damn fool. What d’ you see?”

“I-I see …” she said, and fell silent again.

“Speak up, Raani, or I’ll slap it out of you,” said Tara. “Stop scaring us.” Her stomach was in knots. Why didn’t Raani say something?

“It’s not an animal,” said Raani. “Light the lantern.

Quick.”

It’s him, thought Tara, he’s here. She was right. He had come back.

There was a faint clinking, the striking of a match. The flare momentarily lit the clearing ahead. It was empty. Tara breathed a deep sigh of relief. That Raani! She should have been called Drama Queen instead of Night Queen.

Darkness slithered away as soon as Ananth lit the wick in the lantern. Raani was not with them. She was crouched a short distance away, staring at the ground. They ran toward her, their gigantic shadows keeping pace.

Tara stopped just behind Raani. Her throat closed up. Her heart pounded against her chest.

They had found Rohan.



— four — 
The Temple

Tara dropped to her knees, trembling. The heat had inexplicably disappeared, replaced by a numbing chill.

She stared at Rohan. His sightless eyes stared back at her, an expression of horror frozen on his face. He looked like he had been in a struggle; his arms and legs were covered with bite marks, his ripped clothes stiff with dried blood.

He was dead.

“No! Oh no,” she sobbed. “NO!”

Only a few hours ago this face had smiled up at her.

Begged for money for a ride on the Ferris wheel. She would have given anything to turn back the clock. If only she had known what was in store for him, she would have kept a tight hold of Rohan till she took him back to Morni with Suraj. Ananth pulled Tara to her feet.

She sobbed into his shoulder, aching to do something, anything, but aware that there was nothing she could do to bring him back to life.

“Shhhh, Tara,” he said. “Get a hold of yourself. It’ll … it’ll be all right.” His voice trembled, a leaf in a breeze.

She pushed his arms away. “How can you say that? Rohan’s dead. Suraj and Sadia are still missing. It’s my fault — I should never have let them out of my sight. What have I done? How am I to live with this? I killed him!”

“It’s the hyenas, Tara,” said Ananth. “They could have chosen anyone.”

Tara looked at him steadily, dashing away a tear. “But they didn’t choose just anyone. They chose my brother and his friend.”

“What I don’t understand,” said Kabir, “is why the hyenas didn’t … you know … it’s not like them to leave …” He was unable to finish the sentence. Tara stared at him in horror.

What if they had killed Suraj first and had their fill so that there was no room for Rohan? What if there wasn’t even a bone of Suraj left by the hyenas? Nausea bubbled up inside her throat. Darkness slithered back toward her, pressing upon her, pulling her down. She was almost ready to succumb and never wake up to face the fact that Suraj had probably died a very painful death. And so had his friend Rohan.

“Tara, are you all right?” asked Vayu. His heavy hand rested on her shoulder. She shook her head and wiped her eyes. Suraj was still alive. She would have known if something had happened to him. He was waiting to be rescued. They had to hurry.

“This is weird,” said Vayu.

“What is?” asked Tara.

“Look here, at his forehead,” said Vayu. He shone the lantern on Rohan’s face. Tara forced herself to look at him again. In the middle of his forehead was a dark shadow in the shape of a tear, as if that spot had been singed. A cold hand squeezed her heart.

“There’s no way a hyena could have given him that mark,” said Tara. “No way at all.”

“He could have bumped into a tree,” said Ananth.

His voice was soft, undecided. Kabir paced the clearing.

“What could have done something like that?” asked Vayu.

“There is one person who has a mark on his forehead,” said Tara. “Exactly where this one is.”

“Can’t you ever give up this foolishness, Tara?” said Ananth.

Tara ignored him and stared at the others around her.

She took a deep breath. “Zarku is back. He’s responsible for this.”

“Stop it!” said Raani. “You’re just trying to scare us.”

“And you should be,” said Tara. “I’ve had this uneasy feeling for days now. I even took to wearing this at all time,” she said. She whipped the silver anklet from her pocket and held it out. It lay coiled in her palm; a tiny, cold snake and surprisingly heavy.

“You’re showing us your jewellery at a time like this?” said Kabir. “Are you mad, Tara?”

Tara wanted to shake Kabir till his bones rattled. Could he really be that stupid? But she restrained herself. It would do her no good to lose her temper now. “This is no ordinary anklet. It belonged to Zarku’s mother,” she said. “It may be the only thing that could protect us from him. The best part is that Zarku doesn’t even know I have it.”

“Then how did you get it?”asked Raani. Her eyes narrowed as she searched Tara’s face. “Did you steal it?”

Tara clasped the anklet tightly in her fist and shook her head. “The night that Suraj disappeared, I thought I had lost him forever. I was all alone, ready to give up on life, too. I heard someone crying. The sound drew me to the abandoned temple deep within the forest. I was shocked at first and very afraid when I saw it was Zarku. He was talking to someone.” She rubbed her chilled arms as the memory of that dark night enveloped her once more; of Zarku discovering her, attempting to burn her to death and failing. It had been a night as dark as this one, but no one had died, certainly not an innocent child.

Ananth did not look surprised — he’d heard this story already, but Raani, Kabir, and Vayu goggled at her.

“He tried to kill you and you survived?”asked Kabir. “How?”

“This anklet saved me,” said Tara. She opened her fist. It sparkled in the lamplight. Tara slipped it back into her pocket, feeling it drop all the way to the bottom, weighing down her kurta.

“I heard his mother had died,” said Raani. “You’re making up stories just to sound important.”

“She is dead,” said Tara. “He was talking to this anklet about killing Grandfather. I gasped out loud. He heard me and dragged me to the post where I hit my head hard. It fell into the folds of my shawl. Then when he caught me and tried to burn me with his third eye, it would not open. At the time I thought I was incredibly lucky. Now I know it was because of this.”

“What has that got to do with the hyenas?” said Ananth. “I still say you’re making too much of this, Tara.

The mark on Rohan’s forehead aside, this is definitely the work of an animal. Because of Zarku you became a hero and now you want to relive it again.”

Ananth’s words could not have hurt more if he’d slapped her. “And you’re feeling left out, is it?” said Tara. Tears pricked her eyes. “Do you really think I would relive those moments when Zarku tried to burn me, just for a little bit of attention? You’re so wrong and in a short while I’ll prove it to you.”

Ananth did not say a word. He looked away, a sulky expression on his face.

“Enough, you two,” said Kabir. “What do we do now? Go on or go back?”

“I think we should head to the temple where I saw him,” said Tara. “If we don’t find anything there, I’ll say

I’m sorry. But for now, just listen to me, please. We have to hurry. God, I hope we’re not too late.”

“Tara, you’re getting worked up for nothing,” said Ananth quietly. “And you’re scaring us.”

“I think we should listen to her,” said Vayu. He was still staring at Rohan’s body. “This mark on his forehead was not made by a hyena. In fact, I’ve never seen anything like it. Have any of you?”

No one said a word.

“What are we going to do with Rohan?” said Tara. “We can’t just leave him here.”

“We should bury him,” Ananth said, his voice faltering. “At least until we can take him home and give him a proper funeral.

Kabir tested the ground with his toe and found a spot where the earth was soft. They all set to digging at a furious pace. Kabir tried to help, but when his arm popped out of the socket for the third time, Ananth made him stop.

Tara concentrated on digging, though all she wanted to do was sit down and sob. Her eyes lingered on Rohan’s inert body. Just that morning she’d woken up and every–thing had been fine. Not in her worst nightmares had she thought that she would be digging a grave for her brother’s best friend by the end of the day. The world around her kept going blurry. She sniffed and dug, dug and sniffed.

When the hole was deep enough, Ananth picked Rohan up gently and laid him in the grave, tucking his arms by his sides. Tara reached down and clasped his small hand. “I’m so sorry we didn’t get to you in time, Rohan,” she whispered. She gently caressed his face and closed his eyes that had been staring at her, at all of them, accusingly. His skin was cold. She said a little prayer as the others shovelled earth on him hastily. Little by little his small body disappeared till there was only disturbed earth to mark the spot where he lay.

“We should move on,” said Kabir. “Sadia and Suraj are still out there waiting for us.”

“We have to mark this spot,” Tara said, “so we can come back for him.” The words stuck in her throat painfully, as if she had swallowed needles.

“We’ve done all we can,” said Kabir. “Time’s running out.”

“For Sadia you would have had the time,” snapped Tara. She clapped her hand on her mouth at Kabir’s stricken expression. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean —”

“No,” said Kabir. “I’m sorry. I wasn’t thinking.”

They collected rocks in silence and piled them on the grave in a pyramid.

“Douse the lantern and let’s go,” said Ananth.

“I’ll walk behind Raani,” said Tara. “We need to head toward the abandoned temple. That should be north of here and is probably the best place to start.”

“And how am I supposed to know where that is?” said Raani. “There’s nothing to guide me. Not even a star, except you, Tara. You’re welcome to take the lead any time.”

Tara sucked in her breath. She was only trying to help and all she had gotten so far was sarcasm and anger. If only Raani hadn’t come with them, they would have been better off. In fact she should have set out with only Kabir. They would have moved a lot faster and with much less bickering.

“The moss grows on the south side of the trees in this forest, Raani,” said Vayu. “So if you keep an eye on the tree trunks and which side the moss is on, we will be heading north. Even if we are slightly off, we can correct it in the morning.”

“That’s really smart, Vayu,” said Tara. “Thanks!”

Everyone, except Raani, echoed her. Tara was glad Vayu had offered to come along. He spoke little, but when he did, it made a lot of sense. He had said he was an orphan. She remembered the moment with painful clarity when she thought she had lost Suraj forever, believing she was all alone in the world. It had been one of the worst moments, ever. And here was this boy, living that moment for a lifetime.

The slow, agonizing walk made Tara want to scream in frustration. Unable to see anything around her, she could only think; the last thing she wanted to do.

Where were Suraj and Sadia right now and what was that madman doing with them? She had killed Zarku, so how had he come alive? Hadn’t Lord Yama buried his ashes? Why had the hyenas snatched them? Could Ananth be right? Her head buzzed with irritating questions, as if some of the mosquitoes had crawled inside it.

The heat sat heavily on her shoulders weighing her down with every step. When would this nightmare end?
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The next hour took every ounce of Tara’s discipline. The heat was unbearable. It was like walking across a gigantic tandoor. Now she knew what a roti felt like when it was cooked. She had to move entirely by touch. Roots tripped her up and branches clawed at her as she walked past. Every so often a prickly bush snagged her kurta and she heard it rip as she walked on. By morning her clothes would be in shreds, but she was too tired to care.

Ananth and Kabir cursed softly. Tara heard a colourful word now and then from the Night Queen though she was the only one who could see. Only Vayu plodded on, breathing heavily, but without a word of protest.

The mosquitoes were the only ones having a good time as they swarmed in and out of her eyes and nose and ears, in a torturous game of catch-me-if-you-can.

She could use only one hand to swat them. The other was firmly clasped onto Raani’s shoulder ahead of her.

Let this end, let us get out of the forest soon before I go mad, she prayed. How lucky she and Suraj had been when they had run away in winter. With all the extra clothing, they had been warm and, to some degree, comfortable.

But this heat was driving her insane. She focused on counting the steps, trying to obliterate everything else from her mind. Each step would bring her closer to Suraj. Tara counted with fierce determination.

When she had counted to two hundred, something changed. At first she could not figure out what it was but when Raani turned to look behind her and Tara saw her turn, she knew.

Light! There was light coming from somewhere. The blindfold of darkness was suddenly stripped away and she could see. Ahead, the unmistakeable glow of a fire beckoned. Involuntarily, everyone walked faster.

“Slow down,” said Ananth. “And be very quiet. We don’t want to alert whoever it is and nor do we want to walk into something unpleasant.”

The trees thinned and there it was — as she remembered it from many moons ago — the temple. It rose out of the shadows, a pale white stone dome, with two smaller ones on either side. It was bleached of all colour. A network of deep black cracks criss-crossed the squat building with its ornate pillars. A fire burned in the deserted courtyard in front of it and they all moved toward it stealthily.

“Is this it?” asked Ananth.

“Yes,” breathed Tara. She gazed at the temple trying to shake off the feeling of horror that enveloped her. Zarku had almost killed her the last time she had been here. What was in store for them, for her, this time?

In some parts the white stone had broken away in chunks, leaving a raw, jagged edge covered with moss.

The forest was slowly devouring the temple. Much of its base and many pillars were already ensnared by vines and creepers.

Next to her, Kabir’s breathing quickened, Vayu’s stomach gurgled softly, and Raani muttered under her breath. They were still a distance away from the low wall that encircled the courtyard strewn with broken stone.

It was the same one Tara had hidden under, when she had discovered Zarku.

They moved closer. There was no one there; neither hyena nor human. Were they hiding in the temple, watching them approach? Was this a trap? Tara’s pulse raced. Her heart slammed against her ribcage.

The fire burned brightly, a patch of gold imprinted on the dark night. The dancing flames seemed to reach out for her with their hot fingers. Her skin burned with the memory of Zarku’s third eye upon her, his maniacal laughter filled her ears and then the fire went out.
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“Tara, wake up,” said a soft voice. It came from far, far away.

Something sharp poked into her back. She opened her eyes to tell whoever it was to stop. Four faces stared down at her. She sat up immediately. “What happened?”

“You fainted,” said Ananth. He smoothed a hair away from her forehead, his eyes full of concern. “Did you see something, someone?”

Tara shook her head. How could she tell them that the fire had caused her to faint? “Just-just the heat. That’s all. So what’s the plan?”

“Are you sure —” said Vayu.

“I’m fine,” Tara cut in. “Really.”

Ananth motioned to them to come closer. “Let’s split up,” he whispered. “Raani and Vayu, come with me, and Tara, you go with Kabir. We’ll circle the temple from the right and you both go left. We’ll meet at this spot on the opposite side. If we don’t see anyone at all, we’ll go in. Go slow, watch your back.”

Tara stared at the temple, wanting only to run away from it. She put her hand into her pocket and clutched the anklet tight. It didn’t work. Her unease grew.

Ananth gave a thumbs-up sign and they moved away from each other. She gripped Kabir’s hand in her moist one, keeping an eye on the fire as well as the entrance to the temple. Nothing stirred. The silence was almost too much to bear.

A twig cracked under Tara’s foot and she jumped. “Sorry, sorry!” she whispered as Kabir frowned at her. Her eyes were riveted to the stone steps, but no one came to investigate. The fire crackled and spit, sending golden-orange sparks into the night sky. The smell of resin and smoke filled the air. Somehow a deserted fire was more eerie than no fire at all.

The night turned warmer. Tara’s head was splitting and her throat felt dry and scratchy. She wiped her face and crept along next to Kabir. A sense of foreboding was filling her, like time was ticking down toward an explosion.

They reached the other side without further incident.

Ananth, Vayu, and Raani were already crouched under the low parapet, breathing heavily. An acrid cloud of sweat and fear hovered over them.

“Nothing,” said Ananth. His eyes swept the courtyard.

“Same here,” said Kabir. “I say we rush in, get the kids and run.”

“Now or wait for morning?”asked Raani.

“Now, please, now,” said Tara. “Something’s going to happen. It’s way too quiet.”

A few more minutes limped by while they watched and waited.

“All right, we should move now,” said Kabir. “We’ve waited long enough.”

“Okay,” said Ananth. “Be as quiet as you can. Get to the pillars and hide. We’ll go in together. Ready?”

They all stood up, still hidden by the shadows under the trees. Ananth and Kabir crept toward the temple.

Tara and Raani followed. Tara’s nerves twanged. She couldn’t shake the feeling that something terrible was about to happen.

“Arrgghhhhh,” screamed Vayu. “Someone’s choking me!”



— five —
Captured!

Tara almost screamed, too. She whirled and raced up to a thrashing Vayu, followed closely by Ananth and Kabir.

Vayu struggled with something around his neck, his eyes bulging, sweat streaming down his white face. “Help,” he stammered. “Help me.”

“It’s just a vine,” said Tara. “Stop. You’re entangling yourself even more. Stop!”

It took both Ananth and Kabir to hold Vayu while Tara unwrapped the thick vine from around his shoulders and neck. It dangled from an overhead branch and was unusually strong, with barely any leaves. It could easily be mistaken for a rope.

“Thanks,” said Vayu. He pressed his hand to his chest. “I’m so sorry. I thought it was —”

“You stupid idiot,” hissed Raani. “You weren’t thinking. What if —” But she wasn’t able to complete her sentence.

“They’re here,” yelled a familiar voice behind them.

“They’re here!”

Tara did not need to turn around to know exactly who it was.

“Kali,” she whispered and shrank back, deeper into the shadows. “I should have known.”

Her stepmother stood on the steps; thinner and dirtier than Tara had last seen her. Kali’s sharp eyes swept the forest, probing the shadows, lingering momentarily on the spot where they stood before moving on. So often had Tara been the object of that malevolent gaze, borne the cruelty that followed soon after. She had been ecstatic when Kali had been banished from Morni.

But here she was again.

“Get them,” Kali called out. “Don’t let them escape.” She gazed out at the forest and smiled. Then she swivelled on her heel and went back inside.

“She’s all alone,” said Kabir. “Who’s she talking to?

Do you see anyone else?” They craned their necks. The courtyard remained deserted.

“She must have someone helping her,” said Ananth.

“We’d better hide just to be on the safe side. Once the coast is clear we’ll come back and think of another way to rescue the children.”

Tara remembered Kali’s smile. It always meant they were in for a bad time. Tara backed away slowly. She didn’t want to leave without Suraj. Not when they were so close. She gazed longingly at the temple. He was in there for sure, waiting for her.

Ananth grabbed her hand and pulled. “Don’t just stand there!” he hissed. “Move! Kali’s men could be upon us in moments.”

“I don’t want to leave without the children,” said Tara. “Maybe she was just bluffing. You know what a liar Kali is.”

“I don’t want to leave, either,” said Kabir.

Ananth huffed. “And you think I do? But we have to be cautious. There’s hardly any tree cover here. We’ll be spotted easily. Come on.”

They retraced their steps.

A giggle stopped them in their tracks. It came from a bush directly in front.

“What was that?” said Raani.

Another laugh, this time to their right.

“Her helpers,” breathed Ananth. “And they obviously find stalking us very funny.” He reached out for Tara and Raani, gathering them closer.

They heard a cackle behind them and backed into each other, forming a tight circle.

“Who is this?” said Ananth. His voice had the hint of a quaver. “Stop laughing and show yourselves.”

Silence.

A rivulet of sweat trickled down Tara’s back. The bushes rustled. They huddled closer.

“Should we make a run for it?” said Kabir.

Before Ananth or anyone else could answer, the bushes parted. Two shadows emerged, became solid, and took the shapes of large ugly hyenas. Raani turned to run, and screamed. Tara spun around. Behind them, a third hyena blocked their way. He laughed.

The fire reflected off their hungry yellow eyes. The largest one opened his mouth and a foul stench filled the air. The smiling hyenas closed in on them, shuffling forward on their spindly legs.

“So these are her helpers!” said Raani. “Oh God, we are as good as dead. Ananth, do something.”

Ananth moved his hand. The largest hyena growled and he froze.

“Zarku?” said Tara, staring at it.

The hyena’s yellow eyes bored into her.

“Is that you?” she asked, feeling slightly foolish.

The hyena trotted closer. She took a step back. The beast advanced, whooping with laughter. For a moment no one moved. The air was damp and heavy, weighing her down. She looked at Ananth. His eyes held hers for a moment then flitted to the others. He had a plan and she watched him and the hyenas in turns. He opened his mouth. Tara tensed.

“Split up,” yelled Ananth. “RUN!”

His command galvanized them into action. They scat–tered like chickens before a wolf. Tara did not look back.

She ran hard, pumping her arms and legs to put as much distance between her and three sets of powerful jaws. She zig-zagged through the bushes, the screams and growls receding rapidly. Her heart thudded inside her chest, threatening to explode. Any moment now she expected sharp teeth to sink into her foot. Nothing happened. On and on she ran, her breath a staccato of gasps.

Suddenly, her legs trembled and folded. She fell to the ground, holding the painful stitch in her side. Crouched behind the temple wall at the far end, she heard loud protests; a couple of her friends had surely been caught. The glow of the fire barely reached where she hid. The forest stretched behind her into endless darkness.

Tara swiped her wet face with her sleeve and cursed Vayu. If only he had remained calm. They had lost the element of surprise, all because of a stupid vine! Now she would have to regroup with the ones who had escaped and then rescue not only Suraj and Sadia, but whoever else was within’s Kali’s clutches. Zarku still hadn’t shown himself, but it was just a matter of time. He was close. Very close. She knew that as surely as she knew her name.

You can do this, Tara told herself. You’ve done it before, remember? Remember? But her mind was a blank. She kept low under the parapet, crawled on all fours, and made her way to the front of the temple. The voices grew louder, more shrill, punctuated by growls and giggles.

“You let us go right now!” said Ananth. “There’s a group of men behind us. They won’t spare you if anything happens to us.”

“Ha!” said Kali. “You think I’m stupid?”

Yes, mouthed Tara silently. Definitely.

“Owww, owww,” said Raani. “Call them off, they’re hurting me!”

“They’ll hurt you even more if Tara is not found,” said Kali. “Call her now.”

No one spoke.

Tara peeked over the wall. Her heart zoomed all the way to her toes. Ananth, Kabir, Raani, and Vayu were all there, hemmed into a tight group by the filthy beasts.

There would be no chance of breaking out this time. She alone had escaped.

Kabir and Ananth were gazing into the forest surreptitiously, no doubt wondering where she was.

“All right. Have it your way,” said Kali. “I’ll leave the hyenas to persuade you.” She walked away.

Tara shifted and a stone clattered against the wall.

One of the hyenas swung his head in her direction. She froze and held her breath.

“Tara,” said Ananth. “If you can hear me, go away.

Get help. Don’t try and save us. You won’t succeed.”

A hyena lunged at Ananth and bit him. “Get off you mangy beast,” he yelled. He clutched his bitten hand and kicked out. The hyena retreated with a yelp.

Tara watched bright red blood drip to the ground. The scene dimmed. She jerked her head up furiously. She couldn’t afford to pass out. Not now when they were all depending on her.

“He’s right, Tara,” yelled Kabir. “Get Prabala. He’ll know how to handle this. Go now!”

Tara massaged her throbbing temples. Everything was going so wrong. They had come to rescue Suraj and Sadia. Instead, Kali had captured all her friends. She had to save not two but six people now. All by herself.

Should she try to find her way back to Morni for help? Or ignore Ananth and rescue them? Once she was gone, would Kali let them live? What should she do?

“Don’t leave us, Tara.” Raani called out. “Help!”

“Stop it, Raani,” snapped Ananth. “Don’t listen to her, Tara. Go!”

Tara felt a pang of guilt. Raani sounded terrified. They were in this mess because of her. She had decided to go into the forest without telling anyone. How brave it had sounded then, how right ... Now she realized what a foolish thing they had all done. No one knew where they were and there would be no help on the way.

Raani started to sob and Tara was almost ready to run to them. How could she even think of leaving? She stood up. A twig cracked underfoot. The hyenas pricked up their ears. One of them trotted a short distance away and sniffed the air. Her stomach wobbled. Any moment it might pick up her scent and come charging at her.

“Don’t do it, Tara,” said Ananth, his eyes still sweeping the forest. “RUN, you’re our only hope.”

What if he’s right? Her mind floundered like a child in deep water. Go or stay, stay or go?

Kali was nowhere to be seen. What if she sent some more hyenas after her? Tara couldn’t linger. She had to go, run all night for help if she had to. This was too big for any of them to handle alone. They needed Prabala.

She took one last look at her companions staring forlornly into the forest. Bright red bite marks on their arms and legs glistened in the firelight. Tears shone on Raani’s cheeks as she sobbed softly. She couldn’t fail her friends.

Tara took a deep breath and ran and ran and ran.



— six —
Zarku

Tara ran straight into the arms of darkness, leaving behind her companions. It was hard. As the glow from the fire receded, the gloom grew thicker and heavier. The dank odour of rotting leaves and a nameless fear surrounded her. She had followed Ananth and Raani all the way here. Which way should she go now? Which way was home?

The trees crowded in, trying to crush her. The heat pushed down with an invisible fist. She dropped down on all fours and crawled, trying not to scream for help. Sharp stones bit into her palms. Something soft squished under her knee, releasing a foul odour. She tried not to think about it as she scuttled on. This was a mistake, a huge mistake. She should have stayed with the others. She was never going to find her way home. “Help,” she sobbed softly, “Please God, help me …”

Only the mosquitoes answered her, buzzing hungrily around her head.

Bushes rustled up ahead. Leaves crackled. Tara jumped to her feet. Arms outstretched, she ran headlong into a tree and smacked her forehead hard against it.

“Stupid, stupid tree!” she said, rubbing her aching forehead.

“Tsk, tsk, Tara,” said a soft voice. “Such bad language from your mouth the first time we meet after so long?”

Tara stopped. Turned round. The heat had vanished once more, replaced by a chill. The shadows shivered as the hint of a breeze flitted past. She scanned the trees around her. Who was it? The darkness seemed lighter somehow.

But why … she could see no one, no source of light.

“What? No words of welcome for an old friend?” said the voice, a bit louder now. “We’ve been waiting so long to see you. Bring me closer, Kali.”

It was like she’d been struck by lightning. Kali and a voice she knew … a voice she’d heard before. One she’d been expecting, but hoped never to hear again in her lifetime.

Kali stepped out from behind a tree, her face tinted by a red glow. She carried something very carefully, but it was hard to make out what exactly it was.

The chill trickled down to her toes, reached her numb fingers, and climbed all the way to her scalp. Kali placed the mysterious item on the ground and stepped back. Tara finally got a good look. It was an urn and she knew where she had seen it before. She screamed silently, her body thrumming with the urge to flee, to run far, far away. Kali grinned at her and it was like old times. Something really bad was about to happen.

Tara forced herself to stand still. She opened her mouth. No words came out of her parched throat. She swallowed, tried again.

“Zarku?”

“Ahhh, she remembers,” said Zarku. “Bring her to me, Kali. I want her to take a good look at what she’s done.”

Kali moved toward Tara and she involuntarily stepped back. Kali’s hand shot out, imprisoned Tara’s wrist in a tight grip and jerked her toward the urn. A smell of burned flesh hung in the air. Tara gagged.

“You’re alive,” said Tara. Her heart fluttered in her chest. “How is that possible?”

“Barely, thanks to you and your interfering grandfather.” The red glow dimmed and brightened as Zarku spoke. Tara had a sudden urge to kick the urn high into the air, see it fall and smash to smithereens. But the thought of that evil presence floating in the air around her, having to inhale him, made her shudder. The urge passed.

“What do you want,” said Tara.

“Revenge,” said Zarku.

Tara’s insides quivered. “Never!” she said. “As soon as I get Prabala, we’ll finish you for good this time. You’ll never ever come back to trouble us again.”

The urn rocked back and forth with Zarku’s maniacal laughter. Tara clapped her hands over her ears.

“You don’t scare me,” she said. “You’re nothing but a pile of ashes with a voice. And I don’t think this buffalo will be able to keep up with me if I decide to run.”

Kali sucked in her breath audibly, but said nothing.

“Oh, I won’t try and stop you, Tara,” said Zarku.

“You’re free to go. Know that if and when you come back with that fool of a healer, there won’t be anyone left to rescue. I will kill them all.”

Her stomach twisted painfully. He was as mad and bloodthirsty as ever.

“You’ve already killed an innocent child,” yelled Tara. “And now you’re going to kill more? Why? What harm have they done to you?”

“All in good time, Tara,” said Zarku. “If I tell you everything now, I’ll ruin the surprise I have for you. It’s such a nice one.”

Tara knew she’d hate it. “Where is Suraj?” she asked.

“Come with me and I’ll show you.”

“Do I have a choice?” said Tara.

“Oh, you always have a choice,” said Zarku. “The question is will you be able to bear the consequences of the choice you make?”

Tara stared at him. What did he mean by that?

Why was he talking in riddles? Should she call his bluff and run? Tara glanced at Kali who glared back at her malevolently. The darkness looked so much more desirable right now; she’d gladly face that than Zarku. Tara stood still, thoughts blowing in her head like leaves in a storm, first one way then the other.

“Just so you know,” said Zarku. “I hate waiting. It makes me cranky.”

Tara closed her eyes, stilled the storm raging inside of her and made her decision.

“I’ll go with you,” said Tara staring straight at the urn. “But you have to promise me that the children will be unharmed. Even my friends. Promise me now!”

Zarku cackled and Kali joined in. “This girl thinks she can make me promise things,” said Zarku. “Ahhh, Tara, you are so brave and so stupid. I’m really going to miss you.”

Another painful jolt. Black spots danced before her eyes. She refused to let herself think about what he meant by that. Not now. Right now she had to focus on rescuing her brother and her friends.

Kali scooped up the urn gingerly and started back toward the temple. Tara followed, dreading the look on everyone’s face when they saw her.
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The moment Tara stepped out of the forest, Ananth’s face tightened. Kabir looked accusingly at her, Raani looked relieved, and Vayu refused to meet her eye. They had all suffered; teeth marks and rivulets of dried blood adorned their arms and legs.

Kali shoved her toward the others and disappeared into the temple with the urn. The hyenas, snapping at her ankles, herded her toward her friends.

“I told you to run,” said Ananth. His expression was livid. “You never listen to anyone, do you?”

“I tried,” said Tara. “But I had to come back.”

“Why? Because you couldn’t outrun that buffalo?” said Kabir. “You were our only hope, Tara. And now you’ve let us all down.”

“I’ll explain later,” said Tara as soon as she saw Kali return with a lantern.

“Where are the children?” asked Tara. “I want to see them. He promised.”

Kali’s laughter echoed around them and a bird from a nearby tree flew up in alarm. “I don’t remember any such promise,” she said. “But maybe if you were to ask me politely ...”

“Who is he?” asked Ananth, looking from Kali to Tara. “What is she talking about?”

Tara ignored him. “Please can I see Suraj and Sadia?” she repeated.

“No,” said Kali. “Maybe tomorrow. I’m tired and I need to sleep. Thanks to you lot, tonight is completely ruined. Now follow me.”

Tara wanted to lash out at that swaying backside in front of her. She remembered the time when Suraj had placed a lizard on Kali’s back and made her dance in the middle of the road. They had laughed till their sides ached, but right now the thought of it made her want to cry.

The hyenas hustled them along, growling at their heels. It was a bit cooler in the temple and the chance to get out of the heat and the mosquitoes was a huge relief.

Kali led the way deeper into the abandoned temple, expertly navigating sharp turns through a labyrinth of damp corridors. Her lantern illuminated the ivy and creepers climbing the walls in lush abandon. Slimy green sections of moss-covered stone slid past, and the air had a closed, musty smell.

“Pay attention,” whispered Ananth.

He and Kabir looked around, trying to memorize the route. Vayu looked straight ahead and Raani could not take her eyes off the floor that had many a slippery patch and was littered with debris from the forest.

Kali stopped in front of a set of heavy wooden doors that gaped open. “Get inside,” she said. “Hurry! I don’t have all night.”

They filed into the room silently. It was like walking into a deep, dark cave that had no end. What if something horrible awaited them? But there was nothing there and Tara breathed a sigh of relief.

Kali followed them inside. The insipid light of the lantern revealed an empty room with drifts of dead leaves in the corners. A rotting smell lingered in the room as if something had died in here recently. Thick creepers climbed the walls toward the ceiling, covering every inch of surface. Other than that the room was completely bare.

“I’ll be back in the morning,” said Kali. “Do make yourselves comfortable.”

“Can’t you let us see the children just once?” said Kabir. “Have you no pity at all?”

“No,” said Kali. “Anything else?”

“You’re not human,” said Tara. “Don’t forget, we’ve looked after Layla like she was our sister. Thank God she didn’t have you around or she’d have been just as bad.”

Kali smiled. “If you only knew what Layla is capable of. She’s my daughter and always will be. I’m proud of her!”

“What do you mean by that?” said Tara. Her nerves tingled and a thought nagged at her. “Layla was following your orders when she lured Suraj and Rohan toward the hyenas, right?”

“Right,” said Kali. “My daughter follows instructions very well.”

“But how did you manage to get the message to her? Did you come to Morni …?” Tara was burning with curiousity. How had Kali managed to slip unseen past all the villagers?

“Never mind,” said Kali. She had been watching Tara closely, her smile broader. “I’m sure you’ll figure it out eventually. You were always such a smart girl.”

Tara looked at Kali in disgust. Layla was turning out to be a replica of her mother and if they were somehow still in touch, who knew what they’d be capable of. She cursed herself silently. If only she had trusted her instincts, none of this would have happened. She had always known Layla was bad; that they should have turned her out of the village with Kali. When she got back home, it was the first thing she would take care of.

“I’d rather the hyenas finished you off right now,” said Kali. “Save us all a lot of trouble. But what can I say? I’m just following orders.” She yawned in their faces and walked out, taking the lantern with her. As the doors closed, the last thing they saw was her pale face with its cruel smile.

Raani immediately rounded on Vayu as soon as the doors banged shut.

“Vayu, you fool!” she said. “If it hadn’t been for you, we would have rescued Suraj and Sadia and would have been on our way home by now. You’ve ruined it for all of us! God knows why any one would name you after the wind … you should have been named after something big and dumb!”

“I thought you said you knew this part of the forest well,” said Kabir. “And a plant scared you?”

Ananth maintained a disapproving silence as he prowled around the room, examining it.

“I’m so sorry,” said Vayu, softly. “With all that talk about Zarku returning, I was a little … um … spooked. I’m really sorry.” His shoulders slumped. Tara’s heart went out to him.

“That’s enough,” said Tara. “Vayu did not give us away deliberately. I think we should all just let it go.

There’s nothing wrong with being a little scared.”

“You should know,” said Kabir, his voice like a whiplash. “You couldn’t outrun a middle-aged woman and were too scared to brave the dark and go back to Morni for help. You both make a great pair.”

Tara wanted to retort with something equally hurtful, but held her tongue. They hadn’t a clue about how much trouble they were in. Till she explained it to them, they would continue to believe that she was a coward. And she wasn’t. She wasn’t!

“I came back for all of you,” said Tara quietly. “If I hadn’t, he would have killed you all.”

“Who?” asked Ananth. “Don’t tell me you’re still clinging on to that silly idea —”

“Zarku,” Tara cut in. “I saw him and spoke to him.”

Raani clasped her hands. Kabir and Vayu exchanged glances.

“You’re lying,” said Ananth.

“Have I ever lied to you?” said Tara.

“What did he look like?” asked Ananth. “Does he still have that … third eye?”

“He’s in the urn. The one Lord Yama sealed his ashes in,” said Tara. “Somehow Kali got her hands on it. That was what she was carrying when we came back from the forest.”

“He can’t do much from an urn,” said Kabir. “We can still escape and run.”

“Have you forgotten the children?” asked Tara. “He probably captured them to get us here, especially me!”

“So what’s he going to do?”asked Kabir. “Did he tell you?”

“Only that he wants revenge and it involves me,” said Tara. Her voice was barely above a whisper. “If I ran away, he said he’d finish off the lot of you before I came back with help. You see, I really had no choice. I had to come back.”

All of sudden Tara was so tired she could barely stand. She stumbled away and slumped down in a corner. He was back and he had a surprise for her. In a few hours she would know exactly what it was. For now she just wanted to stop thinking about it or her head would explode.

Ananth knelt beside her. “I’m so sorry, Tara. I didn’t know. I … er … we … assumed that you were too scared —”

“Of late you’ve been assuming a lot, Ananth,” said Tara. “You don’t think!”

He exhaled noisily and she didn’t need to see his face to know that he was angry and probably a bit ashamed, too.

“I can’t wait,” said Kabir. “I have to see my sister!” He pounded on the door.

“Stop it!” said Ananth. “Have you gone mad, Kabir?

Do you think banging on the door is going to get us out of here?”

Kabir stopped. His heavy breathing was the only sound in the room. Beyond the heavy doors, the pounding echoed through the temple and faded away into silence. No one came.

“We need to plan the next move,” said Vayu.

“Surprises don’t work out too well.”

“Just like yours,” said Raani. “We would never have been caught if it hadn’t been for you, you fat lump!”

“Stop!” hissed Tara. She stared at the whites of four pairs of eyes that stared back at her. “When will you get it into your heads that this was carefully planned by Zarku to lure me here using my brother? Layla and Kali both helped. One child is already dead! Sadia or Suraj could be next.”

When no one replied, she continued, “And get one thing straight, one way or the other, he would have caught us. So stop blaming Vayu. We’ll just have to wait till tomorrow.”

“Not me,” said Kabir, pacing the floor. “I’m going for help. I can’t sit around and wait for this maniac in powder form to do what he likes.”

“Calm down,” said Ananth. “Let’s wait and see what Zarku has in mind and then plan our next move. I don’t want to do anything without seeing Suraj and Sadia first.”

“What if killing all of us is what he has in mind?” said Kabir. “You want to wait around for that?”

There was a deep silence. Tara had to admit there was some truth in it. She was the one he really wanted but he hadn’t specified — alive or dead. And the others? Would he let them go or kill them for the fun of it? She desperately wanted to know and yet thinking about it made her sick.

“This door looks too solid to break through,” said Raani. “I see no other way.”

Kabir looked at the lighter patch high up on the wall. “Help me, Vayu,” he said. “I bet there’s a window up there. That’s why this room isn’t completely dark.”

Vayu intertwined his fingers and braced himself against the wall. Kabir stepped on Vayu’s hands and pulled himself up. He plunged his hand into the foliage covering the wall and tore away a handful of vines. Silvery light poured into the room through a small barred window.

“Just as I thought,” said Kabir. “Here is our escape route.”

“Really?” said Ananth. The sneer in his voice was unmistakeable. “Get down and we’ll make a proper plan.”

“I can get through this easy,” said Kabir. He rattled the bars and measured the gap between them with outstretched fingers.

“Can you really fit through those bars?” asked Tara. “They look too narrow even for someone as small as Suraj.” Pain flared in her chest at the thought of her brother. He must be somewhere close by. Scared and lonely. If only she could have seen him once, she could have spared him one more night of anguish. I hope you burn in hell, Kali. I hope you die a horrible and painful death.

“My body will be no problem,” said Kabir. “Getting my head through the bars will be the biggest challenge.

Let me have a look and see where we are.” He stood on tiptoes on Vayu’s palms, swaying slightly. He craned his neck. “Can only see treetops. Need to get higher.”

Vayu held him steady without as much as a groan.

Kabir pulled himself up on the small ledge in front of the window. “Much better!”

“What do you see?” asked Ananth. “Which direction are we facing?”

“We’re at the back of the temple. There’s a small courtyard and then the forest starts. The ground doesn’t look too far off, either. I should be able to jump down easily. But once I’m out, then what?”

“Go south and head for the river,” said Ananth.

“You can’t miss it if you keep the North Star behind you at all times. Boats are always tethered at regular intervals along the banks. If you can get there, you should be able to row to the nearest village — Ambala — I think. It’s downstream so it will be much faster, you’ll be going with the current. They can send word to Morni and Ramgarh for help.”

Tara listened to the plans with growing dread. Were they doing the right thing? What if Kabir was caught?

Zarku hated to look a fool. Lord Ganesh, please help me, she prayed. I don’t have a suitable offering right now, but I’ll donate a kilo of sugar if you help us escape. At that precise moment, something ran over her leg and she jumped. She looked down into bright-red eyes. A rat! It stood up on its hind legs, sniffing the air.

“Mushika?” Tara breathed. “You’ve come back!”

The moment she spoke the rat fled. She glanced up feeling foolish. No one seemed to have noticed. They were all intent on Kabir and his efforts to escape.

“Do you really think you’ll get through?”asked Raani. She watched him, her arms folded across her chest. “This isn’t as easy as getting into a basket, you know. You’ll have to rearrange your bones in an entirely different way. And if your head gets stuck, none of us will be able to …”

“You’re a right ray of sunshine, Raani,” said Tara, “What would we do without you? Kabir said he can do this and he will.”

“How dare —” Raani started to say.

“I know, Raani, I know,” said Kabir. “Don’t remind me of how bad this could get. Please?”

Raani walked away to a corner of the room and sat down in a huff.

Kabir leaped down from the window. “I better leave right away. No point in waiting around.”

“Be careful,” said Ananth. “Don’t take any chances. Good luck.”

“You should take your clothes off,” said Vayu.

They all gaped at him.

“You think I have a better chance of escaping if I’m naked?” said Kabir.

“You’ll be able to get through those bars a lot easier,” said Vayu. “We can always throw the clothes out the window once you’re through.”

“Of course,” said Kabir with a faint smile. “Good idea.” He took off his shorts and shirt, stripping down to his underwear. His lean body shone with sweat.

“Well, this is it,” he said. He looked around.

“I wish you weren’t going, Kabir,” said Tara. “I don’t like this at all.”

“I have to, Tara. This could be our only chance. Will you promise me something?” His tone was very serious.

“Of course, Kabir.”

“If anything were to happen to me, promise me you’ll get Sadia back home. Promise me!”

“Stop it, Kabir. You’re scaring me talking this way.”

He took her hands in his and looked deep into her eyes. “Promise me! ”

Tara felt the blood rush to her face and was glad that it was dark. “I promise, Kabir. If every last one of you abandons me and I am left all alone to rescue Sadia, I promise to bring her back.” She forced herself to laugh though she wanted to be sick. “There, happy now? It’ll never happen that way, you know. I’m very sure.”

“Thank you,” said Kabir. “Now my mind is at peace.”

Vayu patted Kabir on the back and then hoisted him up on his shoulders. Kabir clambered on to the narrow ledge nimbly. He slid his right leg through the bars easily. He fitted his torso between them and eased it through in small, gentle movements, coaxing his bones to shift and flatten. They watched in silence.

Tara had positioned herself by the door. Her ear was pressed to it, but her eyes were glued to Kabir, silhouetted against the window.

Kabir was halfway through when he stopped.

Move, pleaded Tara silently. We don’t have all night. Kabir took a deep breath and pushed, but he did not budge an inch; his ribcage was jammed tight between the narrow vertical bars. He stared down at them, the whites of his eyes unusually large.

“I’m stuck,” he gasped.

“Come back down, Kabir,” said Ananth. “We’ll try something else.”

“Can’t. Move.” He sucked in his breath and tried yet again, groaning. “Back hurts.”

Tara ran closer and realized why his face was so scrunched up. Kabir’s back was a mass of scratches from the sharp edges of the rusted metal bars, and slick with blood.

“Stop it and come down immediately, Kabir,” said Tara. “You’re hurt! There has to be another way.”

“Have … to do this,” panted Kabir. “Just … try … harder.”

Don’t let anyone come now, Tara prayed. Right on cue, she heard footsteps.

“Someone’s coming!” said Tara. “Oh my God, we’ll be caught. Someone get him down. Quick!”

“Kabir, please hurry,” whispered Raani. “I can hear them, too. They’re coming fast.”

“Arrghhhh,” said Kabir pushing harder. He barely moved an inch. “Ananth. Help.”

“Hoist me up, Vayu,” said Ananth. Vayu made a cradle with his palms again and Ananth scrambled up.

“Steady now,” he said.

Vayu grunted in reply.

Ananth pushed Kabir gently. He did not budge a centimetre.

“Quick, Ananth, quick.” said Tara.

“Sorry, Kabir,” said Ananth. “This is going to hurt.”

Ananth pushed hard. Kabir yelped as his body shot through. His head was still on their side of the bars.

The footsteps were closer now. Someone was singing tunelessly.

Ananth wrestled with Kabir’s head, trying to ease it through. Raani twisted her dupatta into a tight ball as she stared up at them.

Someone fumbled with the bolt outside.

“Come down,” begged Raani. “If that madman catches you up there or if Kali sees you …”

“I can’t,” gasped Kabir. “No time.” He reached behind him and wetted his palm with the blood on his back. He smeared his face and pulled, whimpering as he tugged and wriggled. Ananth, still standing on Vayu’s shoulders, pushed Kabir’s forehead. It barely moved. He smeared some more blood on Kabir’s cheeks and pushed again, all the while muttering, “Sorry, Kabir … so sorry.”

The bolt shot back with a metallic clang. Tara’s legs turned to jelly. They were all doomed. She had seen Zarku in a rage and someone always got hurt. Or died.

“The clothes,” said Tara. “Throw them out.”

Just as door started to open, Kabir pulled his head through the bars and dropped out of sight. Raani handed Kabir’s clothes up to Ananth, who threw them out the window. Ananth jumped off Vayu’s shoulders. They quickly moved away from the window and faced the door, their breathing unnaturally loud in the still air.

Someone walked into the room carrying a lantern. The wick was turned up high and they were momentarily blinded. Tara shaded her eyes trying to see clearly.

Finally she made out who it was. She screamed.



— seven —
Possessed

“SURAJ!”

Tara launched herself at her little brother and hugged him tight, sure that her heart would leap out of her chest. She held him at arm’s length, devouring him with her eyes before clasping him to her, again. She never wanted to let go.

“Oh, thank God you’re all right!” She kissed his cheeks, tasting the salt of her own tears. “You’re back and you’re safe but … that monster let you come here?” said Tara. Her eyes darted to the door. “Is Kali around?”

Suraj shook his head. “No, Didi. I’m all alone. You came. I knew you would! I’m so happy to see you.”

He sounded so confident, so calm. Tara almost burst with pride at the way he was handling himself despite the scare he had gotten. He was stronger than she gave him credit for.

“Weren’t you scared when the hyenas snatched you?” asked Ananth. He knelt beside Suraj and tousled his hair.

“I was at first,” said Suraj. “But not anymore. Now that you’re all here, everything’s going to be all right.”

“Where is Sadia?” asked Tara. “Why didn’t you bring her with you?”

“She’s ill,” said Suraj. “She was too weak to walk so I told her to sleep.”

They all gathered round Suraj, listening to him intently. Tara was glad that Kabir had escaped. Had he heard this, he would have done something impulsive and very foolish.

“Will you take us to her?” Tara asked. Her voice dropped to a whisper. “Once we get her we’ll escape!”

Suraj’s face turned a shade paler. “We mustn’t,” he said.

“Why not?” asked Ananth.

Suraj shot a terrified look at the door. Tara followed his gaze. Why hadn’t someone come to lock it up? Were the hyenas guarding it? She caught Ananth’s eye. He was staring at the door, just as confused.

“It’s all right, Suraj,” said Tara. “There’s no need to be afraid. We’re together now, no one can hurt you.”

Suraj slipped his hand into hers. Tara blinked back tears. It was something Suraj did when he was scared. Till this moment she hadn’t realized how much that small gesture meant to her. She squeezed his hand and smiled.

“She’s right,” said Vayu. “You’re safe with us now.

You won’t suffer the same fate as your friend.”

Suraj gripped her hand tighter. Tara glared at Vayu.

Trust him to say the wrong thing at the wrong time. Suraj was already dealing with so much. She knelt and gazed into his face. Suraj’s face was blank. Had he deliberately forgotten about his friend because it was too painful?

Had he seen Rohan die?

Before Tara could reassure him, Suraj looked around the room and frowned. “Weren’t there five of you?” he asked.

“How did you know?” asked Tara. She met Ananth’s gaze. He looked troubled.

“Er — Kali told me,” replied Suraj. “So, where is he?” he said. Suraj’s voice was a bit sharper.

“Don’t worry about that now, Suraj,” said Tara. “Is there anything else you want to talk about?” Her voice was gentle, soothing.

“Tell me about your fifth friend,” said Suraj. He looked around the room and then up at the window.

“Where is he?”

“He’s gone for help,” said Tara.

“No!” yelled Ananth.

“Wha-what did I say?” asked Tara, looking at him in utter confusion.

But it was too late.

“Kali!” roared Suraj.

Tara stared at Suraj, aghast. Kali came running into the room instantly; she must have been right outside their door.

“Send the hyenas to hunt for their companion and bring him back, dead or alive. He escaped from up there.” Suraj jerked his head toward the barred window.

Kali nodded and almost tripped, running off to carry out the command.

“Suraj, stop it,” said Tara. She shook him hard. “Have you gone mad? Kabir’s gone for help. For us!”

She looked into his eyes and stopped. Something was different; his forehead had a small crease. Her skin prickled, crawled, as realization hit her with the force of a slap. It was where the burn on Rohan’s forehead had been. She let go of his shoulders and stepped back.

There was something very wrong with her brother.

As Suraj stared back at her, his face changed. Not in its features — the eyes and nose and chin were still his. But he wore a look of utter, devastating contempt.

“Suraj, oh Suraj,” he mocked her in a high- pitched squeak. “You stupid fool,” he said. This time his voice was harsh, yet terribly familiar.

“Zarku …” she breathed. Suraj’s face swam before her eyes and then room went completely dark.
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When she came round, Suraj was gone. In the dim light of the lantern he had left behind, three faces peered at her anxiously. “Are you okay?” asked Ananth. “You fainted. That’s the second time!” The question had a slight accusatory tone. As if she was incapable of fainting.

Tara sat up and retched. The others jumped out of the way. Holding her aching head, she vomited till there was nothing left inside; not food, not panic, not even revulsion. Sadness crept in to fill the void. She had hugged that monster Zarku. And kissed him! And now he was in her brother’s body. How did he get in and how was she going to get him out?

“So now we know he’s not in the urn anymore,” said Ananth. “Looks like he’s learned how to possess a body.”

Tara shivered. Not just any body. That evil spirit was inside her Suraj. This was so much harder than facing the Vetalas. Here the evil resided within and she would have to remind herself to go beyond the exterior.

“But how do we get him out?” asked Raani. “If we kill him …” She saw Tara’s pale face and her hand flew to her mouth. “I’m sorry — I didn’t mean to say that. I only meant —”

Tara hugged her knees to her chest. “I thought of it myself,” she said in a dull voice.

“We can’t hurt Zarku without harming the body he’s in. If he dies, Suraj dies. Ananth, what are we going to do?”

Vayu held Tara’s hand tightly in his. Oddly, it was more comforting than any words he could have said to her. She looked up at him, her eyes streaming.

“I’m beginning to wonder how Rohan died,” said Raani. “If he had that burn on his forehead then maybe Zarku tried to possess him and failed?”

“You may be right,” said Ananth, “but it’s no use thinking about that now. We have to think of a way to rescue Sadia and get Zarku out of Suraj’s body.”

“This is so much worse than I thought. How do we deal with this?” said Tara. She shook her head. “If only grandfather were here, he’d know what to do. We haven’t even told anyone where we are!”

“We’ll think of a way, Tara,” said Ananth. “Five — no four — of us should be able to come up with something.”

“I only hope Kabir reaches a village safely. He has to … we need help.”

No sooner had she spoken than they heard yelling and scuffling. They rushed to the door, which was still ajar. A hyena got to his feet, growling. The yelling grew louder. Tara ran for the lamp and held it aloft.

Another hyena came into view, dragging a struggling Kabir behind him. He was scratched and bleeding, but at least he wasn’t unconscious. Behind him were Kali and then Suraj. For a moment her heart leaped and then she shuddered. This was not her little brother anymore. It was Zarku. Zarku! She must never forget that.

The hyena dragged Kabir up to the door and released him. He stumbled and fell to the ground at their feet, his shirt in tatters, more red than white. Immediately Raani and Tara stooped to help him up. They led him inside and propped him against the wall.

“I’m sorry,” muttered Kabir. He closed his eyes, breathing raggedly.

“Shhhh,” said Tara. “We’ll talk later.”

Zarku walked into the room, followed by Kali.

“Ahhhh, it’s so nice to see all five of you, together again.”

“Why are you doing this, Zarku?” said Tara. “What have we done to you? What has my brother done to you?

Leave him alone and get out of his body immediately.”

“I’d gladly rip you out of his body,” said Ananth.

“One chance and I’d put an arrow through that black heart of yours.”

“Shut up!” said Zarku. His voice was soft, but so full of menace that it silenced them all. “That’s much better,” he said. “I hate it when children act uncivilized.”

He sat cross-legged on the floor. “Sit down, all of you. We have so much to talk about. Please.” When no one moved, he barked, “Sit!”

They sat down facing him.

“I envy you,” said Zarku. “Good friends having fun together. I never had friends when I was a child. The horrible eye on my forehead made me the laughingstock of my class. I had to stand on the sidelines watching others play. How I wished I could join in the games.

How I wished someone would pick me for their team.

But no one ever did. No one ever played with me.”

Zarku’s voice sounded soft and faraway, as he reminisced about his childhood. It was torture to listen to him speak, to have to grapple with the fact that this was not her brother, but a monster who had killed many and would do so again if he wasn’t stopped.

“Hide-and-seek was my favourite game of all,” said Zarku with a deep sigh. “Except it’s no fun when you’re playing by yourself.”

“What do you want?” asked Ananth. “Surely you did not bring us here to listen to your stupid childhood memories.”

Zarku leaned back, staring at Ananth as if he were a cockroach. “You have all the time in the world, Ananth, or how shall I put it, all the time I decide to give you! You will do exactly as I say.”

Tara closed her eyes. How could this have happened?

“If you’re going to kill us, why don’t you just do it?” asked Vayu quietly. “Why all this unnecessary talk?”

“Kill you?” said Zarku. “Who said anything about killing you? I just want to play with you!”

Play with us the way a cat plays with a mouse, thought Tara. And they were about to find out just how bad it was going to be. She paid attention, still unable to reconcile that beloved face to the evil that was spewing out of his mouth. She looked at him and saw Suraj with his mop of unruly hair, his sweet smile, and his deep black eyes that almost always sparkled with mischief.

She looked away and heard that evil voice that had haunted her nightmares for a long time.

“A game of hide-and-seek, yes?” His eyes glittered with excitement, a broad smile spread across his face.

“You’ve gone mad,” said Tara. “At a time like this, you think we want to play hide-and-seek?”

“Tch tch, name-calling again?” said Zarku. “Looks like someone did not teach you any manners. I might have to do it myself.”

“Are you serious?” asked Ananth.

“Of course,” said Zarku. “You will hide and I will seek you.” He rubbed his hands together. “You have no idea how much this means to me.”

“Never,” snapped Raani. “You think you can tell us to play a game and we’ll listen to you?”

“What if we decide not to play?” asked Ananth.

Zarku frowned. “Not play? Don’t you like games?

All children like games.”

He looked away, a confused, dejected look on his face.

“Now what can I do to convince you all. Hmmmm?”

A tiny squeak broke the silence. Zarku’s hand shot out and closed over a rat that had the misfortune of running past at that very moment. They all jumped.

Zarku brought the rat close up to his face, clutching it tighter and tighter. Its squeal reached an agonizing crescendo before he twisted its neck. Once again, the room was quiet.

Zarku tossed the rat aside. Five pairs of eyes followed it. It lay in the corner, its pink toes up in the air, as if it were sleeping peacefully.

“I have so many options,” said Zarku. “There is Sadia and then this body of Suraj’s —”

“Nooo,” groaned Kabir. “We’ll … we’ll do as you say. But can I see Sadia, just once?”

“Win the game and you can take her with you,” said Zarku. “Until then, the answer is no.”

Kabir stared at Zarku, his eyes glistening.

“All I’m asking for is a game and all I hear are moans and groans,” said Zarku. “Not nice. You remind me of my classmates.”

His gaze swept over them and he pouted. “But you haven’t heard the best part.”

No one said a word. His reactions were so unpredictable that Tara was glad no one attempted anything. When Zarku had everyone’s attention, he spoke slowly and deliberately.

“I will give you all a head start. You have to hide from me for one night, just one! If I have not caught you by dawn you are all free to go, and yes,” he said, looking straight at Tara, “that includes Suraj — I can easily find another body. You will have your brother back. So, what do you say?”

“And if we’re caught?” asked Ananth.

He had voiced the question that was uppermost in all their minds.

“Let’s not think about that right now,” said Zarku. “How can five children not come up with interesting hiding places, in a forest? Say yes. Oh please say yes!”

He looked so normal, thought Tara, so harmless, until she looked into his eyes and saw the madness nestled there, the ruthlessness that would erupt in an instant if he did not get his way. In this form he was he was even more dangerous than he had ever been before.

“Give us a moment,” said Ananth. He jerked his head and they all moved away to huddle beside Kabir.

“What do you all think,” said Anath. “Do we say yes?”

Kabir looked at them, his face shiny with sweat and streaked with his own blood. “I don’t like it one bit, but we don’t have a choice. I want to see Sadia.”

“It’s a trap!” said Raani. “We shouldn’t agree.”

“Let’s go for it,” said Tara. “Our chances are better out there in the forest than in here. And you never know — we might get lucky and win! And Zarku might even keep his word if we play his game.”

“All right,” said Ananth. “Let’s do it.”

“We’re ready,” he said to Zarku, who had been watching them carefully.

“Wonderful! I knew you’d see things my way,” said Zarku. He stood up and brushed the mud from his pajamas. “You can leave whenever you are ready. Playing in the dark is so much more fun, don’t you think?”

No one replied. There was nothing to say.

“Kali,” said Zarku. “Serve my friends some good food.

I wouldn’t expect anyone to play on an empty stomach.

I must go now and prepare. I’m soooo excited.”

Zarku skipped out of the room humming Suraj’s favourite tune. “Whoops! Almost forgot one important thing,” he said. He stopped just outside the door and turned around.

Tara’s stomach lurched.

“The hyenas will be helping me. Please, please, don’t get caught! They haven’t eaten in two days.”



— eight — 
The Final Feast

Zarku was gone, but he left behind a deeper gloom and a bitter taste of fear. A pale-faced Kabir lolled weakly against the wall, wincing each time Raani dabbed at a wound with her dupatta.

“My back,” Kabir groaned. “It’s on fire.”

“Show me,” said Raani.

Kabir twisted around and pulled up the edges of his tattered shirt. Tara could not suppress a gasp. His back was a mass of scratches. Torn skin hung from some of the deeper wounds, still oozing blood.

“Oh my God,” said Raani. “You must be in a lot of pain!”

Tara glanced at Ananth and saw her worry mirrored in his eyes. This looked really bad. Some of the wounds were sure to get infected and with that came fever and weakness.

How was he going to play a game in this condition? She wished now she had never let him go for help. She should have known he would have been caught.

“What happened?” asked Ananth. “After you left here, that is.”

“I was really unlucky,” said Kabir. “I managed to get into the forest, but barely did I start running when I was surrounded by hyenas. They waited till I was in a clearing and couldn’t climb a tree. Then they attacked. I didn’t have a chance.” Kabir’s voice fell. “I’m sorry. But what I don’t understand is how they learned of my escape so quickly! I thought they wouldn’t discover my absence till tomorrow morning.

“It’s my fault,” said Tara. She could barely meet Kabir’s eyes. “I told Suraj about it, not realizing that I was really talking to Zarku. I’m the reason you’re in so much pain.”

Kabir’s hand closed over Tara’s. “Don’t blame yourself. How was anyone to know Zarku could do this? The last time we saw him, he was a pile of ash in an urn. And you didn’t tell me to squeeze through the bars and run for help — that was my idea.”

“What now?” asked Raani. “I don’t want to play hide-and-seek. Something tells me he will never let us win.”

“We have to,” answered Vayu. “I don’t think we have a choice.”

“Don’t you dare tell me what to do,” snarled Raani. “It’s because of you that we’re in this mess.”

Vayu opened his mouth, then changed his mind and walked away without saying anything.

“You had better stop this right now,” snapped Tara.

“We’re in this together, Raani, whether you like it or not.

Fighting is not really going to help anyone. If you can’t say something helpful, don’t say anything at all. Vayu’s right— we have to play. And if we fulfill his childhood dream, he might just let us go.”

Raani faced Tara, her eyes flashing. “I’ll say what I like, to whom I —”

“We should never have let you come with us,” said Tara. “You’re rude, arrogant, and foul-mouthed!”

“And you think you’re the cleverest of us all because you faced Zarku once,” said Raani. “If you’re so smart why didn’t you do a proper job of finishing him off the first time?”

“Enough,” yelled Kabir. “We have to save my sister and your brother, Tara. We have to play hide-and-seek with a maniac in your brother’s body and survive till dawn, and all you two can think of is fighting? Focus!

Our lives depend on us working together.”

The doors slammed open before anyone could answer. They all looked up. Tara’s heart pounded, fearing another surprise. Instead, Kali walked in bearing a thali of food that gave off a heavenly fragrance. One more lay on the floor just outside. Saliva flooded Tara’s mouth as the aromas of freshly cooked food sped into the room, overpowering the other foul smells lingering in the air.

“Come and help me,” Kali said, prodding Tara with her toe.

Tara jumped up and stamped on Kali’s foot, grinding down with her heel.

“Get off,” shrieked Kali. “How dare you?”

“You’re nothing to me anymore and I won’t be treated like a beggar,” said Tara. “You prod me with your toe once more, and I’ll chop it off.”

Kali looked so mad that Tara was sure she would hurl the thali of food straight at her head. Instead Kali slammed down the steel platter with a resounding bang. Bits of rice and vegetables spilled onto the floor.

“You’ve got it coming, Tara,” said Kali. “I will help Zarku in any way I can to make sure that you don’t get out of this forest alive. That is my promise to you.”

Kali brought in the second thali and plonked it down. Her eyes glittered with rage and her lips were a thin, straight line. “Eat and get out,” she said, her small black eyes sweeping over them. “May the worst luck be with you all!”

With her dire words still hanging in the air, Kali stomped out of the room.

They stared at the food. One platter was filled with steaming white rice, yellow dal, an assortment of vegetables, pickles, and papads. The other thali had her favourite food; mithai. Fat, golden laddoos squatted regally in a corner. Rasmalai lay smothered in a creamy blanket of milk in smaller container, sprinkled liberally with pistachios and almonds. Diamond-shaped coconut and cashew barfi, glittering with silver vark, peeped from under the fronds of a banana leaf.

Zarku and Kali had gone through a lot of trouble to provide such a sumptuous meal; almost as if they were fattening pigs for slaughter. Her appetite vanished and she shrank back against the wall.

“I’m not hungry,” she said. “You all eat.”

How could she eat a meal provided by people she hated the most? This was so wrong. She met Ananth’s eyes. He seemed to be going through the same dilemma.

The food steamed away gently, perfuming the air. No one moved.

Vayu grabbed Tara’s hand and made her sit down. He beckoned to all of them. “Listen to me, this could be the last decent meal for a while. Don’t pass it up. We’ll need every bit of our strength. Even one of us not being able to run could be the difference between life and death.”

“How did you get to be the wise man of the group?” said Tara. She could not help but smile.

“You’re right,” said Ananth. “Who cares where the food came from? We better eat if we’re going to be running all night.”

Raani snorted and Kabir scooched closer.

They sat, encircling the enormous thalis, and dug in. The food was tasty and hot. She crunched up the vegetables and bit into the spicy papads, feeling her tastebuds tingle after being hungry for so long. With each bite her tiredness and exhaustion lessened.

Then they started on the sweets. The mithai melted in her mouth and Tara ate till she could eat no more. Moonlight splashed in through the small window and for a moment, surrounded by her friends, her belly full of good food, she almost forgot that in a short while they would be running for their lives.

“That was excellent,” said Kabir. He patted his stomach.

Ananth nodded, licking his sticky fingers.

There was a contented silence in the room. Tara wished it would last forever.

The very next moment there was a sound like a firecracker bursting inside a gunny sack, then a tiny sputtering which petered away into silence. A foul odour filled the air.

They all looked at Vayu in shock.

“You farted,” said Raani. “That’s … that’s disgusting!” She made a great show of fanning the air in front of her face.

Vayu shrugged, not looking the least bit upset. “Now you know why I’m called Vayu.” He reached for the last laddoo in the plate and chomped it, staring at Raani. “I’ve had this … um … problem since I was a little boy,” he said through a mouthful of food.

They all burst into laughter at the mortified expression on Raani’s face. When she stopped, Tara felt more energized, more hopeful that she had just a few moments ago. She smiled warmly at Vayu, who winked at her.

“I think it’s time we moved,” said Ananth. “Ready everyone?”

Tara patted the anklet in her pocket. “Ready.”

Kabir got to his feet slowly. His face had a bit more colour to it, but a flicker of pain still showed on it when he walked.

“You okay?”asked Vayu.

Kabir nodded. “I’ll be fine. With all of you to help me, we’ll make it.” He made a fist and held it out. They looked at him in confusion. “A fist is stronger than five fingers,” he said. “Think we can all remember that for the next few hours?” He looked pointedly at Raani and then at Tara.

Tara’s eyes locked with Raani’s. What Kabir had said were only words till they truly believed it with their hearts.



— nine —
Hide and Seek

Tara stood on the steps of the temple, looking out at the undulating sea of darkness and whispering shadows. They were about to start a game of hide-and-seek. What’s so hard about that? It’s just a game, she told herself over and over again. But it wasn’t. They were playing for their lives and the lives of Suraj and Sadia. They could not lose. 

“So, how did you like that fantastic meal?” said Zarku. He sat at the top of the stairs and leaned against an ivy-covered pillar, a grin plastered on his face. “You should thank me. Kali was all for giving you dry bread and water, but I said absolutely not. My friends deserve a good meal if they’re going to play well. You can’t say I haven’t been fair, now can you?”

“Fair,” spat Raani. “What’s so fair about this? You make us play some stupid game in the middle of the night. And you’ve got hyenas to help you!”

Zarku’s smile drooped. His forehead pulsed.

When would Raani learn to keep her mouth shut?

Tara expected Zarku to fly into a rage and probably kill them immediately. End of game.

“You’re being very mean, just like all those other children years ago. I don’t like it,” said Zarku, a sulky expression on his face. “I’ve fed you well and I’m giving you the chance to win. Five clever children against poor old me. What more can you ask for?”

Freedom, Tara wanted to yell but she didn’t. All she wanted to do was get away from him. There was an edge to his voice that she did not like at all; the calm before the storm. She shot a warning look at the group around her, hoping they would understand. No one said a word.

“I want this game to be fun,” said Zarku. He beamed at them, his annoyance and hurt from a moment earlier seemingly forgotten. “Tell me, aren’t you just a bit excited?”

“I think we should leave now,” said Vayu.

“Uh-uh, not so fast,” said Zarku. “First, a few rules.”

Tara tried not to roll her eyes or sigh deeply. There were rules now? And would he really follow them? She gritted her teeth and paid attention.

Zarku paced in front of them. Stopped. “Rule number one — you must all stay together, no splitting up.”

As if, thought Tara. They wouldn’t dream of going their separate ways. Their only chance was to stay together.

When no one spoke he continued. “Rule number two — if I catch you before sunrise tomorrow, I win! And you will all do exactly as I say. Agreed?”

I’d rather die before I let that happen, thought Tara. Zarku looked straight at her almost as if he could read her mind and smiled again. It broke her heart and she had to look away. This is not Suraj … not Suraj, she chanted silently.

“And what if we win?” asked Kabir. “You’ll let us go and give back my sister and Tara’s brother. You promise?”

“But of course, you have my word,” said Zarku. His eyes glittered. “I do have to say, though — I’ve never lost to anyone yet.”

Tara looked at him, she couldn’t help it. She hadn’t intended to meet his eyes, but she couldn’t help that, either. For he had lost to someone. To her. She lowered her eyes again, but too late. He’d seen the look in them.

Zarku’s face was a mask of hatred. She couldn’t believe that the sweet features of her brother could rearrange themselves into such an ugly expression. Goosebumps rose on her arms.

“Ahhh, yes,” said Zarku. “I had forgotten. Let me correct myself, I have only lost once to Tara here. It will not happen again.”

The hyenas circled them quietly, breathing in their scent.

“Get a good sniff, my beauties,” said Zarku. “For tonight we go hunting.”

The hyenas whooped with laughter. Tara stepped back, praying she would never have to smell their breath up close again. The largest hyena swept his beady eyes over them and wagged his stump of a tail.

“Can we go already?”said Raani. She had twisted her dupatta around her finger so tightly that the tip of it was white. “The sooner we go — uh, the sooner we can start playing.”

“My, my,” said Zarku, smiling at Raani. “You can’t wait to start, either! I knew you’d be excited after all. I’ll close my eyes, count to a hundred and then come looking for you,” he said. “At last, a game I have waited to play all my life. This will be a night to remember.”

Tara glanced one last time at Zarku. She focused on the little boy, trying to avoid the eyes that would give away the horror that resided deep within him. I will win for you, Suraj. You will be free, I promise.

Zarku turned his back on them, leaned his forehead against the pillar and started counting. “One hundred, ninety-nine, ninety-eight …”

They raced across the courtyard as fast as they could.

Tara’s legs trembled. She stumbled. Fell. Vayu pulled her to her feet and they continued running.

“Ninety-seven, ninety-six, ninety-five …”

They ran past the fire, leaped over the low wall and hurtled into the forest.

“Ninety-four, ninety-three, ninety-two …”

They ran, crashing through the trees like a herd of elephants on a rampage.

They ran, dodging low branches and thorny bushes that reached out to grab them and slow them down.

They ran till they couldn’t hear Zarku’s voice at all.
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Sweat trickled down Tara’s face in rivulets. Her clothes clung to her body like a wet sheath. An agonizing stitch gripped her side in a vice. Her heart thundered in her chest. She had no idea how much longer she could run, but she did not want to be the first one to suggest that they stop.

“Can’t … run,” gasped Vayu. He sat down abruptly on the forest floor, coughing.

Everyone stopped and tumbled to the ground. Silently, Tara thanked him. A sliver of moon, hanging silently in the night sky, bathed them in a weak, milky light. Panting, Tara lay on her back, staring at the patches of sky visible through the treetops. This same moon must be shining over Morni, over her mother and father, over home. She felt a pang of guilt for not having told them that she was going to look for Suraj. What if neither of them returned?

Lightning cleaved the sky and thunder rumbled overhead. Fat clouds moved across the face of the thin moon. Rain! At last, some respite from the sticky heat.

“At this rate, we won’t last very long,” wheezed Ananth. “We’ll have to pace ourselves if we’re to survive till tomorrow morning.”

Tara’s muscles throbbed in protest. Tomorrow morning? She was ready to give up right now if it meant she could lie still for just a while longer. A persistent cloud of mosquitoes had taken a liking to her once again, and stuck closer than her own shadow. She waved her arms, cursing them. The cloud got thicker and her skin itched with a million tiny bites; she didn’t know where to start scratching.

Kabir groaned loudly and Tara sat up immediately.

In their dash for safety they had forgotten he was injured. It was amazing that he kept up without a single word of protest. His face was paler than the moon and slick with sweat. Tara reached out to touch his forehead. Hot!

“Kabir, you have a high fever!”

“I’ll be fine,” he said. “I needed a short rest. We can start again soon. Very soon. Just give me a few more minutes.”

“Let me see your back,” said Tara. “Now!”

When Kabir didn’t budge, she crawled over to him.

“What are you doing?” said Kabir. “I’m all right.”

“Be quiet,” said Tara. “I just want to have a look.”

She lifted his shirt and heard him moan softly. When she saw his back, she almost moaned, too; the wounds were slightly puffy and had a faint rotting smell.

“I don’t like the look of this at all,” said Tara. “If only we had some time, I would have put some herbs on it to slow the infection. Maybe if everyone helps me look for them …”

“Not now, Tara. We’ll have to hide soon, very soon,” said Ananth. “I don’t think we can outrun Zarku and his hyenas. Not with Kabir in this condition. You can make the medicine for him later.”

“So where are we hiding tonight?” asked Raani. “Any ideas?”

“I can’t climb a tree,” said Vayu. “Trees are absolutely out!”

“I don’t see any caves or rocks,” said Raani. She circled the spot. “Where in the name of Lord Ganesh can five of us hide safely?” Her voice broke. “He’ll find us and kill us!”

“It’ll be all right, Raani,” said Ananth. “We’ll find a good place, hide, wait till morning, and then it’s over.”

If only it were that simple. For the last few moments Tara had been wracking her brains for a spot, searching every dark shadow, every crevice, every tree. “It’s got to be unusual. Some place he would never think of looking,” she murmured to herself. “Once we’re hidden, he’ll never be able to find us tonight. We’ll be safe, we’ll win. Follow me.”

She got to her feet wearily. Her legs wobbled and she almost fell over as her muscles seized. She hobbled along, stopping every few seconds, searching.

“Here’s one,” said Raani. They had just walked past a tree with a large clump of bushes at its base. “In the bushes. He’d never think of looking here and it’s right under his nose.”

“You mean these thorny bushes?” said Tara.

“Great! You get in there and show us how it’s done and we’ll follow.”

Raani caught the sarcasm and glared at her. “I was only trying to help.”

“Don’t,” said Tara. “Your idea is terrible.”

“How about climbing a tree?” said Ananth. “We’ll be off the ground and well hidden.”

“I thought of that,” said Tara, “but look around you. Most of these branches start way higher than we can reach. By the time we all get high enough to be hidden from view, Zarku will be here. And Vayu just said he can’t climb. Weren’t any of you listening?”

“Come on, Tara,” said Kabir. “What makes you think you’re the best at finding a hiding place? I think we should consider all suggestions. We’re a team, remember? Zarku is probably on his way by now.”

“When I played with Suraj, I always won,” said Tara. “Trust me, when I find a hiding place, it’ll be really good!”

In the distance a bird shot into the air, squawking.

“He’s coming,” said Raani. “Will you hurry up for God’s sake? You remember what he said about the hyenas.”

“I’m looking, I’m looking,” said Tara, trying hard not to raise her voice. She ran ahead, ran back, her eyes constantly searching and discarding spots. Her throat was parched and her muscles ached, but she ignored it. There had to be a good place … and she had to be the one to locate it. “There!” said Tara, her heart thudding with excitement. “That’s the spot.”

They all gazed in the direction she was pointing.

“I thought we agreed, no trees,” said Vayu. “You’re pointing at trees!”

“Look carefully,” said Tara. “Just where the branches start, there’s another trunk leaning against it.” She dragged Ananth closer. “If you lot couldn’t spot it, neither will Zarku. And with this trunk, we’ll get to the branches higher up a lot faster. Come on, let’s go. It’s perfect.”

Tara stared at it for just a second longer; one of the trees had probably been struck by lightning and fallen against the other. It formed a natural ladder they could climb. The bases of both trees were hidden by an overgrowth of bushes and creepers. Only the sharpest eyes, or daylight, could have revealed it. She was very satisfied with this place and with herself.

“Come on, we need to climb up to where the two trunks meet. Then we split up and hide in the branches,” said Tara. “I bet Zarku will go right past.” She couldn’t suppress the glee in her voice. By tomorrow morning they would be free. Then she’d get Suraj and Sadia back and they’d return to Morni. Once again, she’d have saved the day.

“I’ll go first,” said Tara. “Send Kabir up and then the rest of you follow.”

More shrill chatter from birds. Zarku was definitely close by. Tara hopped onto the sloped trunk, took one step, and almost fell off as a large piece of bark along the edge broke off in a cloud of dust. She straddled the trunk, the pounding of her heart deafeningly loud.

“It’s rotten,” she said. “I don’t know if it’ll hold everyone’s weight.”

“Now you tell us,” said Raani. “When we barely have any time?”

Ananth came over and ran his hand over the trunk.

He rapped on it. “It doesn’t seem hollow. It should hold. Keep going, Tara. We don’t have time to look for another place.”

Tara inched her way up the log. More bits showered her friends below, but the trunk did not break as she had feared. Slivers of bark slid into the tender skin of her palm and she itched to pull them out. The musty smell of damp, rotting wood made her want to sneeze. She ignored the discomfort, reached the fork at the top, and stepped onto a broad branch. “Send Kabir.”

Kabir straddled the trunk just as Tara had done.

Sweating and panting, he dragged himself a few feet.

Then stopped.

“Hurry,” said Tara. “Someone help him.”

In the distance they heard Zarku moving through the foliage toward them. The rustling grew louder with each passing second. Now and then they heard a whoop or a giggle. The hairs on the back of Tara’s neck rose.

Ananth stepped onto the trunk and pushed Kabir up. “You’ve got to do this, Kabir. The rest of us can’t follow till you’re up there. And two of us can’t climb this together. Come on, you have to do it!”

Groaning softly, Kabir managed to get up the rest of the way on his own. Tara kept a lookout for Zarku.

“Raani,” said Tara. “You’re next. Come on quick.”

While Raani walked up hesitantly, Tara helped Kabir climb up the nearest leafy branch. His skin was hotter than before. What if the fever got too much and he couldn’t walk at all? This hiding place had to work. If only they could stay hidden till dawn … they’d be all right. They might even make it to a healer before the fever got worse.

It took a couple of tries before Kabir climbed on. Tara made sure he had a firm grip on it before she moved away, praying he wouldn’t fall off.

“Thanks,” mumbled Kabir.

Tara held out her fist. He touched it lightly with his, then closed his eyes and rested his forehead on the branch.

Raani was beside her. “What now?” she asked, pressing her back against the tree trunk. She looked down and squeezed her eyes shut.

You could climb onto my head, Tara was tempted to say, but she held her tongue. “Climb up to the higher branches. Leave the lower one for Vayu. Go!”

Raani nodded, reached up for a branch and disappeared from view. Hurry, hurry, hurry, Tara almost screamed as Ananth nimbly ran up the log and was beside her in seconds. The log creaked and squeaked, shedding a few more bits of bark. It sounded quite loud in the still forest; would Zarku hear them?

Now for the final test— Vayu. His pale, round face was rigid with fear as he looked up at them.

“What are you doing just standing there?” said Ananth. “Come on up.”

“I think I’ll hide down here,” said Vayu. “I really don’t mind the bushes, a few scratches are nothing —”

“Don’t be stupid,” said Tara. “Come up now or I’ll drag you up here myself if I have to.”

“What if …”

“Just do it, please?” said Tara. “Zarku’s almost here and if you’re caught, we’re all going to die.” She was being dramatic, but there was no time for coaxing.

“I’m scared,” said Vayu.

“Just look up at us and slide,” said Ananth. “Don’t look down.”

The sounds of crunching leaves and snapping twigs were closer now, so close that Zarku would be upon them in moments.

Vayu straddled the log and pulled himself up. The log groaned.

“Ready or not, here I come,” sang Zarku. Yes, that’s it, thought Tara. Keep making a noise so you won’t hear us. Sing louder!

Vayu inched up the remaining few feet. Tara prayed. Ananth stared at Vayu unwaveringly. The log held. Only when Vayu was standing next to them did she breathe again. Once they were all up at the fork, they separated and clambered onto branches. Tara and Ananth climbed higher up while Vayu and Kabir stayed on the lower ones. No one from the ground would be able to spot them, she was sure of that.

Tara peered through the leaves, clutching at a branch to steady herself.

She heard Kali’s voice first. “Why did I have to come along?” she whined. “I should have stayed at the temple. You’ve got three hyenas with you. You don’t need me.”

Tara peeked through the leaves. She couldn’t see them yet, but heard them quite clearly.

“But you needed the exercise,” said Zarku. “You should thank me. I’m always thinking of your well-being.”

Kali snorted.

“You snort at me again and that will be the last time you draw any kind of breath,” snapped Zarku. “You agreed to do everything I said. Don’t forget, when I am back in power, you will rule along with me. People will fear you as much as they fear me. Together we will be formidable.”

“Sorry,” said Kali. “But you will keep your promise, too, won’t you? Parvati and Shiv are the first two I’ll take care of. I’ll show them what it is to banish me and take away my child. Then Prabala, then Raka, and then —”

“Enough!” said Zarku. “I’ve heard you rant so many times that if I hear it one more time, I’ll strangle you.

You’ll have your revenge on all the people you hate, and anyone else you don’t. But for now just shut up and help me find those children.”

Tara almost lost her grip. If Zarku came back to power, he would kill everyone she loved. They could not be found, they had to win. Win, win, win! She recited the word like a mantra to the drumbeat of her pounding heart.

Zarku whacked at the bushes with his stick. She saw him then. That’s it, keep looking at ground level and keep walking. Just don’t look up!

Zarku halted a short distance from where they hid.

“Tara passed this way,” he said. “I can feel it.”

Tara hugged the branch. How could he have guessed that? What was it that gave her away?

“How do you know that?” asked Kali.

Yes, how do you know? thought Tara silently, straining her ears for the answer.

“She has a certain presence,” said Zarku. “I can’t describe it. But where would she go from here and in which direction?”

“How would I know?” said Kali.

“I really wasn’t talking to you,” said Zarku. “So do shut up.”

Kali muttered something under her breath. Tara was sure she wasn’t heaping blessings on his head. She craned her neck and looked up, but the leaves were too thick and she could not spot the others. Good. If she couldn’t, then neither would Zarku nor Kali.

Zarku walked, sniffing the air. The sound of his footsteps receded. He stopped. Retraced his steps.

“Go look around,” said Zarku. “Find them!”

If he was putting Kali to work, they had little to worry about. That fat lump would never do any work. But the very next moment a cold hand clutched her heart. The growls of the hyenas were close, too close. Tara could imagine all too clearly their beady eyes, their pointed snouts, and their deadly jaws. Footsteps followed and stopped at the foot of their tree. Tara was sure it was over. He had only to look up and he’d know where they were; her scent would probably give her away. The hyenas circled the base of the tree, growling.

Don’t look up, go away … go away, prayed Tara.

Zarku walked away from the tree, talking softly to himself, the stick in his hand slashing at the bushes. Tara exhaled.

The sound was less distinct now, almost as if he was doing it half-heartedly. Kali stood motionless. He retraced his steps. The sounds returned. He paused very briefly and walked away in another direction. Each time he moved away, her heart soared. When he returned, it sank like a stone. What was he playing at?

The answer almost jolted her off the branch.

He knew where they were. He knew exactly where they were hiding.

Zarku stood at the foot of the tree staring at the fallen tree trunk. His gaze travelled upward, one agonizing inch at a time. Tara knew with complete certainty that the game was over. She rested her head against the branch, dizzy with panic.

They had lost.



— ten — 
Reprieve

“Oh Didi, I’ve found you, I’ve found you!” said Zarku. He hopped on the spot, clapping his hands and for a brief and unreal moment it felt like she and Suraj were back home in Morni. “Come on, Didi …” he said, continuing to speak like Suraj. “Show yourself.”

Tara pressed her lips together and had to use every ounce of discipline to keep from instinctively answering her brother.

Zarku spoke again, this time in his own voice. “I’ve waited a lifetime to play this game and this is the best you can do? Five of you and this silly hiding place is all you could come up with? A dimwit could have found you. Shame!”

Zarku screamed some more, his voice getting shriller with each word. Tara expected him to storm up the tree and throw them down to the waiting jaws of the hyenas. She could almost feel their teeth sink into her flesh. The branch seemed to rock and sway under her.

Tara clung tighter. She had failed her friends. Would they ever forgive her?

“Come down right now!” said Zarku. His tone was as sharp as broken glass.

No one moved.

“Now, Tara,” said Zarku. “If I have to come up, well … let’s not even think about how much angrier I will be.”

Tara slid off the branch.

“What are you doing?” said Ananth. “Stay here, he’s only bluffing.”

“I assure you I’m not,” said Zarku. “All of you better come down, too. I’m not very big on patience.”

Tara was the first one to reach Zarku. She stomped down the fallen tree trunk, hoping it would give way and crash down on his head. But even this time it held.

Silently, sullenly, the others followed. Kabir came last, lurching and weaving, but made it down safely. No one looked at Tara and she was glad. She couldn’t bear to see their accusing looks or worse, their disappointment.

They stood at the foot of the tree facing Zarku, Kali, and the hyenas that hung around like a stench in the air.

They’d lost. And now they would have to do exactly as he said. She took a deep shuddering breath. Lost, lost, lost echoed inside her head.

“So, I win,” said Zarku. “I WIN.” He was smiling broadly. “What should I do with the lot of you? To see the hyenas tear you apart would be great fun for me! Or maybe I should …”

“Let us go,” said Raani. “Please?”

“What?” said Zarku. He frowned at Raani. “Why?”

“So that, er … because,” said Raani. She glanced at the others, her eyes pleading for help.

“So you can have one more night of fun,” said Tara, suddenly. “Surely you’d like that?’

“My, my,” said Zarku. “Such concern for my pleasures is touching.”

“No!” said Kali. “Finish them now and then we deal with Tara. You’ve waited so long to carry out your plan and get back to your former glory. Why prolong it?”

Tara shot Kali the dirtiest look she could muster. How easy it was for her to talk of taking innocent lives, of killing. She was just as evil as Zarku. The thought of them working together made the hairs on the back of her neck prickle. Tara had difficulty killing a cockroach because it meant taking something she could never return.

“Kali’s right, you know,” said Zarku. He turned toward Tara. “I can’t wait to put my plan into action; it means endless glory and power for me, forever.”

“And end the game so soon?” said Tara. “You said you’ve waited years to play it. Why not give us one more night? We’ll do a better job of hiding this time. Really.”

“You were always the clever one, Tara. Your idea has merit. Why stop the game when it’s just begun? All right, you’ve convinced me, one more night!”

The knot in Tara’s stomach loosened slightly. She’d just bought them all some more time. This time she’d think of a much better place. She had to. This time he would never, ever find them.

“I’ll be off now,” said Zarku. “But I’ll be back tomorrow night. See that you don’t disappoint me! You won’t be so lucky again.”

He snapped his fingers and the hyenas came trotting up to him like obedient dogs. One of them had a half-eaten rabbit hanging from his mouth. The other two hyenas lunged at it and dismembered it before their eyes. Horrified, Tara watched each hyena triumphantly chew a body part. The crunch of bone echoed in the still night and Tara wanted to clap her hands over her ears to block out the sound. But she held them rigidly at her sides; she would not show Zarku how much this affected her.

“You picked the hiding place, Tara. Didn’t you? When she did not reply he looked at her steadily for a moment. “Better luck tomorrow. You’re going to need it.”
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After Zarku strolled away, no one spoke for a moment.

Then they all faced her and she saw what she had been dreading all along.

“You said the hiding spot was perfect,” Raani screamed. “Miss Know-it-all, he’ll-never-find-us-in-a-million-years! You almost got us killed!”

“I’m sorry. I thought so, too,” said Tara. “I just can’t believe he found us. I just can’t.” Her voice was so soft that it was barely above a whisper.

“Well, you better believe it,” said Kabir. He wiped his forehead with a shaky hand. “But at least he let us go. Good thinking, both of you.”

“The cat-and-mouse game has begun again,” said Vayu with a deep sigh. “I have a feeling he’ll keep doing this till he is bored and then he’ll kill us.”

“But if we can avoid being captured till dawn, he’ll let us go and the game ends,” said Raani. “He will keep his word, won’t he? He seems to like rules.”

Despite her earlier hopes, Tara felt, deep down, that would never happen. From the expressions on everyone’s face she knew the others had doubts, too.

“I’m really sorry,” Tara repeated. “I only wanted to help. But I have a better plan for tonight.”

No one answered her. Surely they would give her another chance? They glanced at her and then looked away. Though no one came out and said it, she knew they all were unanimous in their decision. They didn’t want her to pick the next hiding spot.

Ananth finally spoke. “You can’t help, Tara. And that’s final. The four of us will decide.”

“But why?” said Tara. “I said I was sorry. Can’t you forgive one little mistake? Haven’t any of you made mistakes before? And none of us have died so it’s no big deal … right? Right?”

Ananth glanced at the others. “You figure it out,” he said.

He was just jealous … they all were. This was Zarku they were dealing with and she’d had the most experience of anyone in the group. Except now he was in her brother’s body and all she had to do was pretend that they were playing their favourite game back home and … NO! She couldn’t do that.

Tara wrapped her arms around herself as the realization hit. Zarku knew everything about her — the way she thought, the places she’d look for — through Suraj! In this game of cat-and-mouse, he had chosen very well. She could not help them and they all knew it, had figured it out before she did.

The moon played its own little game of hide-and-seek, its silvery light brightening and waning as dark clouds sailed past its gaunt face.

“We should get some rest,” said Ananth. “Zarku is not coming back till tomorrow night.”

Tara did not say another word. She had been so sure of herself, so confident, and had almost gotten everyone killed. What was she going to do now?

They settled down under a tree. A storm was brewing. The heat intensified and so did the clouds of mosquitoes. Tara noticed nothing. Though she took deep breaths, something huge and heavy sat on her chest. She just couldn’t get enough air. Her friends were in danger because of her, from an evil monster who had possessed her brother. Her head reeled.

Show me the right way, Lord Ganesh, she prayed. If we defeat and kill Zarku, we’ll kill Suraj, too. But if he regains his strength, he and Kali will destroy us all just like before. We have to stop him and I have to be strong enough for it.

One thought brought a small measure of relief; she had her friends with her this time. This time she wasn’t alone. Together they would think of a better hiding place.

The polite argument that had started a while ago, between thunder and lightning, was now a full-fledged fight. A sudden clap reverberated through the forest and the deluge started. Within seconds they were drenched in cool rain. Tara stood with her face turned toward the sky, letting the water wash away the sweat, the dirt, and the worry. But it couldn’t reach the fear that lay curled deep within her, its claws sheathed for now, but always watching, waiting.

As suddenly as the rain had started, it stopped. A cool breeze filtered through the trees and Tara lay down with the others on the wet forest floor. The drip, drip, drip of the raindrops soothed the ache in her heart until she fell asleep.



— eleven —
An Unknown Voice

The cooing of a koel woke Tara. Sunlight dripped from shiny green leaves and pooled on the forest floor, making the world around them sparkle. Sleep fled and panic returned. How long had they been resting? They should have been far, far away from here by now. She looked up at the tree they had hidden in the night before. It swayed gently, painting the sky a bright blue with its branches. It had seemed like such a perfect spot at the time. Where would they hide tonight?

“Wake up, Ananth,” said Tara, shaking him roughly.

“We’ve overslept!”

Ananth jerked awake. “What happened? Is he back?”

“Calm down,” said Tara. She sat cross-legged in front of him. “He’s not here yet, but in a few hours he will be. One of us should have kept watch and we should have moved out of here a long time ago. If he catches us tonight, we’re dead.”

“I know, Tara,” said Ananth. “But we all needed the rest. I’m sure we’ll make good time once we get started.”

“If and when we get started and that had better happen right now,” said Tara. “Everyone, wake up,” she called out. “It’s late, we have to get away from here now. Wake up.”

Kabir moaned and they hurried to his side. The grey pallor of his face worried Tara. She touched his forehead and jerked her hand away, shocked. It was scorching.

“Kabir, wake up.” asked Tara. She shook him gently. Kabir’s eyes flew open.

“Don’t, don’t do that,” he said. “I hurt all over.” His eyes were sunken into deep dark hollows. He licked his cracked lips and squinted up at them.

“How do you feel?” asked Ananth.

“Terrible,” said Kabir. “My back is on fire. Can someone pour some water and put it out?” He smiled weakly, but neither Tara nor Ananth smiled back.

“Will you be able to keep up?”asked Tara. “We have to start right away.”

Kabir sat up. The effort showed on his face. “I don’t know if I can.” His face was greyer than a moment ago.

Tara paced in front of Kabir, stopping to look at him every few seconds. “This is very bad.”

“It is,” said Raani. “If only we’d found a better hiding place last night, we’d be free by now.”

Tara glared at her and Raani shut up.

“There aren’t any good hiding places here,” said Tara. “We have to get away, search someplace else. And in case none of you have noticed, it’s almost midday … we’d better hurry.”

“That means we still have half a day to plan,” said Ananth. “With Kabir in this state we won’t be able to get very far, so this time we have to choose wisely.

Any ideas?”

“Yes,” said Tara. “I was thinking that —”

“No!” they said in unsion.

Tara stared at them in dismay and remembered, she couldn’t help, not this time.

“You can’t suggest a place,” said Ananth. “Please, Tara. Don’t look at me this way. You know why.”

Tara nodded. She wanted to help so desperately and this other place she had in mind might even work!

But it was no use. She alternated between hating them all to acknowledging that they were right. She should be grateful there were four more brains working on an escape plan.

“Maybe I can help some other way,” said Tara. “Let me look at your back, Kabir.”

His wounds had worsened. Some of the scratches were definitely infected, oozing yellow pus instead of blood. His back must be itching and burning by now.

How was he able to stand the pain? She would have been out of her mind by now. She looked at Kabir with renewed respect.

“I’m going to look for some herbs,” she said. “With the right salve it should not hurt as much and will even stop the infection from spreading.”

Kabir nodded his thanks and lay down again.

Tara walked away into the forest, leaving the others discussing the next hiding place. Brown hares with long, floppy ears peeped at her from the undergrowth, reminding her of the hyenas and their feeding frenzy the night before. She tried to shake the image out of her head, focusing instead on the serene beauty around her. Birds twittered overhead and clumps of bright yellow and orange flowers dotted the forest floor. If it hadn’t been for Zarku, this would have been just a pleasant walk in the forest. I hate you, Zarku, she thought. I hate you for what you have done to me and my family.

A sudden rage filled her and she hurried through the undergrowth, cracking twigs underfoot, trampling the low-lying foliage. She searched for the greenish-white flowers of the ritha tree. All she needed were a few of its fruits and leaves. The tulsi herb with its antibacterial properties would be a treasure, too. If only she could find them, she’d be able to keep Kabir’s infection under control and put her mother’s teaching to good use. Then they’d have a fair chance of escaping.

I hate you, Zarku! she thought again, vehemently.

Don’t hate him, Tara. Pity him, for he has suffered.

“What?” said Tara aloud. She whirled around. The forest behind her was empty. Who had just spoken? She had been so intent on searching for the herbs that she had barely paid attention to anything else. She closed her eyes and thought of the voice. It had been so gentle, so soft, barely above a whisper. She wasn’t even sure if it had been a man or a woman speaking.

“Raani, is that you?” asked Tara. She stood still in the waist-high bushes and looked around her.

The only reply was the wind flitting through the treetops and the drone of bees. A woodpecker tattooed its call sign on a tree trunk high above her. Maybe she was imagining things or else it must be the heat. The scorching midday sun, filtering through the leaves, brought sweat oozing from every pore. The cool rain from last night was already a distant memory.

“Vayu?”

There was no answer. Were they hiding behind a tree? She retraced her steps, peering behind trees and bushes, but there was no sign of anyone. In the distance she heard raised voices. It sounded like they were all there. She stood still for a moment, but the person did not speak again. She had definitely imagined it. It was the heat and exhaustion, that was all.

“There,” she spoke aloud. She had spied the light yellow trunk of a young ritha tree. Tara quickly collected a bunch of leaves from its lower branches and searched the ground below it for its seeds. She found three she could use. Now if she could find tulsi, the salve would be more effective. She continued walking, keeping a sharp eye out for it.

Her thoughts drifted again to the voice. It had to be her imagination. Who could believe that Zarku could have suffered? What a joke! He was the sort that made other people suffer. How she wished she could see him burn up again, victim of his own evil gaze. She walked deeper and deeper into the bushes, and there it was; a clump of reddish-purple tulsi flowers. Now she’d be able to keep Kabir going till they reached safety.

Don’t be too sure.

Tara dropped everything and whirled around for a second time. This time she was sure she had heard it; a woman’s voice.

“Show yourself,” she said. “Who are you?” Her heart thumped. What if the speaker did show herself? Was she prepared for what she might see? The honest answer was no.

Leaves rustled around her and the wind sighed loudly. The speaker did not appear. Tara hurried back.

The moment she stepped out of the forest, Raani looked up at Tara with a bland expression. If she’d followed Tara and then outrun her to reach the clearing first, there seemed to be no sign of it on her face. The others were busy discussing plans and barely glanced at her. Should she mention the voice? It sounded odd even to her, now that she was back with her friends.

“Raani, find a couple of flat stones for me,” said Tara. “I need to grind these herbs.” She noted the sour look on Raani’s face, but ignored it.

“So, what have you all decided?” Tara asked.

“We’re going to stay,” said Ananth. He had borrowed Kabir’s knife and had made himself a crude bow. A pile of twigs lay at his feet.

Tara almost dropped the herbs. “Are you mad? We have but a few hours of daylight left and you want to stay in the same spot Zarku left us last night?”

“Let me ask you something,” said Ananth. He stopped sharpening the tip of the arrow and stared at her, a strange look in his eyes. “What would you do?”

Tara looked around at all of them. “What’s going on? Is this some kind of joke to test my nerves?”

“Answer me,” said Ananth. “What would you have us do this very minute?”

“I’d have you running hard toward the river,” said Tara. “None of you would be sitting here asking silly questions.”

“I rest my case,” said Kabir. He threw a knowing look at Ananth, flopped down on his stomach and reached behind him.

“Don’t touch your back, Kabir,” said Tara. “You’re going to make it worse. Wait for a moment and I’ll put something on it to cool it down.”

Raani had found a couple of flat stones and brought them back. Tara took the ritha seed and smashed it to a pulp with a rock. Then she added the tulsi leaves and started grinding the mixture. The sound of stone on stone grated on her nerves. She blocked it out and continued working.

“Would someone like to explain?” she asked, looking up from her task momentarily. “What was all that about; what would you do …”

“We’re going to stay and fight,” said Ananth. He whittled the end of another twig to a sharp point and added it to the growing pile at his feet.

“Fight?” said Tara. “You want five of us to fight Zarku, Kali, and his bloodthirsty hyenas. Has the heat fried your brains?”

“It was Kabir’s idea,” said Vayu. “And I think he’s right.”

“Kabir’s delirious,” said Tara. “I’m not. And I say we run. We’re no match for them.”

“I’m not delirious,” said Kabir. “At least not yet.”

Tara came over to Kabir, her hands full of the green paste. Raani helped remove his shirt, which now stank of blood, sweat, and the sickly sweet stench of something rotting. She threw it aside. Tara smeared the paste on Kabir’s back as gently as she could. When she was finished, she sat back surveying her work. Her hands were bright green and so was Kabir’s back.

“Ahhhh,” said Kabir. “That does feel better, Tara, so cool … you’re helping more than you realize.”

“Thanks and you’re welcome,” said Tara. “But you still haven’t answered my question.”

“We’ve decided to give that madman something to worry about,” said Ananth. “It’s what Zarku would not expect us to do.”

“Look,” said Tara. “None of you have faced him.

I have. You haven’t felt your skin burn when he looks upon you with his third eye.” She closed her eyes as the memory sent a shiver through her. She stared at them again, wishing they would believe just how dangerous he could be. “If we’re caught, not just our lives are at stake, but the lives of our friends and families are, too.

We need Prabala for this and the sooner we reach the river, the sooner we get to Morni and come back with help. Don’t you see?”

“Tara, you have a point,” replied Ananth. “But running is what Zarku would expect us to do. He would expect us to be tired and panicked, to not be able to think straight or make any kind of decent plan. Sure, it might not work, but with Kabir in this state, how far do you think we’ll get if we decide to run?

Tara had to admit, he made sense. Afternoon was slipping away and soon it would be dark.

“So, what’s the plan?” she asked with a deep sigh.

They were in this together and she’d have to help them whether she agreed with it or not.

“We dig a pit, fill it with stakes, and cover it up. Zarku is bound to come back this way for us and hopefully he’ll fall in with Kali and the hyenas —”

“And we’ll all escape, go back home and live happily ever after,” finished Tara. “How wonderful! That’s your plan?”

“For now, yes,” said Ananth. He gathered the bow and arrows and put them all on a rock behind him, along with the knife he was using. “Here is where we’re going to dig the pit, right, Kabir?”

“I don’t like it,” said Tara. “What if he avoids the pit all together? How large is it going to be?”

“As large as we can get it by nightfall,” said Ananth. “We’ll all have to pitch in and help.”

“I still hate the idea, but we better get started,” said Tara.

But before anyone could move, Raani screamed.

A hyena had stepped out of the bushes and was eyeing them hungrily.



— twelve — 
The Pit and the Plan

Zarku’s here early, thought Tara as fear dug its razor-sharp claws into her stomach. He had lied to them!

Horrified, they stared at the hyena, and then at each other. Any moment now Tara expected Zarku to appear.

But if he was around, he stayed hidden.

The hyena advanced, baring its teeth. It sniffed the air, and honed in on Kabir. Tara slowly wiped her hands on her kurta, adding green streaks to the filth and grime that already covered it. “Stay still, Kabir,” she said. “It seems to be coming straight at us.”

“Where are the other hyenas?” whispered Vayu. He scanned the trees around him, making no sudden moves.

The hyena moved closer, its hungry eyes riveted to Kabir. They were but a few feet apart, staring at each other.

“What do we do?” whispered Raani. “Run?”

“No one move,” said Ananth. “I don’t think this one belongs to Zarku.”

The moment he said it Tara noticed the markings on the hyena. This one was spotted, not striped like Zarku’s companions. She breathed a sigh of relief that immediately changed to a dry rattle in her throat. The hyena giggled as it inched closer to Kabir, baring its teeth in a grotesque smile. Saliva dripped from its mouth.

Kabir sat up and the hyena growled deep within its throat. He froze.

“We can’t sit here all day, staring at it,” said Tara. “We have to do something.”

“I need my bows, but I can’t reach them,” said Ananth. “Someone distract this brute.”

And brute he was; larger than any hyena Tara had ever seen, with a mean look in his eye and obviously very hungry.

“Kabir’s wounds have attracted it,” said Tara. The discarded kurta, stinking of blood and pus, was still lying beside them. “We should have burned or buried it.”

The animal trotted closer, splattering the ground with more drool. The late-afternoon sun glinted off a mouthful of sharp, white teeth. He gnashed them, his hungry eyes missing nothing.

Raani whimpered. The hyena snapped its head in her direction. That was all it took. She jumped to her feet and backed away.

“Raani, no!” said Ananth very softly. “Don’t move.”

But Raani wasn’t listening; she didn’t even seem to be aware of anyone around her.

The hyena tensed and inched closer to her, Kabir forgotten. Any moment now it would leap at her. Raani stared at it wild-eyed, white-faced, and took another step back. The hyena stalked her, the hair on its back bristling. She was definitely going to run … “Here,” screamed Tara suddenly. The hyena swung its head toward her. She sprinted into the forest. “Get him, Ananth! Don’t miss!”

With a growl, the hyena leaped after her. Out of the corner of her eye she saw Ananth jump for his bow and arrow. Don’t miss, don’t miss, she prayed as she zig-zagged toward the trees, the hyena galloping after her.

The hyena’s teeth ripped the edge of her kurta, but Tara didn’t stop. The snap of its jaws was unnaturally loud. She reached the edge of the clearing. The hyena was gaining on her; its teeth grazed her ankle. She shrieked and went crashing into the trees.

“Turn around and come back,” yelled Ananth. He sounded close by. “Make a wide curve, I’m ready.”

Tara swerved sharply and ran around a tree. She saw the root too late and tripped, screaming as she fell, face-down on the forest floor. “Kill it!”

The hyena landed on her back, knocking out all the air from her lungs. Its breath was loud in her ears and the smell made her retch. Her neck was wet with its saliva. Any moment now she expected to feel teeth sink into her. She screamed again and again and yet again, unable to stop.

There was a loud thunk, a strangled yelp, and the weight from her back was gone. Tara lay on the ground, her nose pressed to the damp earth, inhaling its fragrance, unable to believe she was still alive. She took a deep, shuddering gulp of air.

“Are you all right?” asked Raani, kneeling beside her. “I can’t believe you did this for me.”

Tara sat up with some effort and Raani pulled her to her feet. Tara leaned on her, unable to control the trembling of her limbs. Raani put a steadying hand around her waist. She was trembling, too.

The hyena lay on its back, its long, red tongue lolling out the side of its mouth. A green rock, the one she’d used to grind the herbs, lay by its head. An arrow pierced its neck, the bright-red tip sticking out the other side. The ground below it was starting to turn red and they moved past it hurriedly.

“Thank you. That was really brave of you,” said Raani. She shook her head in wonder, her eyes moist. “You saved my life.”

Tara managed a weak smile. All she wanted to do was throw up, but she took several deep breaths instead. It wouldn’t do to vomit all over a person who had just called her incredibly brave. Then they were all around her, even Kabir, who had managed to get to his feet.

“Thanks, Ananth,” said Tara. “That was a good shot.”

Ananth nodded. “You’d better thank Raani, too. She flung a rock at the brute to slow him down. Four arrows broke before I could get him. This is the last one.” He looked at the solitary arrow in his hand. “I wish I had my other ones. These are terrible.”

“Thank you both,” said Tara. She smiled at Raani, who returned it warmly, a hint of awe still lingering on her face.

“All right, Kabir?” asked Tara.

He nodded. “I think we’re all okay.”

“You see now why we have to get away from here as soon as possible?” said Tara. “One of those animals can be so dangerous. Can you imagine three?”

“I’m tired of running,” said Kabir. “It’s time we started making things a bit interesting for Zarku. Let the hunter become the hunted for a change. We can do this — together.”

He extended his fist and winked. They piled their fists one on top of the other. Tara was the last to add hers. She looked around at her companions, faces lined with grime and exhaustion and determination. A faint glow of hope warmed her heart. Maybe Kabir was right; together they just might be able to defeat Zarku.
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Grimacing, Kabir picked up a twig and traced out a rectangle on the ground.

“Raani, Tara, Vayu, dig out the earth in this spot as fast as you can. It needs to be at least three feet deep,” he said. “Ananth, collect as many branches as you can, tall short, anything. We’ll need to sharpen them to make stakes for the pit.”

Dusk was upon them. An occasional flutter of wings, the grunting of a wild boar or yowling of a wildcat broke the silence. It seemed as if the forest was holding its breath, too; waiting to see how this game of hide-and-seek would play out tonight.

“How much of daylight do you think we have left?” asked Raani. She tied her dupatta securely around her waist and started digging.

“About an hour or so,” said Kabir, squinting at the sky. Dark, grey clouds rimmed with gold floated past. “Looks like another thunderstorm tonight.”

They dug as hard and as fast as they could. Kabir sat at the edge of the pit, sharpening branches that Ananth brought to him. Slivers of wood showered over them and the pile next to him grew. Occasionally he would close his eyes, take a deep, shuddering breath and continue. Sweat beaded his face, but he did not stop.

“I think we have enough, Ananth,” said Kabir after a while. “You better help with the pit. I’ll finish the rest of these.”

Ananth jumped into the pit and started digging. The heat built up as the storm gathered strength. Mosquitoes swarmed around them once again, getting into their eyes and ears, even their mouths whenever they spoke to each other. As they dug deeper, the mud grew softer, heavier, and Tara felt it cake under her fingernails. Her muscles ached, threatening to seize up.

The sun sank lower and the forest grew darker. A hot wind swept through the trees.

“Hurry,” said Kabir. “We still have a foot or so to go and then we have to arrange the stakes. If it’s not deep enough, this trap won’t work.”

Tara doubled her speed and so did the others.

Pebbles, rocks, and roots tore her nails. The wet, cloying smell of mud and mulch enveloped her. She dug, thinking of nothing else but moving her hands. Scoop, throw, scoop, throw. Slowly and steadily the pit grew deeper. Kabir moved the earth away from the sides to make room for more.

“We’ll never finish in time,” said Kabir. “Make room for me, too.”

“No, Kabir,” said Tara. “You stay up there. You’re in no shape for this.”

“If the hyenas catch us, the only shape I’ll be in, is dead … don’t know though … what shape is death?” replied Kabir. Tara had to smile. In spite of everything he could still joke.

Kabir jumped in. They stood shoulder to shoulder in the cramped space, throwing the mud out in a wild frenzy. The shadows deepened and it was getting difficult to see how much progress they had made.

“Should we light the lanterns?” asked Vayu. “Might help.”

Ananth shook his head. “Best not to. If Zarku has started out, it will only pinpoint our location faster. Hurry and we’ll get this done before it gets too dark to see.”

There was a loud crack. “Arrrghhh,” Kabir groaned. “My shoulder.”

They all stopped and stared at him. His right arm was twisted at an unnatural angle near his shoulder.

“I’ve dislocated it,” he gasped. He reached up with his left hand and tried to push it back in, but the effort was too much. He fell to his knees groaning. “Can’t do it … on my own. Someone do it.”

“What do I do?” asked Ananth. “Tell me!”

“Shove it back into place,” said Kabir. “This one’s not like the usual ones or I would have done it myself.”

“You should never have gotten in here,” said Tara. She pressed herself against the wall of the pit, wiping her face, staring at the dislocated arm. “Why didn’t you stay up there? We were doing fine without you.”

“Just do it,” said Kabir. He braced himself as Ananth took hold of his shoulder. “Wait,” Kabir cried at the last moment.

“What?” said Ananth. His face was as white as Kabir’s.

“Push it straight back in without twisting it to the right or left,” said Kabir. “If it goes in wrong, I won’t be able to move my arm at all.”

Ananth dropped his hands to his sides. “I-I can’t do this,” he said. “What if I mess it up?”

“You can,” said Kabir. “Hurry, the pain’s killing me.”

Ananth took a deep breath. Tara nodded, trying to look calm and encouraging at the same time, neither of which she remotely felt. Ananth took hold of Kabir’s arm, bit his lip, and pushed hard. It settled into place with a crack. The sound of bone against bone echoed through the cramped hole and Tara shuddered. She looked over at Raani, who had stuffed her knuckles into her mouth.

Kabir uttered a strangled yelp and crumpled to the ground.

“Oh God, Ananth!” said Raani. “You’ve killed him.”

Ananth got down on his knees and patted Kabir’s face. “Talk to me, Kabir. Are you all right? Please say something.”

Kabir’s head flopped back and forth. The pain killed him, thought Tara, we’ve lost him forever. It seemed unreal. One moment he was alive and in pain and the next moment he was gone.

“I did exactly as he told me to,” said Ananth. He raised an anguished face to them.

“And you did a great job, Ananth,” said Kabir. He stirred, groaning softly.

Both Tara and Raani screamed and fell to their knees.

“You idiot, you gave us quite a scare,” said Ananth.

“What happened?’

“Sorry, the pain was a bit too much,” said Kabir. “I’ll try never to faint again. Promise.”

An owl hooted loudly and flew off into the night, followed by the shrill chatter of birds.

“Here he comes,” said Kabir. “We have to stop now and plant those stakes or we won’t be ready in time.”

He climbed out of the pit slowly, breathing hard. They all climbed out after him.

“Is this deep enough?” asked Tara. She stared at the pit they had just dug. “Do you think it will work?”

“Even if it doesn’t, we have no time,” said Kabir. “We’ll just have to hope for the best.”

Zarku advanced through the brush, making no attempt to keep silent, as if he knew he’d win, no matter what. He was probably expecting to find them hiding like scared rabbits. Except that he would get a shock. A fatal one if they were really lucky!

“Get in there, Ananth, and plant the stakes throughout the pit evenly, with the pointed ends facing upward,” said Kabir. “Try not to leave too many gaps. I’ll hand them to you.”

“The rest of you, get as many large branches and leaves you can find to cover this up. If Zarku suspects that it’s here, all our work will have been in vain. Run!”

Like a group possessed they worked in the near darkness, which intensified with each passing moment. Tara raced to the trees and hauled dead branches, twigs, and leaves toward the pit in which Kabir and

Ananth had planted the stakes as best as they could.

Back again, another armload, drag, drop, and back again. Tara’s lungs were on fire and her arms were ready to drop off. But she went back for another load and yet another.

Suddenly, it was night. As if God had blown out the sun.

“I guess that’s it,” said Kabir. His voice was soft, his breathing laboured. “We’d better hide.” Not too far off they heard the steady rustle of footsteps approaching and giggling; a sound that had come to haunt Tara’s every waking and sleeping moment.

“No time to get up a tree,” said Ananth. “Quick, Raani, help us look for a place to hide.”

Zarku’s lamplight bobbing toward them from a distance dispelled some of the darkness as they all searched frantically. Why hadn’t they thought of choosing a place before we started digging? thought Tara. They could have avoided this last-minute panic.

“Bushes or hollow log?” asked Raani. “I can’t decide.

They’re both too obvious.”

“Bushes, I think,” said Vayu. “The hyenas will probably not want to get in there.”

They raced to a large clump of bushes and threw themselves into it. Thorns scraped and tore at Tara’s flesh, but she didn’t slow down till she had crawled right into the middle along with the others. She squeezed her eyes shut and prayed. Let him die. If Zarku escaped the pit, she had no doubt that he’d discover their hiding place within seconds.

The light drew nearer and there he was, at the edge of the clearing. A few more steps and he would fall into their trap. He was singing tunelessly, cheerfully, certain of victory. Behind him the hyenas fanned out, sniffing at every bush and log. Tara’s heart thumped. Would their trap work? Would he walk straight into it? Nothing would give her greater pleasure than to see him with a stake through his heart. She closed her eyes to savour the image.

The very next moment her eyes snapped open. A thought struck her hard, almost as if she had walked into a wall. If their trap worked, she would not see Zarku but Suraj with a stake through his heart. Her brother. Oh Lord what had she done? She had dug her brother’s grave with her own hands.

“No, oh no,” she whispered.

“Tara, what is it?” said Raani. “What’s the matter?”

“I have to stop him,” she said. “I can’t let him die.”

“Are you mad?” whispered Ananth. “That’s exactly what we want. That’s why we worked so hard all evening.”

Zarku moved stealthily, his lantern held aloft. Shreds of light trickled into the bushes. He moved closer, Kali right behind him.

“I have to warn him,” Tara repeated. “I can’t let my brother die.”

She struggled to get up. The next moment four pairs of hands clamped down on her. She opened her mouth and Ananth clapped his hand over it. Thorns scraped her scalp, her arms, as they wrestled silently.

She glared at Ananth, beseeching him with her eyes, but it only served to tighten his hold on her.

If their plan worked, Suraj would die. Tears leaked out of her eyes as she realized that it was the right thing to do. This was the only way. But how could she stand by and watch it happen? She struggled to sit up, but her friends held her down.

A horrible shriek pierced the air and all the fight went out of her.

Suraj had fallen into their trap. He was going to die and she was responsible.
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“O no,” whispered Ananth and loosened his hold on her. “Oh no …”

Tara squeezed her eyes shut as the scream reached an agonizing peak. She clapped her hands over her ears, knowing she would remember this scream for as long as she lived. It turned into a gurgle and died away. There was complete silence.

Suraj was dead.

Tara sobbed softly, unable even to sit up. She could see the image clearly in her mind; Suraj skewered on a stake in the pit she had dug with her own hands. How would she ever forgive herself? She had no right to live after this.

“You’ve killed him!” someone shrieked. “You’ve killed my companion. I’ll make you all suffer for this!”

Tara sat up immediately, happiness flooding her. She peered out of the bushes. Zarku was alive! This was bad news for them — really bad. If he found them, they were all in danger, but there was a part of her that was very relieved.

“It failed,” said Kabir. His voice was flat. “We got the hyena instead of him. He has the luck of the devil.”

Zarku stood at the edge of the pit flanked by two hyenas and Kali, his face contorted with rage. His eyes swept the bushes around him and then back to the pit.

“Can’t you bring him back to life?” said Kali. She took a quick look into the pit, wrinkled her nose in disgust and looked away.

“Are you mad, woman?” snapped Zarku with such vehemence that she took a step back. “How many times do I have to explain to you that in this weak body I have limited powers? Wait till I get another, more powerful, body and then see what I do. I’ll kill anyone who crosses me and prevent Death from coming to those who serve me well. You’ll be wise to remember that.”

“I only asked,” said Kali. Her tone was servile, her head bowed. But even from a distance Tara could see the slight curve of her lips as she smiled to herself, no doubt dreaming of the power and glory she would enjoy in Zarku’s reign.

“Come out from wherever you’re hiding. Now!” said Zarku.

This was it. They had killed his companion and now it was their turn. In spite of the growing fear in the pit of her stomach, Tara got a small measure of comfort from huddling together with her companions. No one moved.

“I know you all are close by,” said Zarku. “Come out now. If I have to come look for you, you’re going to regret it. I’ll count to ten and if you’re not out by then …”

Tara looked at Ananth. He shook his head.

“One … two,” intoned Zarku.

“I think we should show ourselves,” whispered Raani. “If he works himself into a frenzy, there’s no telling what he might do.”

“Stay,” said Ananth. “He said the same thing last time. He’s just having fun scaring us.”

“Three, four, five,” said Zarku. “You’re trying my patience!”

“Please,” said Tara, “let’s just go and get it over with. If he lets the hyenas loose, they’ll find us anyway.”

“He won’t bother to squeeze in here, that’s for sure,” said Vayu. “But the hyenas might. We should go.”

Zarku paced the edge of the pit, alternately looking at the hyena and then at the forest around him. His gaze slid past the clump of bushes where they hid and returned to it. Had he guessed where they were?

“Six, seven, eight,” yelled Zarku. “Last chance. Give up now and I might show some mercy.”

“Nine, te#8212;#8221;

Tara crawled out of the bushes before anyone could grab her again. She faced Zarku, trying to ignore the blood oozing from the numerous scratches on her arms and legs. “Here I am.”

“I’m not blind,” said Zarku. “Where are the others?

I told you, if you split up #8212;#8221;

“You want me,” said Tara. “You’ve got me. Why do you need the others?”

“Rule number one,” said Zarku, “you do not split up.

If you do, I win the game.” He came closer and stood in front of Tara. She got a good look at her brother’s face.

Already it seemed different; hard and mean.

“We’ve not split up.” Ananth’s voice boomed in Tara’s ear. He came to stand beside her followed closely by the others.

“Ahhhh, there you all are,” said Zarku. “I thought you’d be far away from here, but I see that you’ve decided to be very smart. Not bad for children.”

“You wanted a game, you got it,” said Kabir. He spoke softly, slowly, and Tara glanced at him, trying to gauge just how high the fever was. His cheekbones jutted out at sharp angles and his cheeks looked hollow.

He seemed to have lost weight in the last twenty-four hours.

“Looks like you won’t last very long,” said Zarku, looking Kabir up and down. “Good, one less for me to worry about.”

Tara wanted to fly at him. But she did nothing; she’d only be hurting Suraj.

“You killed my companion and for that you must pay!” said Zarku. “But first come and see the damage you’ve done.”

No one moved. Tara had no desire to see the skewered hyena.

“I said, come and see,” roared Zarku. He grabbed Tara’s hand and dragged her to the edge of the pit. Tara dug her heels into the ground, but she was no match for an enraged Zarku.

Tara peered over the edge. The sight made her so sick and dizzy, she almost fell in herself. The largest of the hyenas was impaled on two stakes, a grotesque grin plastered on his face. The tips of the stakes glistened in the lamplight, wet and red.

“I only wish it had been you instead of the hyenas,” said Ananth. “You were the one who should have died.”

“Is that so?” said Zarku, a terrible smile twisting his features. “ATTACK!”

Before they realized what had happened, the hyenas were racing toward them.

“Run!” yelled Ananth.

They turned and fled. Tara felt a sense of déjà vu. The hot breath and the snapping of the teeth spurred her on as she ran blindly into the forest, Zarku’s maniacal cackle filling the air. She tripped and fell. She heard Raani scream. There were growls, whoops, yells. Then silence.

“Bring them back here!” said Zarku.

Tara pushed herself off the ground and came face to face with a hyena. It herded her back toward Zarku and then trotted off. Within moments they were back where they had started — with a difference. Raani sat on the ground sobbing, holding her right leg. Her ghagra was soaked with blood. Her hands were bright red and a streak of blood was smeared across her forehead.

Tara ran to Raani and examined her leg. Her calf was a bloody mess of bites and torn, pulpy flesh. She turned to Zarku. “How could you?” she said in a choked voice.

“Are you completely mad?”

“You hurt my friend and I hurt yours,” he replied.

“At least she’s not dead.”

Raani’s face crumpled and she sobbed into Tara’s shoulder. “It hurts so much, I can’t bear it.”

“Shh, it’s all right, Raani,” said Tara. “I’ll put some salve on it and you’ll be fine.” She hugged Raani, feeling her tremble violently.

“So now what?” asked Ananth.

“Look at all of you,” said Zarku. He circled the group slowly, deliberately. “Pathetic lot. Not even worthy of a simple game of hide-and-seek! I wish I’d had a better group to play with. But, what choice did I have? None!”

“Let’s push them into the pit,” said Kali. “Do away with them once and for all.”

Tara never thought she could hate anyone more than Zarku, but at that moment, Kali topped the list. If only

Tara could push her into the pit, she would be willing to endure whatever Zarku had in mind for her.

“Shut up,” said Zarku. “I’ve told you before, intelli#8211;gence is not your strength. And when you lack something so basic, it’s best not to let too many people know.”

Kali’s face tightened and from past experience Tara knew that this would be the moment she would fly into a rage. Instead, Kali struggled to smile and even apologized to Zarku.

They waited. Tara tried to think of all the ways he would kill them, sure that they would be very painful. She would be the last to go and would have to endure the agony of seeing her friends die. Zarku stared at the dead hyena in silence. They stared at each other. Even time seemed to stand still.

“I’m too upset to think straight,” said Zarku. He looked as if he was about to cry. “I think I’ll spare you all for one more night and kill you tomorrow, except Tara, of course. I have a special plan for her. You might as well stick around here. You don’t stand a chance against me.”

Kali’s face fell. Zarku walked away, the hyenas trotting behind him like obedient dogs.

His footsteps receded and the night was silent again. They hugged each other.

“He let us go,” said Ananth. A tired smile limped to his face and faded away. “We’ve survived for one more night.”

“Yes, but the plan failed,” said Kabir. “After all that work, we failed.” He slumped beside Raani. “Tomorrow is our last chance. What are we going to do now? I’m so tired.”

“We can’t give up now,” said Ananth. “Not after we’ve survived this long. We have to kill him tomorrow or escape.”

Tara glanced into the pit again. The lantern gone, she could only make out the shape of the hyena in the moonlight, and the shining tip of the stake. The steady drip, drip from within made her sick.

“I can’t do this, either,” said Tara. “I can’t kill my own brother.” She stumbled away from the hideous stench of the dead hyena and the smell of blood that hung over them like a black cloud. She closed her eyes, trying to sort through her confused feelings. Zarku had escaped yet again and tomorrow they’d have to make another plan to hide from him or kill him. How many times did she have to go through this? She almost wished he had killed her today; at least she’d be out of her misery.

Unbidden, Lord Yama’s advice came to mind:

Sometimes the right way is the most difficult, and the wrong way, the easiest, most tempting. Make your choice wisely.

Someone hugged her. Tara started. Raani had limped up to her, a trail of blood marking her path. “I know what you’re going through and I’m sorry,” she said. “God knows, I wouldn’t wish this decision on my worst enemy.”

Her words made Tara want to bawl. She gave Raani a small smile. Ananth, Kabir, and Vayu came up to her.

“Tara, Suraj is my brother, too,” said Ananth. “Don’t you think this is just as hard for me? Don’t you think I realize that to kill Zarku means to lose Suraj forever? But we have no choice.”

“We’re doing the right thing, Tara,” said Vayu. “We have to.”

Tara nodded. “I know. I know. It’s just that if Zarku had assumed any other form, I could have seen through to the evil inside but by using Suraj … he’s been very smart. He knew how hard this would be for us, for anyone.” She wiped away the tears. “I’m trying, I really am. I didn’t realize how hard it was going to be until he was at the edge of the pit. I don’t know if I can go through it again.”

“If you really want to see someone,” said Vayu softly, “close your eyes.”

Tara stared at him. “What?”

“Close your eyes and think of Zarku,” said Vayu. “Go on, try it.”

Tara closed her eyes. Instantly an image sprang to mind; Zarku burning two Vetalas with his third eye. She still remembered their agonized shrieks as they had melted and her pulse raced. Her eyes snapped open again. If Zarku had stood in front of her at this moment, she would have killed him no matter what he looked like.

“I see what you mean,” said Tara. “But what about my brother? How can I watch him die? He’s innocent.”

“Even if we win,” said Ananth, “I don’t think Zarku is going to keep his word about Suraj. He won’t be willing to vacate your brother’s body till he gets another one. You heard him tell Kali that.”

Tara stared at him with blurred vision. Deep down in her heart she knew it was true and only now was she finally able to admit it.

“Zarku is never going to give Suraj back to me,” she said, looking around at all of them. “I’ve lost him already.”

They closed in on Tara and hugged her. She was numb. She thought of all the good times she had shared with Suraj, the games they’d played and the tears they had shed when Kali had made their lives miserable. He was a part of her and now she had to be strong enough to cut it off and destroy it.

“I think we could all do with some sleep,” said Ananth. “I don’t think Zarku is coming back tonight, now that he has decided to keep us alive for one more day of enjoyment.”

In an unspoken agreement they all moved away from their failed trap, deeper into the forest. The moon was even thinner tonight. In another day or so, there would be no moon and no light. Hopefully they would have escaped by then.

Ananth led the way, with Raani limping behind him, her leg temporarily bound with her dupatta. Kabir followed Raani, shivering and coughing every few steps.

She and Vayu brought up the rear. They walked till they reached a clearing.

Once more Tara settled herself on the hard earth, twigs and pebbles digging into her skin. Tomorrow was the last day of their game. She pulled out the anklet and pressed the beaten silver to her cheek. It was cold. Will you help me when the time comes? she asked, pressing the anklet harder against her cheek. Will you?

A soft voice answered just as she fell into a deep and exhausted sleep.

Yes.
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A soft groan woke her the next morning. A white-faced Raani was curled up into a tight ball. Tara immediately went to her.

“Don’t,” screamed Raani the moment Tara touched her leg.

The scream woke everyone. Ananth jumped to his feet, his bow and arrow in hand. Kabir sat up weakly, brandishing his knife. Vayu lumbered to his feet, blinking in the bright sunlight.

“My leg,” gasped Raani. “I’m dying!”

“Let me take a look, Raani,” said Tara. “See how bad it is. Try to bear it, okay?”

The look did nothing to assuage her fears. Raani’s calf was swollen and puffy. Some areas had a purplish tinge. The infection was spreading really quickly and if she did not get to a village soon, she might even lose her leg. There was no way Raani would be able to walk with this wound, let alone run. Their chances of escaping were less than zero and Zarku knew it.

“How bad is it?” asked Raani. Her eyes searched Tara’s face.

“The wounds are infected,” said Tara, trying to keep her voice light and her expression calm. “Pain is the only thing you’ll have to worry about. But you won’t be dying today.”

Raani did not smile.

“Can you do anything right now?” said Ananth. He crouched next to Tara.

“I can put a salve on it, the same one I used for Kabir,” said Tara. “I still have some of the herbs left.”

“Then hurry. We can move out immediately,” said Ananth. “I’ll take a look around in the meantime.”

Tara found some flat rocks and quickly ground up the remaining ritha and tulsi leaves she had saved. Vayu rubbed his eyes and ran a hand through his dishevelled hair. He looked exhausted. They all did. They hadn’t eaten for two days and were at the end of their strength.

She had been so confident that they’d be able to save the children. Now Suraj was almost lost to them and two of their group were badly injured. What chance did they have of saving themselves let alone Suraj, or Sadia, who was still captive? And if they failed, Zarku would be back to haunt the villagers.

Ananth burst into the clearing. “We have a chance of escaping — a very good chance!”

“Really?” asked Kabir.

Ananth nodded. “I was exploring the area and found a machan. I climbed up to take a look and I saw the river! The river!” He almost yelled out the last two words. “It’s not too far, maybe a few hours’ walk, depending on our speed. But we’ll definitely make it there by nightfall. We have to!”

“That means … that means —” said Raani. A tear slipped down her cheek and she dashed it away.

“That means, we make it to the river, we find a boat and escape. Prabala will know how to defeat Zarku and save Suraj,” said Ananth. “And we don’t have to worry about hiding again tonight. In fact, if we’re lucky, we won’t have to face Zarku again on our own.”

Tara stared at him. They actually had a chance! They did! Vayu rushed to Ananth, picked him up and did a small dance. Raani managed a watery smile and Kabir gave a thumbs-up sign.

“Ready to move, Tara?” said Ananth. “I don’t want to lose a minute.”

“Almost done,” said Tara. She smeared a handful of paste on Raani’s calf, feeling the torn bits of flesh shift and slide under her fingertips. Raani bit down on her knuckles, uttering tiny moans. When the paste covered every bit of the wound, Tara bound it up with her dupatta.

“Your turn, Kabir,” said Tara.

Kabir took off his shirt and sat with his back to Tara.

Her spirits sank as she smeared the remaining paste on his back. It was a field of bloody craters, crusty in some areas and soft in others, oozing pus. It was hot, too; for the third day in a row he had a fever. Would he last until they reached the river?

She blinked back tears and tasted salt. All this because Zarku wanted revenge on her.

“Time to move out,” said Ananth. He slung the bow over his shoulder and picked up the last arrow.

Kabir pushed himself to his feet and Ananth ran to help him. “Can you manage?”

“I have to,” said Kabir. “Sadia is counting on me.

I’m her favourite brother and I cannot fail her.”

“Best leave that shirt off,” said Tara. “It’s badly soiled and will only irritate your skin more.”

Kabir nodded and tossed it aside.

“Come on, Raani,” said Ananth. “If Kabir can do it, so can you.”

Raani got to her feet. She screamed the moment her foot touched the ground and fell right over.

“I can’t,” she said. She lay face down on the ground, her hands clenched into fists. “You’ll have to leave me and go.”

“Come on, Raani,” said Tara. “You can do this.

Lean on me and hop if you have to. We’re not staying here and we’re not leaving you behind.”

“I can’t,” said Raani. She raised a teary, mud-streaked face to them. “It hurts so much, I’d rather stay here than put any weight on it. I’m sorry. I can’t bear pain very well. In fact — not at all. Before this, I barely ever got a scratch and even then I was in agony.”

With her leg bound up in the bright green dupatta that was limp and soaked in blood, her ragged clothes, and her dishevelled hair she looked so different from the Raani who had first stepped into the forest. Yet Tara liked her a lot more this way.

The sun shone warmly and colourful parakeets flew overhead. It was a miracle that they were still alive, thought Tara. And one they could not waste.

“We’re going to make it,” said Tara. “We’re not giving up. Not when we’re so close. Ananth, why don’t we make a stretcher to carry her?”

“Bad idea,” said Ananth. “It will slow us down tremendously. Of all the days, today we need speed. And forget trying to hide or move through the thick parts of the forest with it. She’ll have to walk.”

“I’ve given you an option,#8217;#8221; said Raani. “Really, I don’t mind. For the first time I’ve seen what that madman can do, Tara. After all those warnings of yours, I understand what you mean, now. You have to reach Morni, get Prabala and stop him. At any cost. Just leave me — go!”

They looked at each other in silence. How were they going to deal with this? No one wanted to stay there a minute longer and yet how could they leave Raani behind? There seemed to be no way out.

“I’ll carry her,” said Vayu.

All eyes turned to him.

“I’m the strongest of us all,” he said. “And we’ll be able to move faster than if she were to walk.”

Raani’s lips were trembling. She opened her mouth.

For once nothing came out.

“Are you sure, Vayu?” asked Ananth. “It’ll be tough going and today we’re really going to have to pick up the pace.”

“I’ll manage,” said Vayu. “Let’s get ready to move.”

“I-I-thank you, Vayu,” said Raani. “And … I’m sorry.”

Vayu shrugged. “Forget it.” He lumbered over to Raani and lifted her as easily as he would a child. One hand supported her shoulders and the other was under her knees. Raani groaned just a tiny bit, but slid her arms around Vayu’s neck. She was still unable to look him fully in the eye.

Kabir leaned on Ananth who took the lead, and this time Tara took up the rear as they raced toward the river.

Tara looked down at her grimy hands. Involuntarily her hand curled into a fist. Together, they would do this.

Surely against the five of them, Zarku was no match.



— fourteen —
Race to the River

The fierce afternoon heat scorched Tara’s skin. Sweat poured from her like water from a broken tap. She drew in a lungful of hot air, feeling her insides melt. All she could think of was water; drinking it, pouring it over her burning scalp, splashing it on her face, and falling into it. She licked her chapped lips and looked up at the sun through the thinning trees. It blinded her and she stumbled, bumping against Vayu.

“Watch it,” he said. His was voice barely above a whisper. Raani winced.

“Sorry,” Tara managed to croak. “How much farther?” she asked. It seemed like they had been walking forever. With each step the unease within her grew, as if they were running away from danger and yet heading right into it.

“Judging from how far we are from the hills, I’d say, about three, maybe four hours more,” said Ananth.

“Then we can all relax and float downstream.

Tara closed her eyes wearily. Three or four hours more; would she last that long? Kabir stumbled along in a haze of fever, helped by Ananth, and Vayu was carrying Raani, panting like a steam engine. Neither had uttered a single word of protest. Tara felt a pang of guilt and shame; she had so little to complain about.

“Do you think we’ll find a boat there?” asked Raani, suddenly.

“Depends on which part of the river we come to,” said Ananth. “If it’s at one of the docking areas we’ll be really lucky, and if not, we’ll swim as far along the shore as we can until we find one. With the river navigable this year, there will be a lot more boats along the riverbank and the best part is, Zarku can’t track us easily if we’re in the water.”

The thought of jumping into the cool water made Tara walk faster. Once again she bumped into Vayu, who had stopped.

“Swim?” he said. “I can’t swim. I’ll walk along the shore.”

They all stopped. The moment Ananth let go of Kabir he sank to the ground with a deep shudder.

He coughed once or twice and then was silent. His eyes had sunk deep into their sockets and yet glittered brightly.

“You can’t be serious, Vayu,” said Ananth. “It’s really easy. We’ll all help.”

Vayu put Raani down gently and sat beside her, breathing hard, his face red and streaming. He shook his head. “I almost drowned in the village pond when I was a child. Since then, water has always scared me. But don’t worry, I won’t slow you down.”

“Stop being stupid,” snapped Ananth. “That will defeat the whole purpose of trying to get away from Zarku. If you remain on land, he’ll track you and us. You’ll have to get into the water.”

“NO!” said Vayu. “I won’t and no one can force me.”

Ananth glared at him and Vayu stared back, his face expressionless. But it was clear that no one could force Vayu to do anything that he didn’t want to.

Raani touched Vayu’s arm gently. “I’m a good swimmer,” she said. “I’ll help you. You have nothing to worry about.”

“Let’s get to the river first,” said Tara. “It may not even come to that.” She got to her feet wearily though every muscle in her body protested. And if we have to swim, thought Tara, then by God, I’ll push Vayu in myself.

Ananth nodded and hoisted Kabir to his feet. Vayu lifted Raani up again. This time there wasn’t even a whimper from her. There had been a time when standing close to Vayu had made Raani wrinkle her nose and spew the most vitriolic words. But Raani was changed now, by circumstance and by things they had endured together. Enduring. That was it. They must endure, together. Somehow.

“If we keep up this pace, we’ll be at the river by evening.” said Ananth. “Let’s not stop at all. We’re doing great — keep going.”

Easier said than done. Tara focused on putting one foot in front of the other, trying to ignore her splitting head, the deep thirst that sapped her strength, and her screaming muscles.

River, get to the river and then find a boat, she thought. Then Morni. Prabala would be there. He would take care of everything after that. But would it really be that simple?

“I’m slipping, Vayu,” said Raani. “Maybe you should take a break.”

“We can’t afford to,” panted Kabir. “If we stop now, I might not be able to get up again. So … tired.”

“Can you manage, Vayu?” asked Tara.

“I do need a break,” said Vayu.

Tara ran up ahead to Ananth. “We have to stop.”

They both looked at Kabir. “All right,” Kabir whispered. “Let’s stop.”

Ananth sat him down. “I’m going to take a quick look to see how far we are,” he said. He shinnied up the nearest tree and was soon lost within it, the shaking branches marking his progress to the top.

Tara leaned against a tree trunk, sucking in huge lungfuls of blistering air, gazing around her in an exhausted stupor. If Zarku had stood in front of her right now, she wouldn’t have been able to move a muscle.

Vayu gently lowered Raani to the ground. His kurta was soaked, as if he had had a bath with all his clothes on. His face was so red it looked like the setting sun.

The branches shook again and Ananth dropped out of the tree. “Not far now. I saw a glint of water. But this has to be our last break. Agreed?”

“What if we tried hiding instead?” asked Tara. “Take our time and find a really good spot. I saw a cave or two as we were walking. We’ll have a much better chance than trying to run with one of us injured and the other ill.”

“If we’re on land, he’ll find us,” said Ananth. “Do you seriously think he’ll let us win? And even if we do, he won’t spare us. You know that, Tara. He hates you for defeating him and he will have his revenge. Against you and against all of us.”

The words stung like a volley of slaps. Her head reeled. Ananth was right. They were all in danger because of her.

“Can Suraj swim?” asked Raani.

Tara was lost in thought. How they must all hate her right now for leading them into this mess, when she could have, should have faced it alone.

“Tara!” said Ananth. “This isn’t the time to daydream. Can Suraj swim?”

Tara remembered her brother’s weak attempts at swimming back at the village pond. He had never liked the water. She shook her head.

“Good,” said Ananth. “Then that’s our only hope.

Zarku will not follow until he can find another boat. No more breaks till we reach the river. Come on!”

They nodded solemnly. Kabir stood up without any help and leaned on Ananth, his eyes clear and full of purpose. Vayu scooped up Raani, squared his shoulders and started marching. Tara followed them, her insides churning with guilt and anger.

The last leg of the race. They had to win!



— fifteen — 
Kabir

Tall trees, prickly bushes, and knots of tree roots slowly passed by Tara’s weary gaze as she plodded along. Clouds of mosquitoes enveloped her, but she ignored them. They swarmed around her, mercilessly biting every inch of exposed skin, but she had no strength to shoo them away. It was that or walk. She walked. They all did, silently.

Evening was upon them and the sun had sunk below the treetops, sparkling through the leaves each time they stirred in a rare breeze.

“Nearly there,” said Ananth. “Look.” His voice was jubilant as he pointed to the ground. The soil was moist and their feet sank in a little deeper as they walked. Tara smelled wet earth and she sniffed deeply, letting the fragrance fill her up.

“We’ll make it,” panted Vayu. “We will.”

“Can we move just a little bit faster?” said Ananth.

“Almost there, come on.” He dragged Kabir with him.

“Slow, Ananth … I can’t …” said Kabir. His voice was very faint.

Vayu also tried to keep up, but couldn’t. The distance between him and Ananth widened.

“Slow down, Ananth,” said Tara. “We’re too tired.”

Ananth looked back and opened his mouth when Kabir groaned, fell to the ground and lay absolutely still.

Startled, Vayu dropped Raani to the ground. She landed on her backside with a thump, crying out in pain.

“Kabir!” said Ananth, kneeling beside him. “Kabir, what’s the matter.” He put his head to Kabir’s chest.

“Still breathing. He’s just unconscious.”

Tara rushed over to the still body and even before she reached out to touch his forehead she felt the heat emanating from him. The high fever and that last dash had taken its toll.

“I told you to slow down,” she hissed at Ananth.

“Now look at what you’ve done.”

“What I’ve done?” said Ananth. His eyes darted between her and Kabir. “I supported him all the way here. All I want is to get us to safety and this is the thanks I get? What have you done except bring the wrath of Zarku down on all of us? Because of you we’re all suffering, so don’t blame me!”

Tara felt the blood drain from her face. Ananth apologized immediately. “I’m sorry, Tara, I didn’t mean “The truth normally does,” said Tara. Her heart ached; what he had said was true. What a fool she had been to think they could do this as a team. But thanks to Ananth things were clear for the first time since they had entered the forest. Things she had been too blind to see. that,” he said. “It just slipped out.”

“Can you revive him?” said Ananth. “We’re so close. We have to get to the river.” He shook Kabir gently, but to no avail.

“Not without the right herbs,” said Tara. “Even if I did have some, how would I boil them? We have no water, no vessel, nothing. Unfortunately these ones cannot be ground to a paste.” At the mention of water her parched throat throbbed.

Raani crawled over to Kabir and slapped his face a couple of times. “Wake up, Kabir. You can’t do this to us. Wake up!”

Kabir lay still. Raani buried her face in her hands and sobbed softly.

Ananth stood up and walked a short distance, beckoning to Tara and Vayu. They followed.

“It’s obvious he can’t continue,” said Ananth. “We can’t leave him here. He’ll die before we can get help. Think. Think of something.”

Tara bit her lip hard. She was so tired and very close to bawling. But she couldn’t afford that luxury at the moment. She looked at Kabir. His breathing was shallow and his face resembled Rohan’s when they had found him in the forest — dead. Raani was also in much pain and trying hard not to show it. It wouldn’t be long before the infection worsened and she too succumbed like Kabir.

“How far do you think we still have to go?” asked Tara.

“Under an hour at the most,” said Ananth. “If we keep up the pace we were at when we stopped.”

“And if we don’t make it in the next hour,” said Tara, “we all die.”

For the first time since they had started this journey Tara felt a deep panic take hold of her. So deep that for a moment her mind was a complete blank. She had to make an effort to hold herself still and not let Ananth or Vayu see how rattled she was. She walked away on shaky legs, the forest tilting and dipping around her.

She stopped a short distance away, willing the horizon to stay still.

Help me Lord Ganesh, she prayed silently. You can’t do this to us; you can’t let my friends die. You can’t let evil win.

And no one will die — if you make the right decision.

You know what it is you have to do.

Tara started. There was that voice again. Tara glanced at Raani who sat close to Kabir, her head resting on her knees. She’d thought it had been Raani that first time, but in her heart she’d known it couldn’t have been her. So then who was cruel enough to play games with her at a time like this?

“Show yourself!” said Tara. She turned a full circle. “Stop hiding and show yourself to me, you coward.”

“We’re right here, Tara,” said Ananth. He stared at her anxiously. “No one is hiding.”

Tara shook her head. “Did you just hear something? A woman’s voice?”

The look that Ananth exchanged with Vayu said it all.

“Tara, you’re the only woman who’s spoken in the last few minutes,” said Ananth. “Er … why don’t you sit in the shade for a while? You look exhausted.”

“I don’t want to sit in the shade and I’m not mad!” Tara’s voice rose in a scream, as out of control as the events of the day. “Stop looking at me like that. I heard someone talking to me, a woman. I did, I swear it. She’s still here and I’m going to find her.”

Her voice startled a couple of parrots who flew off in a blur of orange and red.

Kabir opened his eyes. “Sadia?” he croaked.



— sixteen —
The Fist Unfurls

Kabir struggled to sit up with Raani hugging him and pulling him upright simultaneously.

Tara ran to him. “How do you feel?”

“What happened?” he asked, shivering. “I heard someone yelling.”

“That was me,” mumbled Tara. “It’s not important.”

“You fainted,” said Ananth. “But thank God you’re okay. Here, take my kurta. You’re cold.”

Ananth stripped off his kurta and slipped it over Kabir. “Can you walk? We’re almost there.”

“I have to,” said Kabir. “I heard you say we were close before I blacked out. Sorry.”

“It’s all right,” said Ananth. “Let’s go. It’ll be dark be–fore we know it and we have to be on the water by then.”

Tara gazed at the evening sky. A few stars twinkled within the deep blue expanse that was shot through with streaks of orange. The moon was a broken bangle in the sky.

“I’m going to try and hop,” said Raani. “You’ve carried me long enough, Vayu.”

“I’ll manage,” said Vayu. “It’s only a short distance anyway.”

Raani shook her head. “Just hold my arm and stay beside me.”

Kabir got to his feet and swayed for a moment before Ananth and Tara steadied him.

“Listen,” said Ananth.

They all did and it was the sweetest sound Tara had heard in a long time. It was the croaking of frogs.
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The song of the frogs beckoned to them. It tapped the last little pocket of energy Tara never knew she had, and it seemed to have the same effect on the others. They hurried along, the wetness of the air reviving them, urging them on. The trees thinned and in a very short while they saw it— a thick ribbon of blue on the horizon. The sun was already setting and a layer of shimmering gold rippled on the surface of the water. Tara’s spirits soared and she turned a beaming face to Kabir and Ananth.

“He’ll never catch us now,” she said. “We’re there.”

“Never,” echoed Raani, her voice catching in her throat. “Morni, here we come.”

And then they heard it. A giggle. A laugh.

“Didi, I’m here!”

Tara whirled around. In the deepening shadows she thought she saw Suraj standing under a tree. The very next moment the wind swept the shadows away. Tara had no idea how close they were. There was a whoop to their left. A laugh near their right. The hyenas were spreading out.

“Run,” yelled Tara. “RUN!”

And they did.

The ground sloped down to a sandy beach that hugged the river and was a lot easier and faster to cover.

Ananth and Tara grabbed Kabir’s arms. They half-carried, half-dragged him to the water’s edge. Vayu picked up Raani again and raced alongside. They reached the water together and stopped for breath. Bits of wood and debris zipped past in the swiftly moving current.

There was no boat in sight. Tara almost sobbed as she scanned the water’s edge from left to right. “There’s no boat,” she said. “We’re trapped!”

“There has to be one,” said Ananth. “I’m going to swim upriver to take a look. Don’t let Zarku or the hyenas capture you. Throw rocks, throw sticks, mud … anything. Just hold them off as best as you can.”

He jumped into the river. The current almost swept him away. His head disappeared underwater and Raani screamed. Vayu clenched his fists, staring at the spot where Ananth had disappeared.

Come on, Ananth, swim, swim, Tara prayed. Ananth’s head bobbed up a few feet away from the spot where he’d disappeared. He was swimming against the current with strong strokes.

“Behind you,” yelled Ananth as he swam past and Tara spun round.

There at the edge of the trees stood Zarku, flanked by two hyenas.

“Vayu, we might all have to jump in and take our chances,” whispered Tara. “Are you with us?”

“No,” said Vayu. “Don’t ask me to do this, Tara. I’ll take the hyenas over drowning.”

“Hello, Tara!” Zarku called out. “We meet once again. And this time there is no escape. None at all.”

“Don’t come any closer, Zarku!” said Tara. She picked up a large stone. “I swear I’ll use this.”

Vayu and Kabir both followed suit. Raani crawled around, gathering more rocks and piled them at their feet.

“Didi,” said Zarku, using Suraj’s voice. “You’d throw a stone at me? You’d hurt your little brother?”

He took a step closer. The hyenas moved away from him to the left and right. Tara hurled the stone with all the strength in her. It hit Zarku on the head. He sank to his knees sobbing. Vayu and Kabir pelted him and the hyenas with stones.

Zarku cowered on the bank. “Please, Didi, stop, make them stop. Don’t hurt me.”

It was all Tara could do to stop from running to him and gathering him up in her arms. Blood trickled down his face and he wiped it away with his small hands, whimpering.

“Maybe we should stop,” said Tara. “We’ve hurt him enough.”

“Close your eyes, Tara,” said Vayu. “You’ll see what he really is.”

But there was no need for it. Vayu took aim and lobbed another stone at Zarku. It connected with his shin and he roared in pain, dropping all pretences. “I warned you, but you wouldn’t listen.” He turned to the hyenas. “Kill them all except for Tara.”

At his command, the hyenas galloped toward them, whooping with joy. Zarku followed at a leisurely pace, a huge grin plastered on his face in spite of the cuts and bruises. The gap between them closed as Tara continued to throw stones at the snarling hyenas. Some hit the mark, eliciting a yelp while others went wide. She could see their teeth now, and flopping red tongues. They came closer. Still closer.

“I found it … I FOUND IT.”

She whipped around. There was Ananth in a small boat, straining with the oars to slow it down. Her heart floated within her chest. Soon they’d be far away, out of reach of this evil monster.

“Vayu, I’ll throw the rope to you,” said Ananth. “You’ll have to hang on tight, the current is really strong.”

Vayu went as close to the water as he dared. Tara turned her attention back to the hyenas. One of them was but a few feet away, only a dark shape in the fading light. Its eyes were fixed on her like lamplights. It moved toward her slowly, deliberately.

The nearest stone was a few feet away. Tara picked up a handful of mud and threw it at the hyena. It yelped and fell back, pawing at its face. She glanced over her shoulder. Vayu had caught the rope and was holding the boat close to shore. The current was strong. He grunted and dug his heels into the soft mud on the river bank.

Ananth jumped out. “Kabir, you come first and bring my bow and arrow with you.”

She heard a growl to her right and Tara turned back. Another hyena was advancing. She grabbed a handful of mud and pulled her hand back, taking aim. It retreated.

“Raani, get me some more stones,” said Tara not taking her eyes off both hyenas that were closing in on them. “Hurry.”

Raani got to her feet and promptly fell over. Without a whimper she crawled farther away, gathering stones and rolling them toward Tara.

“Give up, Tara. It’s no use,” said Zarku. “You can’t escape.” He stood on the slope surveying them, his arms crossed over his chest.

“Tara, Kabir’s in the boat. Get Raani and run,” yelled Ananth. “Vayu won’t be able to hold the boat much longer.”

Tara turned to answer when she heard a terrified scream. She turned back. A hyena had leaped onto Raani’s chest and had pinned her to the ground. Mouth wide open, it lunged at her throat. Tara raced to Raani and kicked the hyena, feeling her toe buzz with pain as it connected with its head. The animal flew off Raani with a squeal. Tara pulled Raani to her feet and dragged her toward the boat, ignoring her cries of pain. Ananth was already in it. He stood tall with his bow and his last arrow at the ready.

Zarku and the hyenas raced up to the water’s edge.

Kabir reached out for Raani and pulled her over the side and into the boat. Now only Tara and Vayu were on shore. A hyena leaped for Vayu and dug its teeth into his heel. Vayu howled. He kicked out, trying to hold the boat, which was dragging him deeper into the water. The brute held on tight and Vayu roared with pain. Blood poured from his foot, staining the water red. It frothed and churned as Vayu tried to shake the beast off, but his efforts grew weaker with each passing moment. The current tugged at the boat and Vayu tugged back, digging his feet deeper into the sand. He was losing the battle.

“Move out of the way, Tara,” yelled Ananth. “I’ll take care of Zarku once and for all.”

Ananth aimed his arrow straight at Zarku. At her brother who stood watching the spectacle calmly. Tara saw his face, the smiling black eyes, and the familiar mop of curly hair. She looked back at Ananth, saw his arm tense as he drew back the arrow. Tara ran into the water and knocked him off balance. The arrow flew off the mark and landed a few feet away at the water’s edge.

“What the hell did you do that for?” snarled Ananth, sitting up. “It was my only chance and now we’ve lost it. Are you completely mad?”

“Shut up,” yelled Tara. “For once, just shut up and let me do what I have to.”

Tara walked back to shore. “Call off the hyena,” she told Zarku in a voice that was hers yet curiously detached. “Now.”

Zarku stared at her steadily for a moment. She met his gaze calmly. He snapped his fingers and the hyena let go of Vayu’s foot and trotted back to him. The water around Vayu’s feet was a deep red. She saw him struggle to hold the boat, tears shining in his eyes. Zarku and his hyenas had injured one more of her friends and he wouldn’t stop. Not until he got what he wanted. She saw that so very clearly now.

Tara walked up to Vayu. “Get into the boat,” she said. “I’ll follow. The hyenas won’t harm me. You heard Zarku.”

“Are you sure —” Vayu started to say.

“Go!” she almost screamed. “Please go.”

She snatched the rope from his hands. The current tugged at the rope viciously, almost wrenching her arms out of their sockets. The rope slid, burning her palms. She looped it around her clenched fists, gasping as it bit into her flesh. She dug her heels into the sand, her arms aching with the strain, and held on.

She watched Vayu limp to the boat. The vessel was getting heavier by the minute, almost impossible to hold.

The rope slid some more and her palms were on fire, her knuckles raw where the rope chafed against it. She gritted her teeth and leaned back until Vayu was safely inside. From the boat, four anxious faces looked at her.

“Let go of the rope, Tara, and swim to us,” yelled Ananth. “I’ll use the oars to slow us down.”

Tara gazed at her friends. She had put them through so much. Kabir, his eyes bright with fever, was but a shell of the lithe performer she had seen at the fair just a few days ago. Raani’s white face shone through the gloom, a grimace plastered on it. Ananth was gaunt and haggard.

And Vayu, who would not be able to walk until his foot healed. They had all endured so much!

But now they had a chance of surviving. She let go off the rope. Immediately the boat shot into the current, moving rapidly away from the shore. She stood still watching it.

“Tara, swim!” said Raani. “You’ve got to come with us. We’re not leaving you behind.”

The boat floated to the middle of the stream and was caught up in the main current. It moved faster.

She saw Ananth stand up, readying himself to jump overboard.

“No, Ananth,” she called out. “Stay there!”

He stopped. “Either you swim to us or I’m coming to get you,” he said. Already it was getting difficult to hear him.

“This is what I had to do all along,” said Tara. “If only I’d seen it earlier, I would have spared you all a lot of pain. I’m so sorry.”

“I can’t let you do this alone, Tara.” She thought she heard a tinge of anger in his voice. “I thought we were in this together … the fist … remember?”

“If you really want to do something for me, get everyone back to Morni and send Prabala. I’ll be waiting. Send my grandfather to help me …”

By this time the boat was farther downstream. She wasn’t sure if he had heard her. But now it didn’t matter any more.

Zarku stood beside her quietly. She ignored him, watching the boat hurtle away, her hands clenched at her sides. She raised her right hand, staring at her fist. She unfurled it and waved goodbye.

Zarku slipped his hand into hers and she shuddered. She tried not to close her eyes this time. She did not want to see the real him. I’m standing at the water’s edge with my brother, she told herself. That’s all. My baby brother, Suraj.

She watched until the boat melted away into darkness. Then she walked hand in hand with Zarku, back into the forest she had spent two days trying to escape.



— seventeen —
Sadia

The white dome of the temple rose up high above the treetops in decayed splendor. A fire burned brightly at the entrance, illuminating the large figure of Kali hunched close to it. She was staring into the forest.

Tara was numb inside from exhaustion, pain, and, most of all, fear of what lay in store for her. When she had run from this place two days ago, she had never dreamed she would return. Alone. Her friends gone, it felt like someone had taken her clothes away, and left her to face the harsh elements, naked.

“Welcome, welcome,” said Kali. “I knew you would return.”

Tara stared at her with as much contempt as she could muster. It had no effect.

“Of course she had to return,” said Zarku. “She was always the wise one. Ahhh, Tara. If only you’d seen the light earlier, we could avoided all this drama. But I enjoyed our little game, so no complaints.”

“What are you going to do with me?” asked Tara.

“Something exciting,” said Zarku. “But I really don’t have time to explain all this right now. Kali, take her away and meet me behind the temple.”

Kali led her back to the room and slammed the door shut.

Tara crawled to a corner and slumped down. If she closed her eyes she could still believe her friends were with her. The fragrance of their last meal still lingered in the air. She curled up into a tight little ball and let the tears flow. Tears she had been holding back so long that she thought she would choke. She cried for Suraj, whom she might not live to see, for her friends, whom she missed, for her parents who must be worried sick about them, and for herself — doomed to die a painful death. She had made the choice to see this through on her own. And once again she was very afraid.

The room was so dark; she could see nothing around her. Only what was in her heart and mind and it was so troubling that she tossed and turned on the hard floor, praying for sleep.

She sat up suddenly. Why? Why was she making this so hard on herself? All she had to do was join Zarku. She’d be powerful, too. She wouldn’t kill as he was wont to do, but she would command respect from everyone. And in return for joining him, she would ask that Suraj be spared. Sadia, too. They would return home safely even if she didn’t.

The next moment she fell back on the ground, pounding the floor with her fist. This was insane. Zarku was evil; she had stayed back to fight him, destroy him.

Not join him. And she had to be strong enough to do this all alone.

You’re not alone, Tara. I am with you. For as long as you need me.

Tara did not bother to look around this time. There was no one around her and yet she was hearing a voice in her head. A voice that did not belong to her. She laughed. What a time to be going mad!

Overhead, the skies burst open in a deafening clap of thunder. Rain pelted down and a few drops splattered Tara’s face from the window high in the wall. She stood up and moved closer. The rainwater cooled her burning skin.

The door crashed open and Zarku strode in, holding a lantern. “Time to move.”

“It’s still dark and it’s raining. Why now? Where are we going?”

“ENOUGH with the questions,” said Zarku. “I’ve let your friends escape. What is the first thing they’re going to do? Get the villagers and storm this place,” he said. “I’m not going to wait around for that to happen.

Start walking.”

“Where is Sadia?” said Tara. “Take me to her, right now, or I’m not moving.”

Zarku stepped up to her suddenly and gave her a hard slap that sent her tumbling to the floor. Her cheek smarted and her ears rang as she sat there, stunned. The yellow glow of the lantern illuminated the face she had once loved and which now had an ugly sneer on it.

“If you ever speak to me like that again, I won’t let you get away with just a slap. I am Zarku and you will treat me with respect even if I am in this pathetic form.”

Tara glowered at him, cupping her stinging cheek. She sniffed hard, refusing to give him the satisfaction of seeing her cry.

“Poor Tara,” he said. “Does it hurt a lot? I’m so sorry.”

His eyes glittered malevolently and she saw him clearly now, with eyes wide open. But whatever he had in mind, she would not give in without a fight. He was in for a huge surprise. But first she had to find out his surprise for her!

“Are you going to tell me what special plan you have for me?” said Tara.

“I wondered when you’d ask me that question,” said Zarku. “I would be delighted to tell you.”

Tara pressed her back against the crumbling stone wall and clasped her knees to her chest. At last she would know how she was going to die. Strangely at this moment she was not scared, only curious.

“You see, I made a deal with Kubera, the Lord of the Underworld,” said Zarku. “If I were to sacrifice the life of the person responsible for vanquishing me the last time, he would give me a new and more powerful body to inhabit. By killing you I would prove myself worthy of it.” He examined his body, an expression of deep loathing on his face. “I can’t wait to rid myself of this horrible form! There is so little I can do with it.”

“How did you manage to possess my brother?” said Tara.

Zarku, who had been pacing the floor, stopped in front of her. “When you’re stuck in an urn in the middle of a forest, hovering between life and death, you meet interesting spirits who tell you useful things. Tara, you have no idea how many things I have learned hanging between the world of the dead and the living.”

Tara looked at him in revulsion. He was so triumphant in his knowledge, so secure that he would win, even if it meant destroying an innocent person in the process.

“Why Suraj? You could have possessed anyone.”

“Silly question, Tara. Would you have come into the forest to rescue just anyone?”

“When you leave Suraj’s body, he won’t be harmed, will he?”

“Not if all goes well,” said Zarku. “It all depends on how well you co-operate. If you distract me with your pathetic attempts at bravery, who knows, a small part of me might remain inside your brother forever.”

Tara shuddered involuntarily. Something nagged her, a wisp of a thought. The more she tried to grasp at it, the more elusive it became. Something about what Zarku had just said, but what was it?

“Penny for your thoughts, Tara?”

“You’re a ruthless monster and I will try my best to see that you suffer.”

“Remember, Tara. Your brother’s well-being de–pends entirely on you. If you act smart it could cost your brother his life. Or his sanity.”

What would it be like to live with Suraj, knowing that a bit of that evil monster was still in him? But Zarku was talking of sacrifices. That meant she would not live to see Suraj restored to his former self, hug him as she used to, hear him call out her name.

Once again tears pricked her eyes. She took a deep breath and cleared her throat.

“There, there,” said Zarku. “It is such an honour to give up your life so that I, the greatest healer in all of India, can live. I could have chosen anyone, but I chose you. You should be proud.”

“How is this sacrifice going to happen?” asked Tara.

“Tonight there is no moon and tomorrow a new moon will reappear,” said Zarku. “The perfect night for a … shall we call it a little ritual. Tomorrow I, too, will be reborn — a new and powerful man.”

“And where…where …” said Tara. The words stuck in her throat and she swallowed before she could speak again. “Where will this happen?”

“In the heart of the Shivalik range — the place where

Lord Kubera first gave me my powers. I’m glad I’ll get a chance to show it to you because it is so dear to my heart. Once again the Lord will reward me and this time, I will not fail him.”

“So how do you plan to kill me?” Even though the words rolled off her tongue, they terrified her.

“And spoil the surprise?” said Zarku. “No, Tara. I want you to think of all the possible ways I could kill you while we march toward our destination. That will be your punishment for killing my companion and giving me such grief. Think of the worst thing that could happen to you and then multiply that by a thousand.”

He laughed long and hard. The hyenas outside the room laughed, too. Kali walked into the room and joined them, giggling like an overgrown schoolgirl.

“What are you laughing at?” said Zarku, frowning at Kali. “Do you know what the joke is, you moron?”

Kali immediately shut up and shook her head. “Tell me. I’m sure I’ll appreciate it.”

“Shut up!” said Zarku. “You think I have time to stand here and tell you jokes? What is it?”

“I’ve finished packing,” she said sullenly. “We’re ready to go.”

“I’ll be back in a few moments,” he said to Tara. “I had better double-check everything. She cannot be trusted.”

Kali turned white and Tara smiled. It was heartening to see this bully finally meeting her match. Kali gave her a parting glare and followed Zarku out of the room.

Tara looked up at the window. Dawn had arrived though the sky was obscured by a thick, grey curtain of water. The others would have reached a village by now and might even be telling someone about her and Zarku at this very moment. But until they got here she was alone with that monster and she still hadn’t seen Sadia.

He’s not a monster, Tara.

Tara jerked convulsively. She wasn’t mad … someone was playing games with her. The voice only spoke when she was thinking of Zarku. Maybe this was one of the tortures that he had dreamed up for her. She ran to the doorway. The corridor was deserted except for dried leaves skittering across the floor, swept along by a gust of wind.

She stepped back into the room and walked along the periphery, running her palms over the walls. Vines clung tenaciously to the cracks with their strong roots. But there was no crevasse deep enough to hide someone. She was alone.

“Please,” she whispered backing into the middle of room. “Stop playing games. Show yourself.”

No one came forward.

She looked all around her, the walls, the ceiling, even the floor. “Hello?” said Tara “And hello to you, too,” said Zarku stepping into the room. “I can see that you are becoming more polite every minute. I’m almost starting to become fond of you, Tara.”

“Is there anyone else you’re holding captive besides Sadia and me?”

“Captive is a very strong word,” said Zarku, his voice suddenly cold. “Why, you can walk out of here this very moment if you like. I won’t stop you.”

They both knew she wouldn’t. Couldn’t. Was held to this bargain by the thing she could only think of as love.

“I heard someone, a woman’s voice, just a moment ago. Are you sure you don’t have someone else in here?

Maybe in the next room?”

“Hmmm, hearing voices,” said Zarku. “That’s not a good sign at all. You’re not going to go mad or die on me, are you?”

Tara said nothing. Maybe this was Sadia speaking from somewhere close by, the next room, perhaps. And the voice was coming in through some crack. But how did that explain hearing the voice in the forest? She was grasping at straws and she knew it.

“I’d like to see Sadia, please. Can you take me to her?”

“My, oh my,” said Zarku. “How very well-behaved you are all of a sudden. I always reward good behaviour.

Come with me.”

He swivelled on his heel and skipped out the door eagerly, like a child about to show off a new toy. Tara ran behind him. He led her out into the main corridor and then swerved into another passageway. Water dripped steadily from the cracks overhead. Occasionally a cold drop landed on her head. Rain had pooled in puddles along the way, soaking her shoes as she ran to keep up with Zarku.

Zarku stopped suddenly and Tara almost bumped into him. He flung open the wooden doors of a small room. Someone coughed from within.

“Go in and stay with her,” said Zarku. “Kali will be along to fetch you both shortly.”

Tara stepped inside, waiting for her eyes to adjust to the gloom. This room did not have a window and the only light came in from the corridor. And there she was, curled up on a stone bench hollowed out within the wall.

“Sadia?” said Tara, rushing to her side.

Immediately the coughing stopped. Sadia struggled to sit up. She barely managed to prop herself up on her elbow before she fell back on the stone bench, a wet cough wracking her thin body. Tara hugged her and was instantly worried; Sadia was burning up with fever.

“Who … are … you?” Sadia managed to say.

The instant Sadia spoke, Tara knew the voice she’d been hearing was not hers; she had known it all along. So then, who was it? She pushed the thought aside and ran to the door.

“Don’t leave me,” Sadia shrieked. There was such terror in that cry that Tara returned to her side.

“It’s all right, Sadia. I’m Tara, a friend of your brother, Kabir. Don’t you remember, we met at the fair? I’ve come to help you.”

Sadia sat up with a huge effort. She clung to Tara, sobbing as if her heart would break. Tara wanted to bawl, too. How had Sadia survived these last few days, alone in this small dark room? She heard footsteps and stood up. She needed to brew some medicine for Sadia and was willing to grovel if need be.

“Follow me,” said Kali. She stood in the doorway, blocking out much of the light and beckoned to them.

“Kali, wait,” said Tara. “Sadia is very ill. She needs medicine or she won’t survive.”

“Good,” snapped Kali. “One less burden to carry around.”

Curses for Kali rose unbidden to Tara’s lips. It was wrong to wish ill on anyone, her mother had always said.

But Kali was not anyone. She was the worst and most inhuman being Tara had ever known. After Zarku.

“Up, GET UP!” said Kali. “I haven’t all day.”

“Sadia, can you walk?” asked Tara.

Sadia mumbled and sat up, coughing. She got to her feet and immediately crumpled to the ground. Tara scooped her up, feeling her small, hot body settle heavily in her arms and walked up to Kali. “I’ll need help. Sadia is too ill to walk on her own.”

“The hyenas are just outside. Toss her to them and they’ll take care of the problem.”

The room took on a reddish tinge. Tara focused on adjusting Sadia in her arms to be able to carry her comfortably. If she hadn’t been preoccupied with that, she would have strangled Kali. How could she be so hard-hearted? She was a mother, after all.

Tara followed Kali’s ample bottom, wondering what it would take to persuade the hyenas to reduce it by a few kilos or maybe even devour her. No one in the world would miss her except Layla. Anger pulsed anew at the thought of Layla; the evil child of an evil mother. In spite of being separated from Kali, she had shown her true colours and betrayed Suraj and his friend. How had she done it? How had they communicated with each other without being discovered? If she ever survived this, it would be the first thing she would investigate.

Tara followed Kali through the labyrinth once again. Sadia was getting heavier with each step. How had Vayu carried Raani for so many hours under the burning sun, without pause or complaint? She was barely able to manage a small child.

Kali turned a corner and there was the entrance. The gray day dampened Tara’s spirits further. Her arms ached and her legs trembled. They hadn’t even left the temple yet and who knew how far Zarku would make her walk.

Zarku stood in the rain, arms folded across his chest— exactly as Suraj did when he was annoyed. The familiar gesture tugged at her heart. She focused on the hardness in his eyes. The tug vanished, replaced by hatred.

“Took you long enough,” said Zarku. Beside him was a bundle covered in an oilskin.

“Sadia is ill,” said Tara. “She can barely walk.”

“So? I see you found the solution already,” he said.

“Good girl.”

“I can’t carry her all the way,” said Tara. “She’s too heavy.”

“Feel free to drop her at any time,” said Zarku. “The hyenas haven’t eaten today. And you,” said Zarku snapping his fingers at Kali and pointing. “Pick up the bundle.”

On cue, the hyenas swirled around her legs sniffing, gibbering.

Tara took a deep breath. She would drop dead before she dropped Sadia. She hoisted the little girl higher. Squaring her shoulders, Tara walked out into the pouring rain.



— eighteen — 
The Voice of Madness

The rain stopped at midday. The sun came out and with it the ubiquitous mosquitoes with their constant buzzing. Within the hour, the forest became warmer, like a slowly heating oven. The earth steamed gently under Tara’s feet. Now and then a breeze dislodged drops of rain from the leaves, showering her with a welcome coolness.

Sadia moaned and hot breath fanned the base of her throat. Tara wanted to moan, too; she couldn’t feel her arms. Her face was drenched with sweat, blinding her at times because she was unable to wipe it away. All she wanted to do was sit down and never get up. She forced herself to keep going, left foot, right foot, left … right … Tara licked her parched lips. “Please, can we stop for a short while?”

Zarku ignored her.

“Please,” said Tara, hating herself for the whining tone.

“No!”

“If I collapse and die, you won’t be able to carry out your grand plan. Ever thought of that?”

Zarku stopped and turned round, a squiggle of worry on his forehead. Tara trembled with the realization that finally she had something that would make him listen to her. Something she could use to blackmail him. If she died or did not reach the cave, he would not be able to carry out his plan.

“All right,” he said. “Ten minutes only. But don’t think you can use this excuse with me all the time. I can still carry out my plan with you barely alive. Remember that.”

Tara sank to the ground, still holding Sadia, too tired to understand or even care about what he meant by that.

She took deep, shuddering breaths wondering if she would have the strength to stand up again after ten minutes.

“Water,” mumbled Sadia.

“Give me some water, Kali,” said Tara.

“No!” she snapped. “There’s none to spare.”

Tara turned to Zarku. “If anything happens to Sadia, you can be certain I won’t let your plan succeed. You’ll have to spend the rest of your life in Suraj’s body, forget about all that glory and power.”

Tara winced as she said it, praying he would not see through the bluff. She couldn’t let Suraj live the rest of his life possessed by Zarku. She would kill him first.

How exactly she would accomplish that did not bear thinking about right now.

“Give her the water,” said Zarku. He stood to one side, deep in thought.

“Here,” said Kali. She thrust a bottle of water in Tara’s hand.

Tara unclasped Sadia’s thin little arms from around her neck and laid her on the ground. She was so very still, her face flushed and red in the afternoon heat, her lips cracked and dry.

“Sadia, here’s some water,” said Tara. “Open your mouth.”

There was no response from the little girl.

Tara propped her up and poured a few drops into her mouth. The water trickled out the side and Sadia’s head lolled. Tara shook her gently. “Sadia, listen to me, wake up. I’m taking you back home. To Kabir.”

Sadia mumbled under her breath, but did not open her eyes. Painstakingly, Tara poured some more water into her mouth, feeling Kali’s eyes on them, counting every drop. Only when she thought Sadia had had enough did she take a deep gulp. Kali snatched the bottle away before she could take another.

“Enough!” said Kali. She put the stopper back on. “We have to ration it.”

They glared at each other in silence.

“If both of you have finished with the loving looks, let’s go,” said Zarku.

It would be so easy to just give up, lay down here and let him kill her and Sadia. Tara leaned her head back against a tree and closed her eyes. The battle at the banyan tree flashed through her mind; all those villagers turned into Vetalas with Zarku rousing them to a mad frenzy. She sat up with a jerk. If she did not stop him, this would be their fate all over again. It was in her hands now and she had no idea where to start.

Zarku was looking at her curiously. “Get up, now!”

“Just a few moments more.”

Zarku snapped his fingers and a hyena rushed forward and nipped her. Her shoulder throbbed and blood blossomed on her kurta. Tara jumped to her feet. The hyena backed away, laughing. You watch, she thought, staring straight at the ugly beast. I’ll have the last laugh.

Zarku and Kali were on their feet, staring at her impatiently. The thought of having to hoist Sadia in her aching arms made her quail. For a brief moment she felt resentment. Why was she latched with this burden? It would be so easy to walk away. Leave Sadia and save herself.

Sadia muttered unintelligibly, deep in the throes of fever. Tara caught only one word, Kabir, and was instantly ashamed. How could she even think of abandoning this child after she had promised Kabir she would bring her back? What if this had been Suraj? Such an ugly thought would never have crossed her mind!

“Looks like you both need a bit of help,” said Zarku, snapping his fingers. Both hyenas converged on Sadia, sniffing greedily, licking her face. One of them nipped her nose, drawing a bit of blood.

Sadia’s eyes snapped open. “Don’t let him eat me, Didi.” She crawled over to Tara and wrapped her thin arms around her, rubbing her nose and howling.

“Call them off!” screamed Tara.

“You can’t blame them for taking a sniff at lunch.” Zarku laughed. It was a thin, brittle sound that sliced through hope, leaving only despair. “Next time they won’t be so polite.”

Tara lifted Sadia, every muscle in her body crying with fatigue. Her arms automatically locked in place under Sadia’s small bottom. She followed Zarku’s feet, mesmerized by the way he lifted his feet, put them down, up and down again accompanied by the sounds of crackling leaves and twigs. On and on and on.

“Faster!” said Zarku. “You’re slowing us down deliberately, Tara. I’m almost at the end of my patience.”

“I can’t go any faster,” said Tara. “She’s too heavy.”

Zarku whirled round, his face a mask of rage. “Then drop her or stop your whining,” he commanded. “We have to get to that cave before nightfall. If it does not happen tonight, I’ll have to wait another fortnight — and I will not allow that.”

“So tell that fat lump to help me,” said Tara. She jerked her head toward Kali, who also looked winded.

“If we took turns carrying Sadia, it might help.”

“Rubbish,” said Kali. “I’m not going to hold her.”

“You might as well kill me now,” said Tara, “because I can’t go on and I’m not leaving Sadia.”

“Let the hyenas eat her,” said Kali. “We don’t need her anyway, do we?”

“We don’t need you, either,” said Zarku in a cold voice. “Maybe they can start with you?”

Kali blanched. “You could help, you know,” she said in a soft voice. “You’re the only one who’s not carrying anything.”

Zarku came right up to Kali and though he had to look up to speak to her there was no doubt about who was in charge. “You speak to me disrespectfully even once more, Kali, and I will kill you on the spot.”

He came up to Tara next. She looked into his face, focusing on the crease on his forehead that was deeper.

“If you slow me down or stop me once more, Tara, you will lose Sadia. I will tie you up first and then let the hyenas feast on her while you watch. Understand?”

Tara saw the image clearly in her mind and something inside her snapped.

“No, I don’t understand,” screamed Tara. “I will never understand your deliberate cruelty!”

She put Sadia on the ground, grabbed Zarku and shook him till his teeth rattled. He was so surprised that he made no attempt to resist. His head jerked back and forth with each shake that grew progressively rougher.

“Is there not even a shred of humanity in you?” she shrieked. “How can you talk of letting a hyena rip apart an innocent child? You’ve taken one life already. How many more will it take to satisfy you? YOU MONSTER!”

Zarku was limp in her hands as she shook him like a duster. He stared up at her just like Suraj did when she scolded him.

Tara stopped and looked deep into his eyes that had lost a bit of their hardness. “Suraj,” she said. “If you’re in there, listen to me. You’ve already lost your best friend Rohan to this monster and the hyenas. They killed him. They’ll kill Sadia next. Unless you can stop it, somehow. Only you can fight Zarku. Resist him! Can you hear your sister? Give me a sign if you do.” She shook him so hard that he stumbled and fell to the ground, hitting his head against a stone.

“Owww.”

Tara picked him up, aghast at the spot of blood on his temple. He looked dazed.

“Didi?” he said in a tremulous voice. His eyes were moist.

Her heart soared. “Suraj?” said Tara. “You heard me! Can you fight this monster within you? It’s your body, you must take it over. You must.”

A tear slid down his cheek. “Didi, I’m scared. What should I do? Someone’s smothering me, choking me from the inside. It feels like … like I’m in a dark room and I can’t get out. Help me!”

“Oh Suraj, be strong. You must resist him. Don’t do what he tells you. Do just the opposite. I’m right here beside you. I’ll help.”

Suraj nodded and held his arms open. Tara embraced him, feeling his small shoulders heave and his body tremble. She had gotten through to her brother; now they had a fighting chance. Maybe if Suraj listened to her, she could get him to come to Morni with her. They might defeat Zarku, yet!

“Don’t cry, Suraj, it’s all right. Listen to me,” she said, pulling away from him. She stopped. He was laughing so hard that tears rolled down his cheeks.

“Suraj …?”

“That was so much fun,” gasped Zarku. He rolled on the ground, clutching his stomach, roaring with laughter.

“You were playing with me all along?” she breathed.

Goosebumps rose on her skin; she had hugged this evil being once again. She shuddered and drew back.

“You needed a break and I needed a laugh,” said Zarku. He sat up and wiped his eyes on the sleeve of his kurta. “Listen to me, Suraj. Be strong, resist him, resist the evil madman,” he mimicked in a high-pitched voice.

At that moment Tara hated what her brother had become— a puppet to something so evil that it had taken over his very soul. It was getting harder and harder to believe that she would ever get her brother back and if she ever did, the shadow of Zarku would always linger.

“I’ll say this one last time,” said Zarku. “Suraj can’t hear you. Not until I leave his body. And the condition I leave it in will depend entirely on you. Don’t try to slow me down, Tara. You’ll regret it.”

He dusted the mud off his clothes and started off at a fast trot.

Tara tasted bile at the back of her throat and swallowed. The trees seemed to crowd in on her, lowering their thick canopy of leaves, trying to trap her in a green airless box.

It was useless. She was going to die. Sadia was weak and after she was gone, Zarku would not hesitate to kill her, too. And Suraj — who knew what condition his mind would be in when Zarku left his body. She should give up right now. It was completely hopeless.

You’ve never given up before, Tara. I’m with you. Trust me. Trust yourself. Pick up Sadia. Let’s go.

The soft melodious voice was so clear, as if someone had whispered in her ear.

With a deep sigh, Tara stood up and picked up Sadia. There was no doubt now that fear had driven her mad.

Yet this was an odd kind of madness, surely. In her deep desolation, the voice gave a tiny bit of courage.



— nineteen — 
Into the Cave

The ground had been dipping steadily over the past hour and it was a lot easier walking downhill with Sadia.

Dusk was almost upon them once again. The path became rockier, the trees more sparse.

Zarku moved faster. Weighed down with Sadia, Tara almost stumbled over loose pebbles underfoot as she tried to keep up. They entered a deep gully. Grassy banks of forest covered with thick, straggly tree roots rose on either side. Daylight and the forest were fast disappearing as they descended, and if Zarku carried out his plan, she would never see any of this again.

“Come on, come on,” muttered Zarku. All playfulness was gone from his voice. “Almost there. We have to be ready by midnight.”

Kali panted as she tried to keep up. Tara lagged behind, breathing in the night air, knowing it was the last time.

“Here we are,” said Zarku. His voice quivered with excitement. “I haven’t seen this place in such a long time.”

They stood before a large cave, partially covered by vines. Zarku immediately fell to his knees and touched his forehead to the ground. Tara was so tempted to kick his bottom, which pointed straight up at her. She caught Kali’s eye and decided not to. Besides, the hyenas were too close for comfort.

Within moments Zarku was back on his feet. “Onward!” he cried. “We’re almost there. Aren’t you happy, Tara? In just a few hours you’ll be free of Sadia and this cumbersome earthbound form.”

Tara was too tired to reply. She was ready to follow Zarku anywhere if it meant she could sit down and rest for a short while. Her legs trembled. Her shoulders and arms were frozen. If she unclasped her hands for even a moment, she knew she wouldn’t be able to lift Sadia again.

“Give me the lantern,” said Zarku. “Quick now, we still have a ways to go.”

Kali fumbled with the bundle, cursing and swearing, and finally extracted the lantern. Zarku snatched it from her, lit it, and hurried into the cave.

Kali shuffled behind him and stopped, clutching her chest, wheezing loudly. Tara walked past her with barely a glance, glad that she was suffering. Kali had brought this upon herself, upon all of them by rescuing the urn. If only Lord Yama had got to it first …

“I’m home,” said Zarku. His voice echoed in the cavern, home, home, home.

Tara hesitated at the entrance, suddenly reminded of the cave she had entered to get the Water of Life for Ananth. She had forgotten how heavy the darkness could get, how close and still the air could be and how strange were the creatures that inhabited these underground worlds. She looked back and breathed in the hot forest air.

All at once, needle-sharp teeth pierced the soft flesh of her calf. Tara yelped. Her legs gave way and she fell to her knees on the stone floor, still holding Sadia. All of her juddered with the impact.

A hyena grinned at her with a toothy red smile.

Blood leaked through the torn fabric of Tara’s shalwar.

“Just a little something to help you along,” said Zarku. “Now don’t slow down. The other hyena feels left out and I might decide to give him a turn, too.

“You’re sick,” whispered Tara, barely able to speak.

Her leg glowed white-hot with pain, which raced all the way to her fingertips and back again. She thought she was going to faint. “Can you not show just a little pity?

After all, I’m the chosen one who will help you become more powerful!”

“Pity?” asked Zarku. He cocked his head to one side.

“What’s that?”

Tara glared at him shifting her weight from one leg to the other. She felt blood trickling down and pooling inside her shoe. Her foot was already slick with it. She pressed her lips together to stop from crying out as another wave of pain crested.

“Oh right,” said Zarku. “It’s that thing one feels when one is sorry for someone. Funny, no one ever felt sorry for me when I was suffering. The boys and teachers made it a point to hurt me, watch me cry. Nope, never came in contact with that bug. No infections here,” he said, spreading his hands.

“I hope you rot in hell!” said Tara.

“Oh, I will go there, except that I’ll flourish,” he said with a giggle. “You’ll be the one rotting. But enough of these compliments, you’re embarrassing me. We better hurry.”

Tara didn’t move.

“Perhaps a little help …?” said Zarku. He snapped his fingers and the hyenas flanked Tara, lunging at her legs playfully. She followed him, her leg throbbing with each step. Her shoe squelched as she walked. The hyena closest to her sniffed at it and eyed her greedily.

Tara stepped right into the cave and looked around. The lantern lit the large white cavern, strewn with broken boulders and black pockets of darkness. Tara had heard of the limestone caves in the hills, but this was the first time she was seeing them. Ghostly white pillars hung down from the roof that was so high it seemed like they were at the bottom of a deep well. Thicker pillars rose from the floor. Tara felt like she was walking into the open mouth of a gigantic monster. Any moment now the jaws would snap shut, impaling her and Sadia on its jagged white teeth.

The lantern cast their shadows on the walls so that it seemed like a group of grotesque giants were walking alongside.

With each step Tara got a sinking feeling.

Involuntarily, she picked up speed and realized they were going downhill again. Her breath came in gasps.

The limestone shone with a ghostly lustre when the light touched it. Other parts remained within grey shadows.

A haze of pain enveloped her and everything around her started dimming, going out of focus.

Wake up, Tara. You don’t dare give up now!

Tara jerked awake. The voice was shrill in her ear.

Who are you? Tara pleaded silently. Please tell me just one thing — am I going mad?

No, Tara. But I need you to stay with me. Do as I say.

We’re close now. Very close.

Tara took a few more steps when an awful thought struck her with such force that all the strength drained out of her. She stumbled and fell, hitting her head against a rock. The world went completely dark. Four little words echoed in her head and faded away … do as I say.
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A sharp pain in her shoulder woke her. Zarku’s face swam above hers, his eyes glittering with rage. Next to him was a grinning hyena, its mouth wet with blood. Sadia lay beside her. Tara touched her shoulder and it throbbed viciously. She jerked her hand away.

“I see that you came up with another way to slow us down,” said Zarku. “Well, I’ve got just the method to wake you up again.” He smiled. “I’ve told you, do as I say and you won’t get hurt.”

Those words again. Tara jumped to her feet, panic giving her strength. Is that you, Zarku? she asked silently. Are you inside me, too? She stared at him as she asked the question.

There was no reply.

“What are you staring at, Tara? If you find me interesting now, wait till I get a new form … oh no, I just remembered … you won’t be around to see it. Sorry.”

He dragged her to where Sadia lay. “Pick her up and get moving. I have waited too long for this night and nothing’s going to stand in my way.”

Tara’s arm and leg were both on fire. The cave see-sawed in her vision. She shot out her hand to steady herself and felt another depth charge of pain explode within. But it was nothing compared to the panic that made every nerve in her body thrum. Had Zarku possessed her, too?

I suggest you leave her there,” said Zarku, prodding Sadia with his foot. “She’s useless to us. You’ll only be putting yourself through more hardship if you insist on carrying her.”

“I’m not leaving her,” said Tara. She hobbled over to Sadia, pulled her upright and picked her up, sobbing with the effort. Her legs almost buckled.

“Help me, Kali,” whispered Tara. “Just this once.”

Kali fanned her face with her saree, and looked away as Tara knew she would. At least she had tried.

Zarku took off again, the lantern swinging in his hand. Tara lurched after him, wondering how many more steps she could take before she fell dead at his feet.

One thought pounded at her; she had failed Suraj and Sadia and her family. She had allowed Zarku to possess her. She was weak. She deserved to die.

Tara, you are stronger than I ever imagined. Know this — no one could have done what you are doing now.

And you have to keep going, because you will win. Believe in yourself once again, my child. Trust yourself once again.

Did Lord Ganesh send you to help me? asked Tara wearily. Please, just stop playing games and tell me. Who are you?

I am Zara.



— twenty — 
Zara

Zara?

A cold finger traced a path down Tara’s spine. That was too close to his name. Are you a part of Zarku? she asked.

No, but he is a part of me.

Tara almost dropped Sadia again. She had been right. “Get out,” she screamed. “GET OUT!”

“Shut up,” said Zarku from up ahead. “This is a sacred place. I will not tolerate your rantings.”

Tara realized she had yelled out loud.

Calm down, Tara. I can’t stand histrionics.

The voice was soft, yet stern. Every time the voice spoke, her insides throbbed unpleasantly, painfully.

I brought a lot of friends on this journey, Zara, and I let them all go. Please, just leave me alone. Whoever you are, get out of my body. I’ll manage this all alone.

You brought me here, Tara. We both have a job to do.

But you still haven’t told me who you are and why I’m hearing you inside my head, Tara said silently.

Check your pocket.

Tara reached for her pocket, the effort making her sweat profusely. Sadia started to slip. She shifted the little girl’s weight to one arm and plunged her hand in. Her fingers closed over something cold and heavy; Zarku’s mother’s anklet. Of course!

Tara didn’t know whether to laugh or cry or faint.

Zara was Zarku’s mother and she was inside Tara.
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Her cheek stung and her eyes snapped open.

“Won’t you ever stop trying?” snarled Zarku. He slapped her again. “It won’t work. You’re just not the fainting type, Tara. Get up now or you’ll really discover what these hyenas can do and this time I won’t restrain them. Your body is useless to me, even if it’s badly mangled.”

It was true, she never fainted. What was wrong with her? She touched her aching scalp. Her fingertips connected with a lump the size of an egg and she winced. Sadia moaned and Tara crawled over to her. She was motionless. Tara laid her head on her chest and was relieved to hear a faint heartbeat.

“Up,” said Zarku. “Walk.”

Tara pushed herself to her feet, barely aware of what she was doing. Her body ached all over, she was bleeding to death, inside her nestled Zarku’s mother’s spirit, and she was marching toward a painful death. A bitter laugh bubbled up within her; could things get any worse?

She tried to lift Sadia, but it was like trying to lift a boulder ten times her size.

“I can’t,” she whispered. “Please, can’t Kali hold her for a while?”

“No!” said Kali. “Zarku, this is just a ploy. Don’t listen to this sneaky little —”

“Then kill me now,” said Tara. “I won’t leave her here. Tell your hyenas to have fun. I don’t care.” She plopped down on the floor.

Zarku stared at her for a moment, the crease on his forehead pulsing. It was the first time she had seen that. They had been in the cave for barely an hour and already his power was growing. He exhaled noisily.

“You carry Sadia,” he said to Kali.

“I can’t,” wailed Kali. “I’m tired, too, carrying this heavy bundle of yours.”

Zarku hissed a command. A hyena now moved toward Kali. She hurried forward and scooped Sadia up, muttering under her breath.

“Tara, you will carry the bundle,” said Zarku. “There will be no more stops. Is that understood?”

On they went. Tara revelled in being able to walk with–out Sadia’s weight. The bundle barely weighed anything and she sighed quietly as her aching muscles relaxed.

Around her, smooth, round tunnels wound away into darkness, as if a giant worm had bored through the walls. Rocks in every shade of white, grey, and pale yellow slid past.

Are you still there, Zara?

Yes.

Can you not stop your son? Why can’t you get into his mind and tell him to release Suraj? Tara demanded.

Because the anklet is with you, Tara. And because he’s in human form, you’re the best person to stop him.

Not me.

Kali panted, her pace slowing. The air turned hotter and Tara’s lungs burned each time she drew breath.

Zara, what does he have in store for me? Can you tell me?

I can’t. Lord Kubera has taken over my child’s mind.

Even if I wanted to, I couldn’t penetrate it. That’s another reason I chose you — I need your help to stop him and you need mine.

Child? Tara snorted. This was no child except if you looked at the body. He was a monster. She wondered how she could have ever felt sorry for him when she had heard him cry that night in the forest. The hyenas growled and she realized she was lagging behind. Their yellow eyes seemed to be floating in darkness somewhere near her knees. Tara walked faster.

Tell me more, Zara.

He would have been an ordinary child, Tara. His father and I had decided that if we had a boy we would name him after us; Zara and Kundan … Zarku. But our match was not to be, you see, we were from different religions and no one approved. Not our parents and nor the village priests. We ran away and got married, but when we announced the baby, one of the priests put a curse on me and on the baby I was carrying. I died giving birth and Zarku was born with a third eye for which he suffered all his life.

Tara heard the deep sadness in her voice. It was the longest Zara had ever spoken. She had only to imagine her own mother to realize how this woman must have felt, must be feeling, to see her son become a monster — hated by all. But wouldn’t a mother always protect her child no matter what?

Zara, you won’t … you won’t give me the wrong advice, will you?

Things are going to get very difficult once you reach the cave. We’ll both have to trust one another.

Tara pressed her fingertips against her aching temples. She was so tired that she was not thinking straight. She was having a conversation with Zarku’s mother. But could she trust Zara? Should she?
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The path that Zarku took twisted and turned as it continued its descent into the bowels of the mountain.

The rock changed colour, larger sheets of black interspersed the limestone. If Tara fell behind she found herself in near complete darkness and had to hurry round the next bend so she could see the flickering light of the lantern.

The silence was broken by the hiss of escaping steam and the burbling sounds of something thick and viscous boiling deep below. The rock under her feet was getting hotter by the minute. The heat in the forest seemed like a joke compared to the heat in this place.

Kali struggled along with Sadia, who still hadn’t stirred. Tara’s heart ached as she thought of Kabir and how much he loved his sister. Without medicine, Sadia might even now be breathing her last.

One more downward twist and they were walking on level ground.

“We’re almost there,” Zarku called out. “Everyone all right?”

Tara was tempted to throw her shoe at his head. All right? No, they were not all right. She was about to say something when she saw where he was leading them.

Ahead of them was an extremely dark patch. Could it be an underground lake? She thought of the last time she had had to cross a lake, the feeling of drowning, the slithery, slippery things that had touched her skin.

Her nerve almost failed. She couldn’t do it again. Zarku would have to kill her right here.

Zara, help me. I can’t do this.

There was no reply.

Tara looked back the way they had come. A solid black wall of darkness confronted her; tall and impenetrable. Without a light there wasn’t a hope that she would be able to find her way back to the top again. She would have to go on. If only little Mushika were here … “Come on,” snapped Zarku. “This is the last little bit. It’s tricky, but I’m sure we’ll all manage. Once we get across, the cave’s a few steps away.”

Something in his voice made Tara look carefully. It was not a lake at all. It was a chasm that stretched before them. She couldn’t see how deep it was nor how wide. And yet here she was, about to cross it.

Kali peered over the edge and looked back at Tara, her eyes wide with terror. Tara kicked a rock near her foot into the chasm. It bounced against the wall a couple of times and then there was complete silence.

Tara strained her ears but heard nothing. Half a minute passed by and the rock still hadn’t hit bottom. They both looked at each other and then at Zarku.

“I can’t go over that,” said Kali in a quavering voice. “I’ll fall.”

“That’s fine, you can stay here for all I care,” said Zarku. “Goodbye.” He stepped onto the narrow stone path that bridged the chasm. For the first time Tara saw just how narrow it was, there was no room for error. None at all.

“Can’t we do whatever we have to on this side?” said Tara. “Please. You don’t expect me to cross with a sick child.”

Zarku turned around and glared at her. “For the last time, Tara, I. Don’t. Care. If you’d rather deny my friends a good meal, fling Sadia over the side now.

She too sick to realize what’s happening, and since this chasm has no bottom, you won’t hear her land. And we’ll all move faster. And if you’re too weak to do it, I’ll do it for you!”

In a rage, Tara dropped the bundle and rushed toward Zarku. She’d show him how to fling people into chasms. The larger of the two hyenas jumped between them and growled, barring her way. She kicked it aside, putting all her anger and fear and hatred into it. The hyena flew into the air and tumbled over the edge. Its screams echoed for a long time, growing fainter and fainter. Then there was silence.

Tara stared into the chasm, her fists clenched. She had killed a living thing. Even though it was far from innocent, even though her arm and leg still throbbed with the memory of its teeth, she had deliberately sent it to its death. She shuddered; she was getting to be as ruthless as Zarku.

Kali was staring at her, aghast. Tara ignored her and looked at Zarku defiantly. He held her gaze. “That’s the second friend I’ve lost thanks to you. I’ll make you suffer for this, Tara. Count on it.”

Tara was too exhausted to retaliate, only able to pray that when the end came it would be swift.

“Who wants to go forward and who wants to go down?” said Zarku. He stepped nimbly onto the stone path, walked a few steps ahead and turned around.

“I’m leaving Sadia here,” said Kali, dropping her to the floor like a sack of potatoes. Sadia whimpered while Kali walked away without a backward glance.

“Stop that!” yelled Tara as she rushed over to Sadia. She looked up at Kali, all of her being burning with hatred. Slowly she looked at the black void and then back at Kali. “You’re next if you don’t help me.”

Kali came back to her reluctantly. “Maybe if we held Sadia between us, it might work,” she said.

Tara nodded. She bent over Sadia and shook her gently.

“Sadia, wake up,” Tara said. “We need you to help us for just a little while.”

Sadia moaned and moved her head weakly, her eyes still shut.

“What’s keeping you?” roared Zarku. “Move.”

The last hyena circled around them, keeping out of reach of Tara, its bile-yellow eyes fixed on her. This time there was no giggling or laughter. Something told her that when the time was right it would not wait for Zarku’s command to rip her to shreds.

“Sadia, please, wake up. You have to walk,” said Tara. She pulled Sadia upright. It was like handling a ragdoll.

Sadia’s head lolled back and she started to fall sideways again. Tara grabbed her and shook her a little harder this time. “Come on now, you have to help me. Wake up!”

Out of the corner of her eye she saw Zarku take a few steps toward them. “Slap her!” he said.

Sadia opened her eyes. They were unfocused. Tara hugged her. “Good girl, now stand up. We have a short little walk and then you can sleep again,”

“So … tired,” said Sadia. “Want to sleep.”

“I know,” said Tara, kissing her forehead. “But after this, you can sleep for a long time. I promise.”

Sadia got to her feet, lurching, swaying, almost falling over. Tara’s heart lurched in tandem. If she did this on that narrow walkway, they’d all plunge to their deaths.

“Slowly now,” said Tara. She led Sadia to the narrow bridge.

Tara and Kali held Sadia between them. Zarku was already halfway across. Kali stepped on it sideways, holding Sadia by her left arm. Tara followed, firmly gripping Sadia’s right arm.

“Where are we?” Sadia whispered. Her eyes were beginning to focus.

Don’t let her realize, prayed Tara. The last thing she wanted was for Sadia to panic right there in the middle of the bridge.

“Noooooo!” wailed Sadia. Her eyes were wide open and she was frozen on the spot, looking down. “Where am I?”

Tara glanced beyond the tips of her toes. The blackness seemed to bubble up toward her, trying to suck her down. She took a deep, shuddering breath and wrenched her eyes away from it.

“You can do it, Sadia,” said Tara. “Just don’t look down.”

“If she acts funny, I’ll push her over,” said Kali. Her face was whiter than the limestone they had passed.

Tara’s arms ached trying to hold Sadia still. A cold panic seized her and it was all she could do to hang on as the little girl grew more agitated.

Sadia tensed. Tara tightened her grip. Sadia put her foot forward instead of sideways and stepped on air. She drew it back, screaming for her mother. Her legs trembled and she sagged as if about to sit down.

“Do something, Tara,” said Kali. “Or I’ll let her go.”

“Drop her, just drop her!” said Zarku. “This drama has gone on long enough and I’m sick of it.”

With a huge effort, Tara twisted sideways and slapped Sadia. Hard. The sound reverberated in Tara’s heart. Sadia immediately stood still staring at Tara with teary eyes and Tara hated herself at that moment.

“Walk!” Tara said in her strictest voice. “Don’t look anywhere but straight ahead and walk.”

Now and then Kali looked back at Tara, her face shiny with sweat and fear, but they moved quickly, now that Sadia obeyed her. Tara focused on pushing while Kali tugged her along.

Between them, they managed to get to the other side where Zarku stood tapping his foot. The moment her foot touched solid ground, Tara said a prayer to Lord Ganesh. This could have ended right here but it hadn’t. They were safe. For now.

Zarku led the way again, moving at a fast clip. “The end is near!” he crowed.

“Help me,” said Tara. Sadia was once again on the ground, awake, but too weak to stand. “We could hold her between us.”

Kali glanced at Zarku’s receding back. “You’re on your own,” she said and ran off after Zarku.

Shadows crowded Tara once again, pressing down on her, smothering her. Zarku’s words echoed in her ear, the end is near. If only she had a light, she could have gone back the way they came. Escaped. She didn’t want to die.

Follow him. It’s the only way out.

Zara’s soft voice calmed her. She picked Sadia up and followed the fast-receding light with a nagging thought that she was afraid to think of: this was Zarku’s mother advising her.

But whose side was she on?



— twenty-one —
The Dagger

Zarku stopped before a small cave. He stood gazing at it raptly, like a small child before a magical vision. All Tara saw was one more yawning black hole. He dropped to his knees once again and touched his forehead to the ground as if about to walk on hallowed ground.

The cave was small. They had passed by much bigger ones with unusual colours and impossible-to-imagine shapes, as if giant fingers had moulded them while the rock was still hot. Yet, in this nondescript hole lived a monster — Lord Kubera, who had given birth to another. Tara had expected something more extravagant.

“At last,” said Zarku. “We’re home.” The excitement in his voice was unmistakeable.

The ball of fear in the pit of Tara’s stomach expanded. The end of the road. Zarku would carry out his plan and within a short while she would be dead. All the ways he might kill her whirled inside her head, each one more gruesome than the previous one.

“Follow me,” said Zarku. He marched inside. Heart pounding, Tara obeyed. Would his Lord be waiting there, ready to strike her down?

But the narrow cave was empty. Its black stone walls stretched into darkness, sucking away any light that fell upon them. There were no reflections and no shadows around them. Tara felt they might suck the life out of her if she went any nearer.

“Put Sadia down and come here,” said Zarku.

Tara sat Sadia down at the entrance to the cave.

Surprisingly, Sadia stirred and opened her eyes. “Where are we, Didi?”

“Shhhh,” whispered Tara. “Sleep now. Everything will be all right.” She pressed her lips to Sadia’s forehead. It dawned on her that she would be unable to fulfill her promise to Kabir. Deep sadness filled her; she had never broken a promise yet. This would be her first. And last.

Zarku put the lantern in a small niche in the wall.

The light was so weak that it was like being underwater.

Nothing moved, nothing flickered. The absence of shadows was so unnatural that Tara began to wonder just how evil this place was, if not even shadows dared linger there.

“So, what now?” she asked. Her voice was unnaturally loud in the silence.

“Quiet!” said Zarku. “You are in the shrine of the Lord. You will speak when you are spoken to. Stand here quietly. I’ll let you know when I’m ready.”

Zarku walked deeper into the cave and came back moments later with a broom.

“Clean up the cave, Kali,” said Zarku. He threw the broom at her. It bounced against her ample body and fell to the floor with a thump. Kali’s eyes matched the stone walls as she retrieved it.

“Do a thorough job,” said Zarku. “Not the shoddy one you normally try and get away with. Sweep every inch of the cave. Everything must be perfect.”

Kali did not utter a word. She wrapped the end of her saree around her waist and got to work. The rhythmic swishing and occasional grunt were the only sounds disturbing the loud silence. Hurry up, thought Tara. Just get it over with. This waiting was driving her mad.

Zara, what’s he going to do?

I don’t know.

As Tara sat in that eerily dim room with no shadows, she wished, for the umpteenth time, she were back home in Morni doing normal day-to-day chores rather than waiting for Zarku to kill her. Would she get a chance to see this Lord Kubera before he killed her?

She wandered over to the mouth of the cave, unable to sit still. Her insides churned and the beat of her heart drowned out the silence. The darkness just beyond the periphery of the lamplight was thick and heavy and depressing. Just a few feet from the entrance was the chasm they had crossed. Even if she ran for it, without a light she had no hope of getting across. She stepped back into the cave immediately, trying to think of another way to escape.

The black walls seemed to pulse toward her; the ceiling hung lower. She gulped air, but it seemed all of it had burned away. She was suffocating!

She looked behind her. Zarku had untied the bundle and was examining its contents. Lying on the white muslin cloth, a dagger caught her eye. The golden light from the lantern glided smoothly across its blade, stopping short of the ornate handle, which was studded with red stones.

Steal that dagger and throw it into the chasm, said Zara.

What? thought Tara.

Steal the dagger, throw it away. He can’t carry out the ritual without it.

Tara took a few steps toward Zarku. Then stopped.

What if this was a trap? But if she couldn’t trust Zara, whom could she trust? There was no one else.

Round and round her mind scurried like a caged rat, asking questions, grasping at thoughts, throwing them away. No matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t think of a way out. She was doomed, and so were Suraj and Sadia. Unless she decided to take Zara’s advice.

Tara pulled out the anklet from her pocket and clasped it tight in her sweaty palm. A numbing panic was starting to spread through her once again, clouding all coherent thought.

Put it on, Tara. And keep it hidden.

With trembling hands, Tara surreptitiously put the anklet on. Then she inched closer to Zarku. He was examining the urn in which he had spent the last few months, caressing it lovingly.

The swishing sound stopped and Kali plodded up to them, wheezing. “It’s done,” she said.

“High time,” said Zarku. “Take all these things and arrange them in the centre of the cave. Be careful! Some of these are worth more than your life. I’ll be back as soon as I’ve changed my clothes.”

Tara inched forward, her eyes darting to the dagger and back toward Zarku. He turned and started to walk away. Kali stooped to gather the items. Tara lunged forward and grabbed the dagger.

“Oi! STOP!” yelled Kali.

The dagger slipped out of Tara’s sweaty hands and fell back on the cloth. She scrabbled for it, but her hands shook so much, she could barely grasp it. The blade brushed against her palm. A shower of bright-red drops stained the white cloth.

Zarku whirled around and raced back to her, his eyes clouded with rage. He slapped her so hard that she went reeling and sprawled on the ground a good distance away.

“How dare you touch this sacred blade with your filthy hands!”

Tara saw stars as she sat up.

Zarku advanced on her, his lips speckled with spit.

“So, you think you’re being very smart, are you?” His voice was soft and low and deadly calm.

Tara inched backward, not taking her eyes off him.

He raised the dagger. “You want this?”

“No,” said Tara. “I’m sorry, it was a mistake. I’m very sorry.”

“Too late!” Zarku raised the dagger. The steel flashed silver. He brought it swishing down through the air and slashed his arm.

Tara’s scream died in her throat. She watched, mesmerized, as the blood welled out of the deep cut and dripped to the floor and on the white muslin, mingling with hers. He didn’t utter a whimper.

Zara, what’s happening? What did you make me do?

Why is he doing this?

Zara did not reply.

Zarku raised the dagger again. Tara leaned as far back as she could, unable to move, her eyes riveted to the steel blade. This time he was sure to slash her face or stab her in the heart. Once again the dagger swished through the air. This time, Zarku sliced his thigh. A red patch spread rapidly on his pajamas.

Tara stared at him horrified. Why was he punishing himself? Did he actually think she’d feel sorry for him?

“Shall I continue or will you behave, Didi?”

It was as if a rock had fallen on her head. He was punishing her all right — by injuring Suraj!

“Stop!” she shrieked. “Stop, please. I’ll do anything you say. Please don’t hurt Suraj anymore.”

“That’s better,” said Zarku. “One more silly move from you and I’ll cut off an arm or a leg. In a short while this body will be useless to me.” His hysterical laughter filled her ears, but she didn’t dare cover them. She didn’t dare move. Zarku lowered the dagger and walked away, a trail of blood marking his path. Tara fell to her feet and touched her brother’s lifeblood, smearing it on her fingertips. What had she done? In a few moments, Zarku would sacrifice her, and leave Suraj’s body behind. Badly injured. Would her little brother survive after she was gone? What would happen to him and Sadia? Pain welled up from deep within her and came bubbling up to her throat, her eyes and spilled over.

Zara, what did you make me do? said Tara weeping silently.

There was still no answer.
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“Scared?” said Kali, a triumphant smile on her face.

Tara wiped her eyes and faced Kali defiantly. “No. You?”

“Liar,” said Kali. “Finally you get what you deserve. I will be cheering him on!”

Tara had no words in retaliation. Didn’t have the energy, either. They had won; evil had won in the end … In the centre of the room, Zarku, all cleaned up and wearing fresh clothes, sat cross-legged on the muslin cloth spread out in the middle of the room. He struck a match.

The flare lit up the urn that was so familiar to Tara by now. Beside it lay a heap of silvery wood cut up into small pieces, and the gleaming dagger, its blade now spotless.

Chanting under his breath, Zarku lit the end of one of the sticks of wood and dropped it into the urn. The flame caught and an orange-red glow emanated from within. Zarku added another and yet another sliver of wood. The fire burned brighter, leaping toward the black ceiling.

Zarku picked up the dagger and held the blade over the flames. It glowed a blinding white, and then as she watched, it turned black. As black as the walls around her.

He looked up at Tara, the red of the fire reflected in his eyes. She held her breath. He crooked his little finger and beckoned to her.

“It is time.”



— twenty-two — 
The Last Wish

The world spun crazily. Only when Tara’s lungs were bursting for air did she realize she had been holding her breath.

“Come,” Zarku repeated. He licked his lips, and they gleamed, red and wet.

Tara found herself moving toward him, her eyes riveted to that black blade with its silver handle inlaid with red rubies. The dagger was too big for his hand and yet he held it with such ease.

“Please,” said Tara. “Don’t do this.”

“Stop this stupidity, Tara. I have waited months for this moment and nothing can stop me. Come closer.”

Tara took a step toward him, every muscle, every nerve straining against it.

“Closer,” he whispered. “Don’t make me come there.” His eyes glowed red and his forehead pulsed, as if some large insect just under his skin were trying to tear through it.

Tara walked right up to him, feeling the heat from the urn rise up between them. “What are you going to do?” asked Tara. There was a dagger in his hand and there she was. It was very clear, but still, she wanted to hear it from him. She was so scared, she was numb.

“Just a quick stab to your chest, I cut out your heart while it is still beating and …”

“And then?”

“I eat it.” Zarku held her gaze, his eyes alight with excitement.

“No!” Tara wrapped her arms around her. “Never!”

The thought of her beating heart in the hands of this evil soul made it race at triple speed. She took a step back, then another. Even the chasm would be a better fate than this.

“You didn’t let me finish,” said Zarku sternly. “I’ll only take a tiny bite. The rest goes into the urn as an offering to my Lord. Your heart in the urn that held me — for an eternity.”

She could think of nothing, see nothing but her heart carved up by that night-black blade. She had to delay this, keep him talking. She searched for something, anything, however stupid it might be, to stay Zarku’s hand. She took a deep breath.

“How … how does that help you?” asked Tara. “You’re making a huge mistake killing an innocent person.”

“You? Innocent?” Zarku laughed. He raised the dagger.

“Wait,” said Tara. “What happens to Suraj and Sadia after I am gone? Surely you’ll let them live. I’m not sacrficing myself in vain.”

“Ahhh, I knew you’d ask that.”

“Promise me they’ll both be safe,” Tara. “Promise me that you will take them back home.”

“I make no such promises.”

“Surely you’re not scared that two children will ruin your evil plans?” said Tara, trying to inject scorn into her shaking voice. “You owe me this at the very least.” She bit down on the fear that ran rampant within, turning her insides to mush.

Zarku looked at her steadily. “You’ve been a good sport, Tara,” he said, “and a worthy opponent. I’m in a generous mood so I’ll grant you one last wish. Ask for anything but your life — that’s mine.”

It’s better than nothing, thought Tara. This was her chance to ask for the children’s lives. He would keep his word and take them back home safely. She’d have kept her promise to Kabir and Suraj would live. Yes, that was it.

No, Tara don’t ask for that. Ask that he allow you to hug him. He needs to know, to feel, that I’m here.

“What?” screamed Tara, hating Zara at that moment, with her silences and crazy advice.

“Are you deaf?” said Zarku. He glared at her. “I said you have one last wish. Act funny and I’ll cut your heart out without a moment’s delay.”

Zara, I have this one chance to save my brother and you’re asking me to hug your son? No, I can’t do that.

I listened to you once and that almost cost Suraj a limb.

Don’t do this again. Please!

Hug him. Now! Zara used the firmest voice she had ever used with Tara. You’ve failed me once already and you saw the consequence of that.

Hug this monster? You’re mad, Zara, I couldn’t even bear to touch him.

“At last,” whispered Kali. “Justice.” Her lips curved into a smile.

Trust me, Tara. Do it, now.

Tara’s clothes stuck to her. Sweat poured into her eyes, blinding her, and her head ached viciously. What if she was making a terrible mistake? This was Zarku’s mother. Of course she would want to embrace her son through Tara. But how would that save her brother and Sadia? Could she trust her?

On this one decision rested three lives.



— twenty-three — 
The Evil Doubles

“I’m waiting,” said Zarku.

Tara was mesmerized by the bead of sweat trickling down his pulsing forehead. In a short while, Zarku would be in another, more powerful body. She had to act now.

“But of course if you’d rather just get this over with,” Zarku continued, “I don’t mind at all. I want to finish this quickly, too. I’ve been in this miserable little body for far too long.”

“I’d like to give you a hug.”

Zarku’s mouth fell open, all other expression wiped clean from his face. Without thinking about it or waiting for Zarku’s permission, Tara embraced him.

She felt a powerful, agonizing surge within her, as if everything inside had been ripped from their moorings and was trying to burst out of her body. She closed her eyes and focused on Suraj, his innocent face, the games they’d played, his fun-loving spirit, and all the love she felt for him.

Zarku squirmed in her grasp, fighting her, trying to throw her off.

Don’t let him go, Tara. Not yet.

Tara hugged him harder, tighter, holding that writhing body to her, hoping her brother would remember his sister’s touch. The pain almost ripped her apart, but she held on.

“I feel something within you, something strong,” screamed Zarku. “You’re possessed. What are you trying to do? LET ME GO!”

He wrenched himself from her grasp and pushed her away, breathing hard. “Don’t you dare touch me again!”

“Your mother told me to do that,” said Tara. She watched his face shadowed with fear.

Zarku sucked in his breath. “LIAR! My mother died when she gave birth to me. She’s gone, forever.”

“She’s very much here, within me,” said Tara. She lifted the hem of her shalwar. “Do you remember this anklet?”

It sparkled in the firelight. Zarku gazed at it, tiny pinpoints of silver now reflected in his eyes. His hard expression melted. His lips trembled. He dropped the dagger and fell at Tara’s feet. He reached out and caressed the anklet.

“That … that belongs to my mother.” He looked up at her, his eyes glistening. “I thought I had lost it forever. How did you get it?”

His fingers closed over the anklet. Tara jerked her foot away.

“That night at the temple when you caught me,” said Tara. “You threw me against the pole and it fell into the folds of my shawl. I’ve had it ever since.”

“This was the last of my mother’s possessions. You stole it from me— thief!” Zarku beat his fist on the ground. “I looked all over for it, but never could find it. Give it to me right now or I’ll cut your foot off and take it.”

“She’s in me right now,” said Tara. “That was what you felt when you hugged me. She has a message for you.”

Zarku’s expression softened and Tara allowed a wisp of hope to linger. The next moment he grabbed the dagger off the floor. “Enough! I should have cut your heart out already. You think I’ll spare you because you hugged me and told me lies about my mother? All you’ve done is waste your last wish.”

Tara found herself speaking without really knowing what she was going to say. The moment she heard the words, she knew it was Zara speaking through her. And it hurt.

“My son, Tara is telling the truth. I am here. I have been with Tara all this while, watching you.”

Zarku took a step back. “No, it can’t be. You’re playing games with me by changing your voice, Tara. Stop it, STOP IT!”

“Only you can stop what you set in motion,” said Zara.

Zara’s voice was deeper than Tara’s. It made her shudder to hear it come out of her own mouth, to say things that she was not even thinking about. Her insides were icy. It felt like someone was twisting them … the pain was unbearable, but she didn’t want to stop Zara.

Not until she had gotten through to her son.

“I am so ashamed at what you’ve done, what you’ve become.”

Zarku was listening intently. His hands hung limply by his sides.

Go closer to him, Tara, Zara silently instructed.

Tara moved closer so that she was looking down at him. Zarku stared up at her, the anger and madness gone from his eyes.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “But if you knew how I’d been treated. How everyone made fun of me.”

“I know all that, but have you ever stopped to think that God might have given you that third eye for wisdom?

Just like the one he gave Lord Shiva? Why did you think it was a deformity?”

“Even Father hated me,” he said.

“You mustn’t blame him too much,” said Zara. “He was grieving for me.”

“Where did that leave me?” yelled Zarku. “How could you expect me to love when all I received was hate?”

“I loved you,” said Zara. “And I still do.”

Zarku stared into the fire that was burning low.

Absently, he added another sliver of wood from the pile.

Let this work, prayed Tara. Let him give up this mad plan. 

Zarku walked away without a word. He went to the opposite wall and laid his cheek against it as if listening to something. Could Zara really have gotten through to him?

Kali had been silent all this while. “Is Zarku’s mother really inside you or are you just trying to be clever?” she asked.

Tara gave her the ugliest look she could muster.

Tara, tell her that the only reason she had a husband is because her father bought her one. She’s a pathetic old woman, doomed to unhappiness in life and in death.

Tara repeated what Zara had just said and watched Kali turn white. “You’re lying! And what do you mean by ‘in death.’ I’m not going to die. You are.”

“Zara told me,” said Tara. “And I think it’s true.”

That shut Kali up for the moment.

Zarku came back to Tara. His cheeks were wet and his eyes glistened. Had Zara got through to him? Was he actually feeling sorry for what he had done? A minute ticked by, as Tara watched, waiting for him to speak first.

Zarku burst into laughter.

“That was good, Tara,” he said. “That was really, really good. For a moment there you almost had me fooled. But enough. Let’s get on with the ritual.”

“It’s the truth,” said Tara. “You’ve got to believe me.”

“Zarku!” said Zara. Her voice was like a whiplash. “Enough!”

Zarku stared at Tara. The dagger slipped from his hand and clattered to the floor.

“Listen to me. You will leave Suraj right now. You still have a chance to save your spirit from roaming the Underworld eternally. Let me help you.”

“What are you asking me to do, Mother?”

“That you give up all hope of power, a new body, life, too. It’s time to die my son, it’s time to sleep.”

“No!” said Zarku. “I haven’t suffered for so long only to give up at the end.”

“Son, the life you will lead will be a waste. And if you go through with this, I’ll fight you. I’ll fight you with everything I have. The Gods are on my side.”

“You’d do that to your own son?” said Zarku. “You hate me so much?”

“It’s because I love you that I want you to stop this, Zarku.

Come away with me now. Give my spirit the rest it deserves.”

Zarku backed away. “I can’t betray Lord Kubera.

He’s depending on me.”

“Yes you can,” said Zara. “I’ll help you.”

The walls of the cave trembled and from its depths emerged a shadow, the first that Tara had seen. The large, shapeless shadow moved restlessly, from wall to ceiling to floor so that Tara, following it with her eyes, didn’t know where it would appear next.

“Zarku,” said the shadow, its voice but a faint whisper in the darkness. “Who saved you when everyone else had forsaken you? I did! Who gave you the power to control men? I did! Who will restore you and fulfill your dreams? I will! You cannot forsake me now.”

“Don’t listen to him,” said Zara. “You owe him nothing.”

Zarku cowered, clutching his head. Tara’s insides ached viciously.

The shadow approached Zarku. He backed away into a corner. The shadow followed. It enveloped Zarku — there was the hint of a whisper. The shadow towered over Zarku and then it was gone, swallowed by the black wall behind him.

Tara held her breath. Zara was quiet.

“All right, Mother,” said Zarku after a long silence. “I’ll do as you say.”

Tara breathed deeply. Had this really worked? Would he let her and the children escape?

Kali ran up to Zarku. “You can’t do that. What about our plan? We were going to be powerful and rule over all those idiots who had hurt you. Have you forgotten? Are you going to let a little girl play tricks on you?”

She retrieved the blade and slapped it into his hand. “Finish what you started, Zarku. Stop being a coward.”

“Don’t listen to her,” said Tara. “Listen to your mother. For once listen to someone who loves you.”

Zarku walked up to Tara. “You win.”

He stepped up to the urn and threw in some more wood. The dying flames leaped up hungrily. Zarku closed his eyes and chanted a few words. A low humming sound filled the room. The next moment a howling wind barrelled through the small cave, churning up the dust and dirt. Rocks and pebbles flew in the air, whipping around Tara, grazing her exposed skin. The fire in the urn went out. The wind caught it up and smashed it against the wall. Kali screamed in agony and the hyena fled the cave, laughing. Tara shielded her eyes. Zarku stood motionless in the centre of the cave, staring at her.

Then he fell to the ground in a swoon.

At that precise moment the wind stopped. Tara coughed. Her throat was so dry and scratchy she wanted to tear it out. They were in a thick fog with dust and debris still floating around them.

“Suraj,” she whispered, “are you all right?”

Suraj stirred, whimpering softly.

Tara wiped his face and kissed him. “Suraj, wake up.”

Suraj opened his eyes. “Didi?” He spoke in his normal voice.

“Yes, it’s me,” she said. She cupped his face and stared into his eyes.

“Suraj,” said Tara. “Is this really you or this another sick joke, Zarku?”

“It’s me, Didi,” he whispered. “I’m so tired. Take me home. Take me home to Mother.”

Tara ran a finger over his forehead. Nothing bulged or pulsed there. Could this miracle really have happened?

She had gotten Suraj back and she was alive! Thank you Zara, thank you so much.

The cave was suddenly very cold. The hair on the back of her neck tingled. Something was not quite right.

“Zarku?” said Tara. She looked around her. The dust still hadn’t settled. Nothing stirred. No one said a word.

Silence.

“Kali?”

No one answered.

“Kali, answer me!” said Tara.

There was a groan at the back of the cave. Tara plucked the lantern from the niche and peered into the gloom. Kali shifted, groaning softly. There was no sign of Zarku or the last hyena. She ignored Kali and helped Suraj to his feet. She turned around and there was Kali. Right behind her.

“Don’t just stand there,” said Tara in a cold voice. “Your plans for wreaking havoc have gone up in smoke, but if you behave, I might tell the villagers to show some mercy.”

Kali stood motionless, staring at Tara.

“Don’t just stand there like an idiot,” snapped Tara. “Have your brains disappeared along with Zarku? Help me.”

Kali smiled. The smile became a wide grin. The chill inside Tara grew.

“Why are you smiling?” said Tara. “He’s gone! Forever.”

Kali stepped closer. Tara stared at her. Kali took another step, her eyes fixed on Tara. Tara lowered Suraj to the ground. This was not right. Kali should be defeated, broken. Instead here she was, staring at her defiantly.

Zara, what is this?

Oh, Zarku, what have you done? said Zara.

But before Tara could ask another question, Kali lunged at her.

Tara sprinted away, the lantern knocking against her knees. Behind her the thump of Kali’s footsteps kept pace.

Tara stopped short of the chasm. She turned. There stood Kali grinning maniacally. On her forehead an all-too-familiar bulge pulsed ominously.



— twenty-four —
The Silver Anklet

“No!” breathed Tara. “NO!”

“Yes, Tara, YES.” Kali spoke in a voice that was much thicker, stronger. “It’s me, Zarku.”

“But, you promised that you would give up, that you would leave. Are you really so evil that you would lie to your own mother who loves you?”

“Yes!” said Zarku. His smile chilled her; it was a combination of his and Kali’s, malevolent through and through. “How could I give up this life of power? I couldn’t do it, Tara. I just couldn’t.”

Tara stared at Kali, her skin crawling as if a hundred insects were swarming over it. Zara, how could this have happened?

I’m sorry, Tara. I didn’t expect this, either. Zarku is under Lord Kubera’s influence. Much more than I ever imagined.

“And now with Kali, through Kali,” Zarku continued, “I can still carry out my plans. “She and I love and hate the same things.”

“NEVER,” said Tara. “I’ll never let you carry out the plan. I’ll stop you or die trying.”

“We know,” said Zarku. “Because we’re going to kill you — now.”

Tara wracked her brains; she was too close to give up now. If only she could keep them talking, she might be able to find a way. She looked behind her. They were almost at the chasm.

“You’ll never get away with it,” said Tara. “Kali has been banned from all the villages. The moment she shows up, she’ll be stoned to death.You’ll die along with her.”

“I could still go back to my former plan, Tara,” said Zarku. “My Lord has not forsaken me yet. He whispered to me just before he left. I’d tell you what he said, but then I’d have to kill you.” He laughed long and hard.

“Oops, forgot. I’m going to do that, anyway.”

As he was speaking, the glimmer of a plan emerged from the gloom in her mind. It was her last chance and it had to work.

“The first thing we have to do is get rid of all of you,” said Zarku. “Suraj and Sadia will be no problem at all. They’re half dead anyway. They won’t feel a thing when we tip them over the edge. You, Tara, might be a problem. You won’t give us too much trouble, will you?

It’ll be a quick push, an exciting fall, and then it’s over.”

Tara moved back a step, very slowly and cautiously.

What are you doing, Tara?

Tara tried to keep her mind absolutely blank. She did not want to reveal her plan to Zara just yet, didn’t want her blurting it out to her son. This was her plan and it had to work.

“Think about what I said,” said Zarku. He turned to go. “I’m going to take care of the children first.”

“No!” said Tara. “Deal with me first.” Her heart pounded. What if this didn’t work? She pushed the thought aside, not taking her eyes off Kali.

Tara inched backward, glancing quickly behind her. The edge was a few feet away. Darkness billowed out from the chasm like steam from a volcano. It seemed to tug at her. Her foot hit a rock. It clattered over the edge into silence.

Kali advanced, one sure step at a time. “At last, Tara. Do you know how long we’ve both waited for this moment? Ahhh, it will be sweet …”

Tara inched sideways. She heard a low growl and stopped, her heart almost stopping, too. Yellow eyes emerged from the darkness; the third hyena. Tara had forgotten all about it. It advanced on her slowly, hemming her in, pushing her back.

Lord Ganesh, you couldn’t have brought me all the way here to fail so miserably. I can’t die! This has to work. Please help me … Tara prayed, see-sawing between hope and utter despair.

What are you doing, Tara? You’re too close to the edge.

Get back into the cave. We’ll think of something else.

Tara ignored her.

Kali came closer, smiling. The narrow path was but a few steps toward Tara’s left. Time slowed, even her heartbeat slowed, and she saw and heard everything clearly, sharply.

Kali was almost upon her. Tara planted her feet apart and braced herself. She knew what was coming. She tensed. With a triumphant cry, Kali ran at her, her arms outstretched. “Goodbye, Tara.”

Tara immediately threw herself flat on the ground.

Kali reached her at a full run, tripped over her, and flew over the lip of the chasm.

“NOOOOO!” howled Kali as she scrabbled at the crumbling edge, trying to pull herself up.

Tara tried to stand, but her legs shook so much that she had to crawl away from the edge as fast as she could.

“Help!” said Kali, still using that thick voice. “Tara, help me and I’ll spare you. I’ll give you unimaginable power … anything you desire.”

Tara laughed hysterically. “No, Zarku. It was your mother’s wish that you stop this and I agree. And it’s time for you, too, Kali. Time to die!”

She got to her feet, which seemed to have turned to jelly, and backed away. Kali peered over the edge of the chasm, still holding to the lip tightly, and screamed at the hyena, “Kill her!”

The hyena stood there, undecided. Then it turned around and vanished into the darkness.

“Come here!” she screeched. But the hyena had disappeared. Kali slipped a bit more. Tara watched her, filled with self-loathing. I hate having to do this, Zara. It’s so hard to take a life, any life, no matter how evil.

I know, Tara. But finish what you started. Push them over the edge. Don’t let them get back up. My son had his chance and he chose the evil of the Underworld where he’ll wander forever with the likes of Kali. Do it. Zara’s voice held so much pain that Tara felt it overflow into her. She was drowning in sadness.

Tara walked over to the edge of the chasm. Kali looked up at her, beseeching her silently. Tara raised her foot.

“No! Tara, don’t do it,” she yelled. “Zarku will give you whatever you want. Believe him. He even showed me how to communicate with my daughter … from a distance.”

“I don’t want anything but to see you both dead,” said Tara. “To rid Morni of all evil. Both of you in one shot!”

Kali cackled madly. “You think you’ll end all evil by killing us, Tara? Think again! Layla is still in Morni and she will avenge my death, mine and Zarku’s. You watch … ahhhhhhhh …”

Tara had stomped hard on Kali’s hand and ground it with the heel of her mojri while she had been speaking. Kali let go, the expression on her face, pure, undiluted venom. Within seconds the darkness pulled her within its depths.

Tara peeped over the edge, trembling with exhaustion. They were both gone. She had done it. It was over.

Her knees buckled and she sat down, all the fear flowing out of her in huge, wracking sobs. Finally there was nothing more inside. She unclasped the anklet and kissed it. The silver was cool against her parched lips.

You did it, Tara. You did what I was not able to do.

Will you stay with me forever? asked Tara silently.

No, Tara. You have to do one last thing for me.

Anything, replied Tara.

Throw me into the chasm.

No! I want you to stay with me. I’m sorry I ever doubted you.

Do it, Tara. I have no desire to return to the living world again. Please.

Tara once again stepped to the edge. She stared at the anklet on her palm, kissed it one last time. Then she tilted her hand. It slid off, disappearing in a glint of silver.

Goodbye, Zara.

Tara walked back to the cave. Suraj had managed to crawl over to Sadia and wake her. They sat huddled at the entrance, two woebegone figures. They got to their feet with much effort as soon as they saw her.

The darkness pressed down on Tara’s thin shoulders.

Every part of her ached with exhaustion.

“We’re going home, aren’t we, Didi?” said Suraj.

He stood up and slipped his hand through hers. Sadia looked up at her with a tired, watery smile. “I want to see Kabir.”

Tara squared her shoulders and picked up Sadia. She had a promise to keep. And one more person to take care of — Layla.

“Come on,” said Tara. “We’re going home.”

The End



— glossary —

Below are English translations of the many Hindi words used in The Silver Anklet



	Aloo-puri	Potatoes and fried bread, a popular Indian snack.

	Ambala	A district in the state of Haryana, India.

	Bhiwani	District of Haryana.

	Biryani	A South Asian dish made primarily of rice, spices, meat and/or vegetables.

	Choli	A fitted blouse with short sleeves.

	Didi	Elder sister.

	Dupatta	A long scarf that is part of the Indian outfit and has long been a symbol of modesty.

	Ghaggar	Main seasonal river of Haryana, an Indian state.

	Ghaghra	A long, flowing skirt reaching to the calves or ankles.

	Guava	Fruit that grows in the tropics.

	Hissar	District of Haryana.

	Kalesar	Forest Kalesar Forest, 150 kilometres from Chandigarh, is a sal forest in Shivalik Hills, a name given to the foothills of the Himalayas.

	Kebab	Seasoned, minced meat wrapped around a stick (to maintain its shape) and then cooked. It resembles a hot dog when cooked and slid off the stick.

	Koel	A bird that is a member of the cuckoo family.

	Kumbhkaran	One of the brothers of Ravana, the antagonist in the famous epic, Ramayana. Kumbhkaran — through a boon granted by Brahma — slept for six months at a time, waking only to eat vast quantities of food.

	Kurta-pajama	A loose shirt falling just above or at the knees and normally worn with loose trousers with a drawstring waistband.

	Laddoos	Indian sweet made of flour and a variety of other ingredients, rolled into a ball and dipped in sugar syrup or has jaggery added to it.

	Lord	Ganesh Elephant-headed god who is also considered the god of knowledge and the remover of obstacles.

	Machan	A vantage point/seat built high up in the trees to spot game, namely tigers.

	Mela	Fair/carnival.

	Mithai	Indian sweets.

	Mojri	Also known as pagrakhi, is a traditional ornamental leather footwear originating from Rajasthan.

	Mushika	Vâhana or a Hindu vehicle, sometimes called a mount, is an animal, mythical entity closely associated with a particular deity in Hindu mythology. Ganesh’s mount was a mouse named Mushika.

	Papads	A wafer-thin flatbread made of lentils, chickpea, black gram, or rice flour.

	Raat-ki-Raani	A shrub that goes by the botanical name of Cestrum Nocturnum. Its light-green flowers open at night and emit an intoxicating fragrance.

	Rakhi 	Holy thread tied by a sister on the wrist of her brother. The brother in return offers a gift to his sister and vows to look after her for as long as he lives.

	Rasmalai	An Indian sweet where flattened balls of paneer (milk solids) are soaked in sweetened milk. (My favourite!)

	Ritha	Also known as the soap-nut tree (Sapindus mukorossi) is one of the most important trees of Asia. The fruit has medicinal value. The Ayurvedic system of medicine uses it to treat common colds, epilepsy, and nausea.

	Roti	Unleavened flatbread.

	Saffron	A spice derived from the dried stigma of the flower of the saffron crocus.

	Sal tree	Tall tree (Shorea Robusta) that provides good quality timber.

	Shabash/Wah-wah	Expressions of praise.

	Shalwar	A loose trouser with a drawstring waistband normally worn only by women.

	Tandoor	Cylindrical clay oven used for cooking and baking. The food is cooked over hot charcoal or a wooden fire. Temperatures in a tandoor can reach 480°C (900°F).

	Thali	A round tray made of steel or silver with smaller bowls or compartments in which a variety of foods are served.

	Tulsi	This is a sacred plant of India (Ocimum Sanctum). The reddish-purple flowers are used in Ayurveda to treat cold, fever, cough, and bronchitis.

	Vark or Varak	A foil of very pure silver and used for garnishing Indian sweets. The silver is edible, but flavourless.
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— Also in the Tara Trilogy —
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The Third Eye 
by Mahtab Narsimhan
978-1-55002-750-1
$12.99

For Tara and her brother, Suraj, the year since their mother and grandfather fled the village of Morni has been a nightmare. Their new stepmother is cruel and deceptive and the men of the village have been disappearing, often returning in a strange, altered form. When a new healer, Zarku, a mysterious man with a third eye possessing strange power, suddenly appears in Morni, all are mesmerized by his magic — all except Tara, who sees through his evil disguise. With nothing but her own courage and wit, Tara tries to find her missing mother and grandfather, the true healer, in time to save her village.



— More Great Fiction for Young People —
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Band of Acadians 
by John Skelton
978-1-55488-040-9 
$12.99

In 1755, on the eve of the Seven Years’ War, fifteen-year-old Nola and her Acadian parents face expulsion from Grand Pré by the British. Nola, her friends Hector and Jocelyne, Nola’s grandfather, and a band of bold teenagers manage to flee by boat only to encounter challenges tougher than their wildest imaginings. Their destination is French-occupied Fort Louisbourg, but their journey is fraught with a series of obstacles and hair-raising adventures. Will the resourceful teenagers discover what it takes to prevail in a continent poised on the edge of irrevocable change?
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Minerva’s Voyage 
by Lynne Kositsky
978-1-55488-439-1 
$12.99

Robin Starveling, aka Noah Vaile, is scooped off the streets of seven–teenth-century Bristol, England, and dragged onboard a ship bound for Virginia by the murderous Wil–liam Thatcher, who needs a servant with no past and no future to aid him in a nefarious plot to steal gold. Starveling fits the bill per–fectly since he lives nowhere and has no parents. Aboard the ship, he makes friends with a young cabin boy, Peter Fence.

Together they suffer through a frightening hurricane and are shipwrecked on the mysterious Isle of Devils. Braving gloomy forests and tortuous labyrinths, the boys are led to a cave on the shore that houses a wizard-like old man. Beset by danger and villainy on every side, they finally discover the old man’s identity and unearth a treasure that is much rarer and finer than gold.

Available at your favourite bookseller.
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Tell us your story! What did you think of this book?
 Join the conversation at www.definingcanada.ca/
 tell-your-story by telling us what you think.


OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
               



OEBPS/images/9781554884452_INT_0004_005.jpg
N
o O ANCIENT FOREST ™

FRIENDLY






OEBPS/images/9781554884452_INT_0130_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781554884452_INT_0060_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781554884452_INT_0115_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781554884452_INT_0004_002.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781554884452_INT_0167_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781554884452_INT_0004_003.jpg
Conseldes Arts Canada Councl ONTARIO ARTS COUNCIL
1> duCanada for the Arts. CONSEIL DES ARTS DE LONTARIO





OEBPS/images/9781554884452_INT_0148_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781554884452_INT_0062_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781554884452_INT_0095_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781554884452_INT_0077_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781554884452_INT_0002_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781554884452_INT_0003_001.jpg
i

DUNDURN PRESS
ety





OEBPS/images/9781554884452_INT_0001_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781554884452_INT_0272_002.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781554884452_INT_0272_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781554884452_INT_0271_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781554884452_INT_0270_001.jpg
the third eye






OEBPS/images/9781554884452_INT_0241_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/SilverAnklet_cover.jpg
the silver anklet

ara trilogy —

mahtab narsimhan





OEBPS/images/9781554884452_INT_0220_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781554884452_INT_0185_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781554884452_INT_0227_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781554884452_INT_0224_001.jpg





