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    CHAPTER ONE 
 
      
 
      
 
    The view he had locked on to did not reflect the emotions within, though he was being drenched in the cold dawn rain. He was seated on a grassy mound – and he was looking at a patch of grass that was taller than the others – the mound which he always came to whenever time was available. He was conscious of the droplets racing down his nose and cheeks. A firmness of the soul holds me through this war, yet I feel hollow now, Richard Darryl Atherton thought. 
 
    It is serene without, chaotic within. 
 
    Ricky Dee, as he was known around the company he was a part of, also observed the lack of wind this morning, something which had been evident every time it rained in this tropical jungle. It was almost like an omen, impending an oncoming disaster. This thought made things seem even more grim for Ricky Dee—he was also dubbed ‘Rickety’, due to his lanky frame and frail-looking face. This morning’s discovery was not helping this fact in any way. 
 
    He peered skyward, noted that the dark clouds were limited to about a radius of three miles from where he was. Beyond that, the clouds were white and thin. And he was able to recall the name of such clouds, which he found to be odd, given the circumstances – cirrocumulus. A blackish shape emerged from the corners of his vision. This early at dawn? Another ill omen. Rickety, who was from the countryside, had grown accustomed to seeing these Mitsubishi Zeros over the past few months. He had never seen an aeroplane prior to his posting to Borneo. 
 
    Rickety got up, cleared off the moist dirt from the seat of his pants and started down toward the infirmary where he was stationed. All medical personnel were revered in the war, and he was no exception to this rule. He knew that he would be guarded by a specific team of gunners (a colloquial term that the Australian companies used, referring to the infantry units) when out in the field (or war-zone). But the infirmary’s structure and condition did not reflect that reverence. 
 
    The initial infirmary had been grounded, meaning that the structure had been constructed to be firm, out of concrete, cement and such. Several weeks ago, a Japanese air raid had destroyed that structure, as the reports (severely delayed from HQ) pointed out that they were targeting the medical units. ‘By taking out the enemy’s means of healing the sick and the wounded, we are closer to victory’, the translated report they had intercepted had read. A major medical condition around the jungles of Malaya and Borneo is dysentery, and the mortality rates had been dropping steadily since the beginning of 1942. Three years later, the mortality rates were still low, though the reasons for this fact had changed. 
 
    The fit and able-bodies were then instructed to construct a makeshift infirmary, which doubled as a food storage facility. The idea was to make it appear as an ordinary depot from above, where the Zeros and Hiryus (codenamed Zeke and Peggy) dominated. This made the pilots uncertain as to the function of the structure. Sure, they may drop bombs on them anyway, but the provision of some amount of doubt could buy some time for the company. In a span of less than two months, they had moved the infirmary four times. 
 
    The camp was bordering Jesselton in British North Borneo, and everyone could easily spot Mount Kinabalu, the highest point in the island. Now the Jesselton Revolt is a chapter long forgotten and damned by the local communities. The massacre that the Japanese army carried out on the multi-ethnic resistance forces is legendary, albeit dark—the Suluk people had been tortured and systematically terminated. The placid mountain stands as a gross counterpoint to the current war affairs. 
 
    Rickety stood at the door of the infirmary. After a slight hesitation to venture through the door, he was awakened to find himself in the twelve-feet-by-twelve-feet structure. He found it weird that he could think of something amusing at this time, when he was tired and his mind dull. This place is rickety, but they call me that instead! Or did they call him that because he was the current Medical Officer of the 2/12th Field Ambulance of the Australian Army, and because he spent a great deal of his waking hours in the infirmary attending the wounded, running blood cultures and whatever a goddamned Medical Officer was supposed to be doing? Actually, he did not know up until a week ago that he was the only Medical Officer of the campaign to the north-east of Borneo. I am now a rare breed… 
 
    The infirmary was poorly furnished: a footstool in the far-right corner, a medical bench, a couple of shelves, a shoe rack, and in the middle of the room, a single-bed frame (severely rusted, due to continuous rain of late) with a hard mattress. On it was the bundle that had caused ‘mass hysteria of the simple-minded folks’, as the sergeant at the outpost of the camp described it. But Rickety knew that even the Sergeant would have felt terror upon beholding the bundle. 
 
    Thunder rumbled nearby. This enhanced the dejected state that Rickety was in. He noted the minutes rolling by as he stood motionless, the bundle about five feet away. Dejectedness now turned to disgust as he thought about the objective of war; especially the one he was in right now. The pointlessness of it, the deaths and sufferings. 
 
    Several years ago, when he had just celebrated his nineteenth birthday, he had read a science periodical which had outlined the triumphs of the then-physicists, in a new field of physics called quantum mechanics. Rickety was excited at the time he was alive in, and he had been contemplating pursuing research work in such a field. In the thirty years since the turn of the century, atoms had been broken down to their constituents, thanks to the rank of physicists like Thompson, Rutherford and Bohr. The effects of that had encouraged a new-age thinking of astronomy, chemistry, and biology—even medicine. 
 
    It was all pointless now. He just needed to survive the war and head home—everything else was secondary. On a positive note, however, Rickety had gotten himself enrolled into medical school at the University of Sydney, though it seemed trivial right now (he was a first-year graduate student in the Sydney Medical School when he decided to get drafted into the Second Australian Imperial Force). He pursued studies in medicine after being advised to do so by his contemporaries; it being a more practical field of science that could be useful in the war. 
 
     Yet, he had lost almost all his childhood friends as he turned sixteen. He never heard from any of them. He attributed this to the fact that they were not scholastic at all. Most of the youngsters from his part of the countryside were very hands-on and outdoorsy – they liked to get into the mud and work things out as they went along. Rickety, however, had a sense of smartness that was antithetical to this. He was able to acknowledge that he was different from the others, though. He was a wolf, and they were sheep. He was not of the pack, and that entailed solitude. Pretty queer for a sixteen-year-old. 
 
    Moping, he gathered whatever strength he had left and stepped forward. At the edge of the bed there was a stack of the last bit of papers that could be written on. These were not suited for medical reporting, however, but one used what one could get one’s hands on. Rickety picked up the topmost, peering at the title of the form – Mobilisation Attestation Form, with the word Attestation somewhat faded, in pencil. He would use this form for reporting on the autopsy that he was about to carry out. It caused his stomach to turn when he thought that this would be the first time he was going to cut into an infant. A dead infant, he reminded himself. Another flutter of the stomach. 
 
    Steadily, he began unwrapping the bundle. The head was visible first, and he stopped. It did look repulsive, almost malevolent. But why was it so tiny? He could not tell for certain. But he did know it was related to bad genetics, passed on from either parent, or both. The eyes looked lidless and orange, with the facial skin tissue scaly like a that of a large fish. Another amusing thought: sturgeon is a large fish, and I am now acting surgeon. What is wrong with me? 
 
    There was a newly-sharpened pencil at the corner of the other end of the bed. He now scribbled on the second section of the form, as though in response to Question 2 (Where were you born?) – Congenital deformity present. A pause, then he corrected the second word he had jotted down to deformities. Next to that, in brackets, he wrote the exact medical condition he had observed, Harlequin-type ichthyosis. 
 
    He placed the pencil on the mattress and glanced at the face once again. The diagnosis for this condition could only be ascertained through a physical examination, such as the one he was carrying out right now. The infant would have been discarded by the parents, he ventured. How else could they have reacted? It looked nothing like a human—it was akin to something that arrived from space, with the odd-looking eyes, mouth, nose and overall physical structure. He noted that the creature – dare I call it that? – had most likely bled profusely during birth. 
 
    He wrote that down and added that dehydration and respiratory failure had probably taken place as well. But Rickety knew that these were not the cause of death. He had made a preliminary examination several hours ago (pre-dawn), when the infant was found at the camp’s southern entrance. This entrance faced the tropical jungle; the first grove of trees was less than a hundred metres away. It came from the jungle, one of the local wanderers announced. A third omen. The cloth that had been used to wrap the infant is of peculiar make, a fact that other infantrymen had pointed out—one of those who had dared to be associated with all this, that is. 
 
    Rickety became conscious that he was drenched, and that his wet hand had made the form he was writing on slightly damp in several spots. He cursed under his breath, thought about taking another form. Another pause. What does it all mean? He continued writing: 
 
      
 
    3. Are you a British Subject? - Evidence of clubfoot, cleft lip and some inherent stress to normal tissue.  
 
    4. What is your age and date of birth? - Age – Traces of polymelia are also apparent. [Hydra Syndrome]. 
 
    Date of Birth – Premature birth; under-developed ears, with no physically formed earlobes. 
 
    Rigor mortis is fixed. 
 
      
 
    Rickety rolled his tired shoulders. He hadn’t measured the dimensions of the corpse – the corpse – he was getting used to it now. Nor had he weighed it. 
 
    Well, fuck. How can any being have this many physical deformities? It is not natural!  
 
    He knew that sooner or later he would need to incise and have a look at the internal structures and conditions. God knows what other horrors he would discover then. 
 
    There was a steady drumming on the roof of the infirmary—the rain had caused a steady drip from somewhere (possibly on a branch of a tree nearby?) to hit on the zinc roof. Sounds that had been pushed onto the back of his mind were now hastening forwards to his working consciousness. He was glad that he was distracted. Someone had mentioned that the birds and other forest critters had made no sound that morning. Was it one of the indigenous? Rickety wondered but could not be certain—too many things were happening that dawn anyway. 
 
    A thought whizzed through him, and he saw fit to write it down promptly: 
 
      
 
    5. (a) What is your normal trade or occupation? Grade, if any? - Possible links to the leper colony at Pulau Berhala (Berhala Island) – requires investigation. 
 
      
 
    Everyone in North East Borneo would have undoubtedly heard of the forested island off Sandakan Bay—that it was a quarantine zone for those suffering from leprosy. In fact, it had been such a zone before the war, and legal institutes and commissions did not question the merits of such objectives. Hell, we are too preoccupied with saving our own skins now! Rickety, and his fellow military men of the company knew of the perils and pitfalls of the war; notably in thick tropical jungles with its hundreds of predators and wildlife—not to mention the varied number of indigenous people who are rarely seen, but heard of. 
 
    I shall liaise with Annand on this. Yes. Yes! That is what I will do. 
 
    Rickety had one final line to jot down before he would grab the long-handed scalpel, saw and Hagedorn needle from the shelf, and commence the autopsy. He felt the ominous reality of what he was about to write. However, he also knew that it was the truth, and that that made it a whole lot worse to bear—the unnatural and ghastly abhorrence of the entire matter: 
 
      
 
    5. (b) Present occupation? – Multiple stab wounds apparent: 
 
    i. Stab wound on right side of chest—six inches from the top of the head, and vertically oriented; approximately half an inch in length. 
 
    ii. Stab wound on right flank—wound is diagonally oriented. Nine inches from the top of the head; approximately three-eighths of an inch in length. 
 
    iii. Stab wound on the upper-right chest—lateral border of right clavicle. Vertically oriented; approximately half an inch in length; also observe a tapered wound lining superiorly – suggesting that excessive force was used when pulling out the object used for stabbing. 
 
    iv. Stab wound on the right thigh—wound is traversely oriented; approximation of five inches from the right heel and half an inch from the back of the thigh. 
 
    NOTE: All these wounds present a small amount of fresh cutaneous haemorrhage. 
 
      
 
    He conjectured that it took him about thirty minutes to write this section—it was not a pleasant task, nor was it an easy one. It filled him with emotion. And pain. 
 
    The pain formed incessantly in his heart, and he felt like his chest would burst into flames because he knew a certain truth. He held the truth in his palms, but was unable, and unwilling, to ensconce it in his inflamed heart: this is a case of infanticide. Someone had killed this infant.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWO 
 
      
 
      
 
    The capital of North Borneo was some three hundred and thirty kilometres from Jesselton, roughly translating to about two hundred and eighty kilometres from where Rickety’s camp was. Sandakan, which means, in the local Suluk language, ‘the place that had been pawned’, was unique and had a deep history. The British North Borneo Company had eloquently named it Elopura – beautiful town – though there had been dozens of uprisings by the local populace, which ended in bloodshed. 
 
    The tribal groupings on the island were multifarious on this, the third largest island in the world. The tropical jungles were a couple of hundred million years old, and the greater part of the several hundred thousand square kilometres had not yet been explored by foot—aerial reconnaissance and geo-charting from hot-air balloons were the only forms of mapping that had been carried out thus far. 
 
    Of late, there had been reports (mostly hearsay with little evidence to support it) that the Japanese were moving into the interior of the island and were forcing more than a thousand prisoners of war to walk barefoot from the capital to a town in the western regions known as Ranau. They had to traverse the marshes and swamps of the North Borneo jungle. Camp 12 was just outside of the Ranau district. 
 
    Needless to say, when such preliminary reports had begun to appear in the campaign’s quarters, the effect on the already-dampened spirits of the soldiers was profound. One would have hoped that the rumours had been contrived, for whatever aim or intent, on falsehood. For how could the news (and rumours) of the tortures, humiliation and war-mongering be true? Is there no decency in the hearts of men? There shall be no elucidation for anyone engaged in war. 
 
    But now, as of this morning, Rickety had had to rework that in his mind—the equilibrium was now off. Way, way off… Obeisance to a nation—or even to an idea such as standing against communism, could demand a man to pull a trigger on another. There can be no such defining of the killing of an infant, however. And in such a rage? The data supporting that had been inferred from the morning’s autopsy. Rickety had been working on it up until three in the morning, with the assistance of a local tribesman, Limbuang. 
 
    Rickety could not properly place the mien of Limbuang. He had encountered him before, while in the course of restoring the supplies, carried out fortnightly which the Allied Forces got from the nearest local village. Limbuang was with his son then, as all females of the village had been sent to a neighbouring village. The reasons for that were unknown and unlikely to be divulged. Rickety did not find him odd, just enigmatic. Then again, all tribesmen that we have encountered are enigmatic. We do not know their ways or mannerisms. We are the aliens here! We can’t even communicate in their language, and that has proved to be a huge stumbling block—we lost a lot of time in deciphering each other’s meaning and intentions. 
 
    That morning, however, as Rickety had finished writing up his external physical examination of the infant that was found at the southern end of the camp, Limbuang had showed up at the infirmary with his amanuensis, who was also his translator: Ambiau. Rickety had been too tired then to ponder on where and how Ambiau learnt to communicate in the English language. Many strange happenings had taken place in a very short time. 
 
    Ambiau had explained that Limbuang was summoned to the camp by the spirit of a tapir, which had been wandering the outermost planes of the jungle close to the camp. The spirit was in a deep lugubrious state and had appeared in Limbuang’s dream just before dawn that day. Limbuang looked solemn, never removing his gaze from the bizarre-looking corpse. 
 
    “What do you mean, it directed him here?” Rickety asked Ambiau. 
 
    “Dia dukun,” he responded. 
 
    Rickety had heard the word ‘dukun’ mentioned somewhere and sometime in the past. He could not ascertain where or when – he was tired to the bone – but he knew what it meant. A shaman. This brought about a little clarity as to the self-proclaimed importance that Limbuang had in the eyes of his tribe, as he had indicated that he was an adept dukun, and that he could not be inhibited by an event as significant as this. Nonetheless, Rickety thought he had captured a sense of narcissism about Limbuang, and he peered at the ceiling, scornfully. 
 
    Ambiau was disheartened at Rickety’s expression of doubt, was about to utter something wrathful; already his arms were akimbo. Limbuang, in his acute state of tranquillity, did the uttering instead. But it was not directed toward Rickety, but, instead, to Ambiau – “Aray!”  
 
    “What did he say?” Rickety inquired, his exhaustion in overdrive now. 
 
    “He told me to stand down,” Ambiau responded, matter-of-factly. 
 
    “Eh? That did not sound like the language we have been hearing around the immediate villages. This is different; new.”  
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “But not new. Old, very old.” 
 
    “Hmm.” 
 
    “And from a village far away. Actually, a river” 
 
    “Ah, great. Delightful.” Exhaustion to the point of collapse, right about now… 
 
    “Limbuang is a Dayak.” 
 
    The last statement came as a mild surprise. Rickety never knew of any Dayaks—he had heard of them, sure, but had never actually encountered one. It is said that they were deadly and fanatical in their way of life. 
 
    Ambiau continued, “He is a Ma’anjan Dayak. From southern Kalimantan,” (which is what the locals call the island of Borneo, deriving from the Sanskrit word Kalamanthana – island with a burning weather – aptly named to describe the searing heat of the tropics). Ambiau went on to say that the vegetation in the south is uncommon and exclusive to that region, which Rickety only managed to catch in nebulous strands. Why mention that? 
 
    “Southern? But that is literally thousands of miles away!” Rickety exclaimed. Limbuang looked epic in his serenity. 
 
    “Yes. Southern. From the Barito River.” 
 
    The Australian military wing had given Rickety and his company a crash course on the island prior to flying them to the camp (the course lasting a day and a half in total). Vague memories brought forth impressions of a map of Borneo and the outlining of the main rivers and basins, with a disclaimer being thrown in: that should one be in a situation of being cut off from the company, to stay close to and follow the rivers, in the hope of reaching one of the many villages inhabited by the local tribespeople. The name ‘Barito’ had stood out on the map. It was right next to Kahayan River which was a long river that cut through the town of Banjarmasin. 
 
    Banjarmasin has its roots in history in a cyclical fashion, as is the case for many of the cities, towns, villages and ports in the region—the Dutch had established their trading posts and garrison cities in the early seventeenth century, and coexisting with them were the local kings of Banjar (and other villages and stipulated regions in South Kalimantan), before the coming of the Japanese and the fall of Banjarmasin in February 1942. Prior to all these changes, it was largely a Hindu region known as Negara Daha (also pronounced Negara Daya – from which stems the word ‘Dayak’), of the Majapahit Empire.  
 
    The Ma’anjan Dayaks are inherently from the eastern wing of Central Kalimantan. The length of the Barito River encompasses different segments known as Regencies (thirteen in all), and each segment is ruled by a Regent—known as bupati in Indonesian. This word also has its roots in Sanskrit, in which it is shortened from two distinct words, bhumi (the Earth, or land) and pati (lord): the Lord of the Land. However, most of the population of Banjarmasin were then converted to Islam. Limbuang must be from the western parts, then, Rickety thought. 
 
    The Dayaks (and almost all the indigenous tribes of Kalimantan) are riverine folk, and foundationally embrace animism—they believe in the spirit realms and that everything in existence is in a state of balance (or that it is up to man to uphold that balance). Their origin is a mystery (though most claim that it had been bifurcated from Hinduism), as their historical accounts are mostly oral literature and folklore, though some are recorded by being etched on wooden planks called papan turai—the symbolism and arrangements of which resemble those of the Egyptian hieroglyphs. 
 
    They are a hunter-gatherer community and spend a great deal of time refining their methods of warfare and one of their most defining attributes: ngayau, the ritual of headhunting. Almost all subdivisions of the Dayak people carry out the ngayau, from the Ibans (Dayaks of the Sea) and Bidayuh (the Land Dayaks) to the Muruts, being the last subdivision to renounce the daunting practice. The abandonment of the headhunting practices has been attributed mostly to the peace-making accord held at Tumbang Anoi in Kalimantan in 1874, in which approximately a thousand representatives of the one hundred and fifty-two Dayak subdivisions had been present, to pledge a truce amongst them, which ultimately led to a cessation of civil wars spanning centuries in the jungles of Kalimantan. 
 
    Then there were the dense jungles of Borneo, hugely underexplored mountainous terrains. The flora and fauna here are sui generis—primates, particularly the orangutans and the proboscis, had been studied in the past by biologists. In these times of war, however, such research had been suspended. Even anthropological investigations have been staved off, Rickety had once remarked to his superior during their transit at the Dutch East Indies. They argued that the output of that research might have some tactical advantage, especially in recruiting the locals as informants and in getting assistance and supplies—undoubtedly the output would be academic and protracted, as all scientific inquiries would be. Perhaps it was better that military personnel carried out such analysis, with practical considerations always in mind. 
 
    “Let us get under some sunlight, Ambiau,” Rickety suggested. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    The three of them gathered outside of the infirmary, at a circular patch of white grass. The sombre mood around the camp seemed to have changed, somewhat. There were also some natural jungle sounds—the birds and insects seem to have snapped out of the morning’s trance. A subaltern (whom Rickety had never spoken to) was scurrying past them just then, and Rickety hailed him to give him instructions to locate and accompany Sgt Annand-Sri to this assembly. He was uncertain who Rickety was talking about, which forced Rickety to use the nickname that has been assigned to Anand since the infernal accident with a landmine that had cost him his left arm – Arm-a-nill-O. The youngling was then nodding excitedly, claiming recognition now. What an imbecile, Rickety said to himself as the underling swivelled on his boot and scurried off. 
 
    “The Zeros’ sorties are not following a schedule, after all. The reports from the HQ are to be treated with moderate dubiety”, one of the five loudspeakers of the camp blasted with the familiar voice of the ‘Radio Man’—Joseph Sprintz. Rickety decided not to have this impinge on his strained mind—let someone else do the thinking about the Japanese’s habits and routines. 
 
    “Limbuang is fascinated with your eyes. They’re blue, a colour not meant for eyes. Only seas and the sky,” Ambiau remarked. 
 
    Rickety stood silent for a bit, then, “Thank you.” 
 
    “He also says that the forest spirits are pleased with your handling of the infant.” 
 
    “Are the forest spirits aware that I had to cut into it?” Rickety queried, now alarmed that he had referred to the infant as it. 
 
    “You created harmony now. It was not in harmony earlier. You put her to rest. Peaceful.” 
 
    “How do you know it was a her?” 
 
    “Limbuang told me this morning.” 
 
    “What else has he told you?” Rickety was biding his time for Annand to be present now—he wanted to question him in the presence of Limbuang.  
 
    “He said—” Ambiau was cut off by the tramp of heavy military boots right behind him, belonging to a soldier stationed within the camp. The Dayaks tolerated many of them—save the Japanese, whose sole objective was to obliterate all tribal communities so they could get at the precious metal that is rumoured to be in abundance in Borneo: gold. 
 
    “Sir!” Annand was known to be terribly proper; he presented the formal salute to a superior officer. A neatly sewn sleeve, folded several times over, had circumscribed the length of what remained of his left arm.  
 
    “At ease, Annand. Now tell me, what’s your story?” 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    “You found the bundle this morning, correct?” 
 
    “Yes, Sir. During the dawn patrol.” 
 
    Annand was part of a team commissioned to locate and remove landmines. Everyone loathed this detail, but the Sikhs and Indians were a gallant lot, and it seemed that they sought out such roles within the armed units. Several months ago, they received a communique that a Japanese reconnaissance team would be traversing within a mile of their camp and so they chose a termination squad to eradicate them. However, the camp’s CO thought it was crucial to have the premise probed by the minesweepers several hours prior, lest a ‘friendly’ were to tragically blow himself up during the confused state of skirmish that would most likely happen in the dark. After all, they were mostly boys.  
 
    The minesweeping division spread outward in a unilateral fashion, headed by Sgt Annand-Sri. He was cautious and perceptive; the lion of the team who invariably sees to the safety of everyone under his care. One of the younger members of the minesweeping team, adept in artwork, had done an illustration of a charging lion on Annand’s helmet. It was a remarkable work of art; everyone beheld it with reverence. It was said that it depicted courage and emulated or represented the character of a guardian. Annand wore the helmet facing backward ever since, having the lion facing his team as though watching over them. 
 
    They had ventured several yards out of the camp, from the same southern entrance, when a thundering blast echoed from between the trees. The locals would readily swear that the sound created by the exploding mine could easily rival that of the fourth explosion of the famous Krakatoa in 1883. Rickety, however, knew better and he treated the wounded with the greatest empathy. Annand was confined to bedrest for the next two months, and his recuperation had been routinely disrupted by the shifting of the infirmary from one spot to the next. Damn those Japs! 
 
    The medical supplies had been greatly expended through the caring of Annand, but Rickety did not care; he wanted them replenished as soon as reasonably possible. There had been news on the grapevine that the local tribes had some medicine. Rickety thought that these may not be practical, as they would be most likely be traditional oils or something of that nature but he would gladly try anything right now. He reassured himself that the medicines would have been refined over the course of time by whoever made them; as tribal feuds occurred regularly and that the wounded warriors would needed to be healed quickly. It was then that another skirmish team, through the same south entrance, headed off to Limbuang’s village. 
 
    Rickety was amazed at how fast Annand’s facial hair was growing. By the tenth day of being immobilised in bed, he was looking like a Swami at an ashram. He did not lose his sense of humour, though, nor was he pessimistic—which was another matter that caused bewilderment in Rickety. Annand laughed quite frequently, saying that it was a payment to absolve his negative karma. They had spoken at length of the concepts of karmic action-reaction system, of Annand’s village in the state of Assam (where many westerners go to hunt tigers from the backs of elephants), of the many temples and the miracles beheld (and recorded) throughout India. Must be the effect of the morphine, Rickety had concluded. 
 
    “Why did you not alert the camp’s CO before proceeding to move the baby?” Rickety asked. He pictured the way Annand would have recoiled upon the sight of the bundle. 
 
    “Don’t know, Sir. It seemed all right,” Annand was stoic. 
 
    Rickety thought for a moment. “That’s fine, I suppose— doesn’t matter. Did you see anything or anyone else in the vicinity?” 
 
    “No one or nothing, Sir.” 
 
    “No footprints or the like? Come on, chief, you ought to know these things. You’re the expert on details!” 
 
    Annand looked iffy. He had been having a nap after having been abruptly woken up by the scurrying youngster. A twelve-hour patrol covering a radius of only two miles could easily tire any man. And then there was the grim discovery at four that morning. I mean, with eyes like that? Evil! Annand had the last hit of morphine; something he was saving for a ‘needy’ time. Apparently, that time was today, after the fiasco. But now he had been woken up, forcefully and in a semi-delirious state, being questioned by the camp’s Medical Officer. It was important, without a doubt. But damn the fool who jerked me awake! He could have done it nicely! Then again, this was a time of war, and they were thousands of miles away from home—why should anyone be nice? 
 
    “I saw a shape behind the line of trees. Or at least I thought I did,” Annand said. 
 
    Ahh indeed, Rickety thought. A shape. There are many shapes in the jungle, man. Then— “Ambiau, could you translate that for Limbuang, please?” 
 
    Ambiau turned his head to the left, towards the shaman, who seemed to be only slightly taller than four feet. When the first encounter with the tribe took place, the Allies thought that this was a community of pygmies. He then whispered to the latter, who was nodding in appreciation of what was said. 
 
    “A forest spirit,” Ambiau translated Limbuang’s response. Annand shot a look of sarcasm at the two natives, made some snide remark in Bengali (his mother-tongue). It was Rickety’s turn to appear serene now. 
 
    “A forest spirit?” Annand repeated in the same tone of mockery. 
 
    “The Semangat has manifested in this form. It is sad, and angry too,” Ambiau said. 
 
    “And what is a Semangat?” Rickety asked. The inquiry was not going well. 
 
    “It is the all-pervading power that holds everything in balance. It is tied to the soul of everything: humans, things, animals, trees,” Ambiau made sure that they followed his hand gestures toward the trees and the sky. 
 
    “So, a manifestation of that power? Took place this morning? Why did it not prevent the murder of the baby?” Rickety lined up these questions in series, not putting forth a tidy effort of concealing his anger. 
 
    Ambiau asked Limbuang this and conveyed the response to the alien soldiers – “To bring back the balance.” 
 
    Gee wee! Ain’t that a delight? 
 
    “What I would like to know, Ambiau and company, is whether you guys saw any sign of the Japs running recons during your flight here? Or, rather, during your arduous walk here?” Rickety asked.  
 
    “Sir! Do you hear that?” Annand asked swiftly. His eyes were darting in sporadic directions. Limbuang sensed an undercurrent of terror rising within the handicapped soldier— he did lose a part of himself in this jungle after all; in fact, just about a hundred yards from where we are standing. 
 
    “It is silent, Annand. I don’t hear anything,” Rickety said. As silent as the grave. A grave for an infant. Another loathsome joke, becoming bilious now. What the actual fuck is wrong with me today?! 
 
    “Exactly, Sir. The jungle has stopped.” Stopped. That word had a depth of its own, and it was the key that implied the state of trepidation Annand was experiencing. During the foundational year at medical school, Rickety had enrolled into a course that was outside of the mainstream medical sciences: Neuro-Linguistic Programming (NLP). He took it up to fill his credit hours and because it was not a heavy subject. However, the cost-benefit ratio was to his favour, as he enjoyed the lessons greatly. In one lesson, they were taught about using certain key words that could do all sorts of things to an individual: immobilise them, inspire them, or even create a sheer sense of panic within them. He was therefore keenly aware of the use of language and the interconnectedness it has with the mind. Being a keen observant, he noted that Annand was now centre stage of the situation; he was the first to encounter the infant. 
 
    “It is here,” Ambiau said. 
 
    The calmness of the jungle had been replaced by an impetuous gale. Dust and dry mud was picked up, creating a wall of thick, brown fog. And then, a crackling giggle, inhuman and sinister, low at first, but then rising like the tides at the far-end beach on the north. Upon hearing this, Rickety felt a forbidding chill down his spine—it is most definitely not a natural sound. It’s from an unnatural source! Annand, now standing at Rickety’s right, felt that all his sensory organs had suddenly heightened a hundredfold. His heart beat at a quickened pace, and his sweat glands flooded his scalp, face and palms. In all, it would have lasted a mere ten seconds. 
 
    It was indeed a terrifying experience, when the jungle seemed to have a life of its own and darkened the jungle floors in a matter of seconds. And the snicker, which almost sounded like a nefarious laugh, could not be associated with any tribal unit surrounding the camp; the pitch was too high, Rickety cringed. Perhaps it was devised electronically, processed and amplified by the Japanese, out trying to play tricks on them, dampening their spirits in what they deem to be a losing war? There was also a flock of songbirds around the camp—perhaps it was such a bird screeching? 
 
    There had been reports in their initial days in the camp of some supernatural entities being present about the jungle, said to cause harm or to assist the tribes—and the reports also mentioned that it was best to steer clear of several of the ‘hotspots’ in which these entities seemed to exist. At the very least (the report surmised), the Allied Forces were to be seen to be respectful of the cultures and traditions of the local populace, something which the Japanese did not do. Anyhow, the members of the camp were convinced that this was mere skulduggery to ward off anyone from exploiting the gold mines in Borneo. Plus, there were other reports of Japanese ships sailing through the South China Sea with gold bullion as their primary cargo. Rickety, together with some of the other company personnel, thought it would be worthwhile to pursue these ships as soon as they left the harbour where they had berthed. 
 
    “Sir, it is coming from the place!” Annand exclaimed. He was circumspect to not mention the plot of land that they used as a grave site. Several of the wounded had died over the past few months, either from malaria, dysentery, a fatal gunshot wound; and there was even a case of severe dehydration. 
 
    The four of them were studying the graves, of which only one had a proper tombstone, made of a thick plank of redwood (gathered from deep within the jungle). The sound did seem to emanate from the place—more accurately, within several yards beyond it, toward the first line of trees forming the periphery of the jungle ahead.  
 
    The folklore of the local tribes was riddled with superstitious elements. There had been talk of a flowering plant which seemed to have sprung up about the graves. In the local dialect, it is called lidah jin; a direct translation would be the Jinn’s tongue. It is believed that the Jinns are not always spiritual beings, but sometimes take on physical forms and are able to be tactile with the surroundings. It added to the eeriness. The probabilities of the weird giggle emanating from that place! 
 
    “At ease, man! Probably a hornbill or a monkey. They do make some strange noises,” Rickety said, unsure of it himself. It is most likely a bird—these jungles have some exotic types none of us have seen. “I need a drink of water.” 
 
    Limbuang held Rickety by his right arm, motioned him to stop. Another murmuring to Ambiau, some sign of acknowledgment, then the translation: “It will come tonight. It wants the baby, there is a need for it. A purpose it needs to fulfil.” 
 
    “The forest spirit?” Annand asked, stuttering. 
 
    “No. This is something else. Something—” Ambiau was unwilling to finish the statement. Goddamned superstitions!


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THREE 
 
      
 
      
 
    My people, from the tales and accounts that my father told me so long ago, are of a brave disposition, Annand-Sri tried to assuage his sudden feelings of jitteriness. We certainly do not tremble for a scream in the jungles! But then again… that shriek, banshee-like and unworldly… 
 
    Mists of metal-burning scents had been observed by everyone in the camp for as long as they were there, with the crashing of aerial bombs onto the trucks and tanks and shell casings and tins of food and water canteens—anything that was made of metal. And that states the matter quite clearly. Mettle, of my people. The fumes of it are evident for centuries now. We are not to be done away with so easily. And that would be my resolve, too. I need to be steadfast… 
 
    He began grinding his teeth as he sped up on his way to his tent, which was right at the centre of the camp. There was no pattern to how the tents had been set up. Quite unlike the deciphering of intercepted Japanese codes, whereby there was some sort of pattern in which one could discern and then spell out the hidden message, of who-knows-what. The tent set ups were, by design, a web of unaccustomed chaos, for reasons of who-knows-what. Well, someone would know, at any rate. Maybe. 
 
    With his pulse steadier now, he rolled his thoughts back into a decipherable stream of mental pictures so that he could make sense of it, and to allay his fears of the jungle he was in. And of the odd events of the day, which may or may not get any worse. Now, let’s see. What do I know of the situation? 
 
    Before he could focus on the subject, he thought of the year before, when he was in his village of birth in India, and of his childhood and teenage years. These images need not be feared, he thought, though some of them did seem to have elements capable of haunting someone throughout their days. Though I believe that everyone has something haunting them, something in their childhood or from their days of youth. 
 
    He was seventeen when he decided to join the armed forces. He reasoned that he wanted to help rid the land of the Imperialists, who had practised every stripe of tyranny known to man in all their conquered nations. Several days after making that decision, he realised that he wanted to fight bullies: bullies who think they are better than most. Better than all. Well, well, you have me to contend with, then you can decide if you still want to be a bully. Or devolve into shame and oblivion. 
 
    Annand-Sri’s family had been large, for almost everyone in that village was connected—either a blood-relation or made a relation through the union of marriage into the family. The main industry of the place had been jewel-making, and they had been adept in cutting and polishing and shaping every type and weight of gemstone that is in existence, from rubies to opals to diamonds. Wealth was an element that was rooted amongst them, and several of his uncles had used it to win the allegiance of politicians and policemen alike; and he suspected that they had been stepping into illegal domains as well. The craving for power among men is something Annand-Sri had encountered first hand in that village where he dwelt for the first seventeen years of his life. 
 
    His village seemed to have been dropped from the Devalokas right onto the earth, and the state of Assam, which was at the north-eastern corner of India, was a part of the Bengal region, with the Bay of Bengal at its apex. He surmised in his adolescent years that the earth he was walking on was ruled and owned by many kings, from different kingdoms and dynasties, from the Varman to the Pala and the late-era Kamarupa kings. Vivid childhood imaginations had been a driving force, and he ecstatically walked alongside ceremonial throngs when news of a victory was announced, listened attentively to battle plans being discussed in secret meetings in hidden chambers behind the palace walls, and even invited nuptial ideas that would befit a prince. When the variance between reality and fantasy became too minute – as it must be confessed that it most often did come to be – the trail of issues that soon followed would not be easily deflected. 
 
    When he got home from his high school (that was in a neighbouring village) one sunny afternoon, his only maternal uncle, standing at the front gate of the house with its large front compound, made an announcement that a bride had been earmarked for Annand-Sri. He said that the family was gathered in the hall right then, and that he would need to quickly remove his school uniform and put on the Jippa and long white pants that were already ironed and neatly placed on his bed. 
 
    “Well, dear nephew, though the country is at war and machetes are being swung in every possible direction, younglings would still need to be married and have families. Life must go on, don’t you think?” His uncle’s reasoning was just the sort of thing his mother would have said. In fact, Annand knew it was his mother who had said it and had planted the seed of that notion in her brother’s ears. Oh, how well the seed is beginning to germinate… 
 
    “But, Uncle, I have other things to do! I want to study law, like Gandhi-ji, and help win cases for others who need it! I do not want to get married!” 
 
    “Nephew, do not be foolish. You are of the proper marrying age, and the girl your mother had chosen will be right for you. Even your father concedes to that fact. The girl, and the time, is right. And you will be sitting for your state examinations in a month’s time, then you will be doing nothing but fiddling with your thumbs. As for your studying law, I am not sure when that will start but I do not see any reason why you ought not to get married. The better if you do, as all men eventually get around to being bolted down.” His uncle seemed to gaze at him and suddenly snapped, “In fact, I am not sure why I bother explaining these things to you. Just do as you’re told!” 
 
    Discouraged yet resigned to the situation, Annand-Sri adorned the princely Jippa and planted himself onto the settee at the main hall, a blank expression sitting on his face. Acknowledging the guests; comprising his uncles and aunts and cousins, he allowed his mind to take off full-throttle in whichever direction it pleased, and soon discovered that he was thinking of the ocean and the creatures dwelling on its floors, of the carvings at Madan Kamdev, of the newly-released silent movie that had been playing at his school field at night (for the past two nights now). Also, as he soon discovered, his mother had picked the eldest daughter of her first cousin to be betrothed to her son, whom he hardly saw and had rarely spoken to, Neeta… something. To his relief, she was nowhere to be found amongst the crowd. He picked up a periodical which was under the coffee table and peered at the cover. From then on, the nickname, ‘Annand the Mega-man’ had stuck to him like a plague; Mega-man being derived from magazine, and this was owed to the uncle who played the role of the herald. 
 
    The marriage was not to be, however. And Annand-Sri made sure of that—it was either reading law and being a barrister, or joining the armed forces and doing tours in a foreign land. His ultimatum was not welcomed in any manner, for both meant that he would need to be away for several years, with no certainty of return. Days rolled into weeks, and the adamant Annand finally found a way out: he signed up at the rural post office which was at the far edge of the village, stating his aspiration to join the fight against the tyranny of the Japanese in the Asia Pacific area. The modern world was moving against the tyranny of Hitler and his corrupt SS, and Annand-Sri always kept the view of his virtuous bearing on his joining the armed forces to eradicate that evil. But here, now, was a different evil, of a disparate conception—very distant, both geographically and philosophically, to that of the Third Reich. 
 
    Several days later, he was required to pick up his khaki uniform and other supplies; and would need to attend several interviews and medical tests, and a final boarding exercise at Calcutta, where a batch of about twenty-five thousand recruits would be deployed to the jungles of Malaya, Burma, Indonesia and Borneo. The board was set, and the gameplay had commenced, and a new life had taken hold of him. He found that he lost many of his decision-making opportunities, and it was a relief, for he had just made a big life decision himself and was grateful for someone else to do it for him, at least in the interim of the war. Who knows what will happen tomorrow? If I do survive the morrow… 
 
    Then came the great famine in Bengal of 1943, though the exact cause of it had been heavily disputed, but what was beyond dispute was that millions had perished due to starvation and inaccessibility to proper nutrition, as well as a general lack of healthcare. Only a third of Annand-Sri’s village survived; and he had always pondered on this fact, as the village had not been reliant on agrarian industries, but were forerunners of the arts, and they had wealth to boot. Well, some matters are not designed to make any sense, I suppose. This reasoning had been sufficient for a while, as he was in a land that was most alien to a young adult from British India. And then he had lost his mother. He had lost her, and he was not there, and only gotten to know of it about a week later when the cable system was back to working conditions in the jungle in which he so fervently sought to fight.  
 
    It was at this time that he properly accepted that he had lost his faith in the cause of the war. And of life. It was a tragic thing for one so young to undergo, to walk through the charmless pit of a sort of hell that does not seem to end—in fact, when one looked at it, it only seemed to launch into existence yet again and take a shape so fiendish and pointless. The dreary feeling that latched onto Annand-Sri, Sergeant of the 43rd Battalion of Malaya & Borneo, and the dreariness of jungle warfare, was unforgiving, and acted as a harsh teacher in the trials of life. A telegram came several days thereafter, outlining that his mother had been buried in the Catholic way, and that she had been admitted to Paradise. Annand-Sri remembered the sense of resentment towards all things associated to the British Crown; the hate he felt when he contemplated how they would have handled his beloved mother, whom he knew down to the marrow in his bones, who had been a staunch acolyte of Hinduism. Another victory to an idea he had followed blindly these past few years, and from whom he felt he got very little in return. Such blasphemous postulations! 
 
    Annand-Sri’s thoughts then surged onto the bundle he discovered, in which the circumstances, he was certain now, were designed in a way that he would be the first to discover it. It was a sign. And he took it as a stigma if he found that the person—which is most likely to be the mother of the infant… or it could be anyone, in fact, he reasoned… should get away from the justice he or she should rightly be served. An eye for an eye, for the innocent here is without voice nor might, to have been able to live beyond the few agonising hours of existence. Annand clenched his fists tighter now. He thought of setting the guilty on fire; he thought of the flamethrower unit they had been stowed away in the camp’s arsenals. Oh, I am coming for you… and I have nothing to lose, in any shape or form, in a million lifetimes that will follow this shit of a life I am in! 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FOUR 
 
      
 
      
 
    PRELIMINARY EXAMINATION REPORT No. – 324 [DO NOT FOLD THIS REPORT]  
 
    Date – 9th June 1945 
 
    SUBJECT: AUTOPSY OF UNKNOWN INFANT, NEWBORN OF SEVERAL HOURS 
 
    Autopsy performed at Infirmary at Jesselton Camp-12, commenced 0715 Hrs, by Lt. Richard D. Atherton (Med. Off.) 
 
    From the anatomic findings and obscure history of subject, I ascribe the death to: 
 
    a. Multiple stabbing on sternum and abdomen (which accelerated internal bleeding) 
 
    DUE TO, OR AS A CONSEQUENCE OF 
 
    b.___________________________________________ 
 
    DUE TO, OR AS A CONSEQUENCE OF 
 
    c.___________________________________________ 
 
    DUE TO, OR AS A CONSEQUENCE OF 
 
    d.___________________________________________ 
 
    OTHER CONDITIONS CONTRIBUTING BUT NOT RELATED TO THE IMMEDIATE CAUSE OF DEATH 
 
      
 
    Severe deformities present, congenital. Traces of chemical substance in mouth and nostrils. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Anatomical Summary 
 
    1. Physiological findings 
 
    a. Varied (subsequent reporting) 
 
      
 
    2. Toxicology findings 
 
    a. Improper and—  
 
      
 
    Rickety was in the middle of typing the overview of the autopsy he had conducted earlier that morning (using the camp’s only workable typewriter, with a ribbon that was almost dried out). It was just after nine p.m. The knock on the door of his barracks was loud and unforgiving. However, he was grateful that he had managed to get a couple of hours’ worth of sleep through (what he considered) the unusual hour of twilight. In this part of the world, one couldn’t do much during these hours—it would not be practical to go for a sprint nor exercise – lest the Japs were to shoot your brains out during the final dash to the finish line – and the last glimmer of sunlight would mean that you would need to carry out your “body cleansing” (soldier-talk for a shower or bath) as quickly as you could. 
 
    The lone light bulb beamed bright, then dimmed a little, and beamed brighter again. It had been doing this for the past few minutes, and Rickety blamed it on the generator with the impure grade of gasoline that they had been procuring from the nearest trading post—which was essentially a fishing port, where trawlers and sampans crisscrossed endlessly. Upon further reflection, he was certain it was due to the gasoline. Nothing of quality these days. 
 
    Rickety walked to the door and, presently, unlatched it and turned the lever downward. The door burst open, and in stepped Lieutenant Magnus Olafsson, in his usual state of drunkenness, and covered in sweat—many said that he is not able to hold his drink, and that it was a blessing that there were no ladies about. He had been proud that his parents chose to name him after the eminent Norwegian king, but he did not share that king’s zest for life and for progress. He had always portrayed that he was happy exactly the way he was and would not complain of the war or of the atrocities and the meaningless function to which he had been assigned. Rickety was not sure of the depth of truth to Magnus's portrayal of being indifferent to his present circumstances. 
 
    “Aye, there, Sinnerman!” Magnus cried out. “Heard that there was a death today, by your hand!” 
 
    ‘Sinnerman’ had been something that Magnus devised some weeks ago, when three recon crew members had died ‘mysteriously’ of the effects of dehydration due to dysentery. They were under the care of the camp’s Medical Officer, and they were seen to be getting better. After a week, they all perished, each within an hour of the others. Rickety could not figure out the reasons for this, and he had not slept as soundly since. However, Magnus had been taunting Rickety with that reference, and, as always, it became worse when he had downed several cans of beer or whisky or brandy. 
 
    “By my hand? Who told you that?” Rickety asked, annoyed that he knew who it could have been. 
 
    “Well, well! Everyone is saying that, man. Everyone!” Magnus gave out what seemed to be a croon, and he was staring at Rickety, swaying. He was preparing to land on the only available seat in the room: a footstool. Rickety saw that he was taking his time. 
 
    “Doubled your whisky consumption, Maggie?” 
 
    “Whisky’s done, man! Sinnerman! My nights of being spiritual is diminishing… It’s Guinness tonight! The last can, I had ′em like fifteen minutes ago, but Trident promised to get more delivered tomorrow. He always knows the whereabouts of the godowns!” 
 
    “Good on you, Gunnerman,” Rickety said. He could not bring himself to insult anyone, particularly the only several people that he had been around for the past year or so. They were all youngies and were all tuned in to the only idea that seemed worth being tuned into: staying alive. ‘Gunnerman’, because Magnus was known for his excessive polishing of his rifle and bayonet when he wasn’t drinking the only contraband that was tolerated in this sector (and one which could be obtained rather cheaply). 
 
    “Yeah, yeah!” Magnus flicked him the finger, then, “Heard that it was a baby you killed. A real nasty bastard you are, Sinnerman. They say that it was a ghost-baby. Or devil-baby! Aye, a devil one!” Magnus was pointing his right forefinger upward to the heavens as he said this. Rickety did not know what he was trying to say. 
 
    “Hmmm. Yeah, the baby was deformed. It was odd, being in this part of the world. The degree of the deformity too, seemed peculiar. I am not sure if—” 
 
    “Hell, the war has cursed everything, man! Churchill’s said so! And Franklin, and Curtin. Even Gandhi, man!” Rickety could have sworn he saw water welling in Magnus’s eyes. Amazing what intoxication could do to a man… 
 
    “Thought you liked it here, Maggie. Well, yeah, I guess there must have been some inter-family marriages in the past, spanning several generations. The mixing would most definitely have brought out such an outcome. Sorry, offspring.” 
 
    “You stick to your meds, man. You are the man for the job, I’d tell you that! Sinnerman, Rickety… Freaky-Dee!!” 
 
    “Yeah, sure, thanks man.” 
 
    “So, what’s your plan? Heard you goin’ hunting?” 
 
    “Even that has been known? Damn, nothing stays a secret in this camp for long now, does it?” 
 
    “As long as the camp stays a secret from the Japs, man. Heard that they are training dogs to sniff us out.” 
 
    Rickety crushed the paper he was typing on; was preparing himself to toss it into the corner of the barracks where light had not penetrated for the past several months— it was probably a habitat for long-legged and colourful insects already. “Yes, I would need to get this out of my head, Maggie. I need to find out who killed that baby, and why they needed to do that,” he said. 
 
    “How will you get a leave? The CO will not allow it!” Magnus had a point. He always had a point. He could have been a poet or a shipbuilder, Rickety had often thought. He seemed to have the predilection for imagining things in a colourful way and had been always something which was out of the norm. Hell, he would have made a pretty darned good architect, too… 
 
    “I will slip out in a moment or so and will be back before dawn.” Did I make a mistake by telling him this?  
 
    “What?! No man, no! That won’t fly!” Magnus’s eyes went wild. His state of intoxication seemed to be fading to soberness. 
 
    “I believe that whoever did this must be close to us. They were able to place the baby at our doorstep, Maggie. Means that they are close.” 
 
    “Yeah, well… But in the darkness, how would you see? There’s dangers everywhere!” Magnus thought for a moment, then, “Unless… unless you reckon that I tag with you, man. You know I have good eyesight.” 
 
    Rickety was startled by the suggestion; he turned his head toward Magnus whose smile seemed to be brilliant now, and the tears were all gone. He really wants to come! Maybe he is bored just sitting here for the past several days. Well… 
 
    “We leave in fifteen, Maggie. And get your compass, bayonet and your water canteen, filled up. Meet me at the southern entrance. And your camos, don’t forget them. And be sure to be quiet!” 
 
    “Dynamite!” Magnus seemed to be on a roll now. 
 
    What the hell are we going to do out there at a time like this? And how can I, the lone medic of the vicinity, leave the camp? What if we don’t make it back? No one here knows how to administer even the simplest of drugs with a syringe, let alone to extract it first from a vial. What then? —just to play a little Sherlock Holmes and Watson in the jungle? 
 
    Rickety pondered upon all these crucial questions as he saw the back of Magnus leaving the light to step into the darkness of the jungles of Borneo. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FIVE 
 
      
 
      
 
    ‘…when you eliminate all thoughts about life and death, you will be able to totally disregard your earthly life…’ 
 
    The above is an excerpt from a Kamikaze pilot’s manual, which the reconnaissance unit of the Jesselton Camp 12 had been able to retrieve from a crashed aircraft sometime in the last quarter of 1943. It was evident enough that it ordained the scene where the fanatical suicidal attack had failed, for there were no aircraft carriers or armoured tanks in sight for it to have crashed into. 
 
    Derived intelligence from the wreckage had proven to be most useful for the Allied forces, particularly the information that the Japanese had begun to shift the designs of their aircrafts for the purposes of Kamikaze—which translates to the divine wind in Japanese, originating from an ancient poem. The word predominantly referred to a series of typhoons which had ultimately destroyed Kublai Khan’s fleet, as it approached the shores of Japan in the thirteenth century. The Kamikaze unit was part of the Tokubetsu Kōgekitai (Special Attack Unit), and they trained suicide aerial attackers, who ended their lives in the name, and for the glory, of the Emperor of Japan. 
 
    The recovered aircraft made an interesting study as well. It was ascertained to be a Nakajima Ki-43 Hayabusa, codenamed Oscar, though it had resemblances to the renowned Mitsubishi Zero—it bore the distinct bubble-type canopy about the cockpit, and had the possibilities of variants, specifically in the addition of certain electrical devices and armaments. 
 
    However, the Jesselton Camp troopers had been hapless in not identifying a second downed Hayabusa, about three miles southward from the one they did discover. 
 
    The lone Japanese pilot stepped out of the crippled aircraft, with the dark fumes clouding the surrounding area where he had crashed. Delirious from the severe spin of the plane while heading to the ground at nose-diving speed, he paused for a moment, whilst weighing the possibility of the aircraft exploding, for he was aware that the craft had been fitted with additional fuel drop-tanks that resembled a heavy bomb—with about seventy-five litres of additional fuel. He did a gross calculation of the amount of time he may have, still standing on the seat of his cockpit, the canopy shattered, breathing in the deadly effluvium. He then ruggedly lunged out of his crashed iron-Pegasus. 
 
    In this part of the dense jungle, one may not easily ascertain the compass directions. For one, the sun was not always clearly visible through the thick foliage. And the vegetation on the jungle floor seemed to present itself in a similar pattern for several hundred miles, in whichever direction one may choose to walk. So, it is near impossible to find the orientation of the earth. Near impossible, the pilot reminded himself. He was stumbling along the uneven grassy terrain quicker now. The plane seemed to be about fifty yards behind, safe enough to stop and gather his strength and wits. 
 
     While looking downward, panting and sweating, the pilot eyeballed his name on the tag embedded onto his khaki uniform: Ichiro Okajima. A stream of childhood reminiscences passed through his mind, followed by memories of his enrolment into flying school and the subsequent enlisting to the war effort. He noted his Korean origins, and that he did not really know of his, or his family’s, Korean name. With the Sōshi-kaimei ordinance, a new mental framework had been crafted, and another sort of war was waged in the regions about the straits of Japan. 
 
    He made another prompt analytical assessment: that he would turn seventeen the day after tomorrow. The thought was utterly morose and ugly in its way and was dampening his spirit. A true soldier of the realm, he shelved all hopes for a future and was prepared to die for the greatest country in the world. 
 
    But for now, survival is paramount. I must find water and shelter. The trees, they will help, he pruned his thoughts to this baseline now. 
 
    Ichiro scanned his surroundings—the ground, which parts were covered with grass, which were not, the concave parts that would most certainly hold puddles when raining, the appearance and likely tensile strength of the soil around the trees that was within his vision; which trees could be climbed easily—and he swiftly added an opposing synthesis, that if he could climb it easily, so could another person or a predatory animal; the dimensions of the boughs that could support him in a horizontal manner when he ought to sleep. His eyes were quick to assess; his mind quicker still. And he thanked his superiors at military school for endowing him with such expert survival skills. And he thanked and paid homage to his Emperor. 
 
    He trailed about a path he thought would most likely lead to some source of fresh water, made some adjustments to his shirt sleeves as the sweat continued to roll down his skin. He was elated as he found what he sought: a small stream which was certainly a tributary of a larger river. The day was not lost yet, things were working out in his favour. I am meant to survive, I will see through this day! Praises be to the Empire of Japan! 
 
    He immersed cupped hands into the body of water, gulped it down, and enjoyed it as it began rejuvenating every organ in his body. He drank some more, then dampened his neck and hands with the icy-cool water. It was just an hour or so after dawn, and he had crashed in a totally remote zone, where there was no fighting, nor any form of action whatsoever. But he wondered if the sound of the crash could have travelled some distance and alerted an enemy recon unit. Perhaps not; today is a day of good fortune, anyhow. 
 
    Ichiro stood upright, stiffening his spine to a near-linear posture. He ventured to touch the handheld weapon that was provided to him by the ordnance corps, a pistol nicknamed the Type-14 Nambu, produced by the Koishikawa Arsenal. This had been provided by the government exclusively to non-commissioned officers but was available for purchase by any officer of the military. And he deemed it to be a strategic decision to own a semi-automatic Nambu. He acknowledged the holster which held the weapon therein, caressed the leathery top. 
 
    With his jitteriness almost nulled, he closed his eyes and relaxed his shoulders. The ordeal of the crash had been a most daunting experience. He had been prepared to end his life just over three hours ago, at the tarmac of the airstrip that was hidden from most aerial angles. Some of the other pilots, very unlike himself, were afraid of the suicide mission they were to undertake that morning and had been moving about limply as if death had already invaded their bodies. They eventually had to be carried into the cockpit of their planes by the ground crew. Such dishonour, Ichiro had thought. 
 
    But over the course of several hours since, he felt reborn: a certain phoenix that had emerged from the ashes. He perceived that his thought patterns were altered, that they were optimistic now. He was even thinking of the possibilities of heading home to his family sometime soon. Really soon. It might be a reality… 
 
    The sun was now faintly visible through the green blankets several hundred feet above. And the temperature was rising, though only a degree or so. His eyes could better make the outline of the surroundings now. He looked ahead and saw a tree that would hold his weight if he climbed to the top branches. He could rest there through the day and avoid the searing tropical sun. A disparaging smile touched his lips as he started towards it. 
 
    He had been an agile climber since he was a child of four; he jumped confidently, as high as he could manage with his tiredness, and hugged the trunk with its jagged bark. He raised his right knee, lodged his boot into a position which seemed to offer some sense of firmness. Then the other foot, and the other, while kinetically positioning his arms upward of the tree trunk. Within seconds, he was at the designated bough. A little twist of his torso, and he was now balancing himself on it. He noted that the tree grew still higher over his head; another hundred feet or so. He crouched, and placed both legs onto one side of the bough, like a Mimizuku... 
 
    Ichiro leaned his back toward the trunk and wriggled his hips until he was comfortable. He touched the holster of his pistol again, just to be sure that it had not fallen off during the climb. Satisfied, he closed his eyes yet again, and let everything drift away from his wearied mind. 
 
    He could not deduce how many hours had lapsed, when a dark, sun-hardened palm grabbed his face and yanked him off the tree. The effects of gravity played on him for the second time that day, and he fell, as he saw another figure falling alongside him. The figure seemed to be a harrowing picture of utmost evil. It had a body with womanly features – a pair of breasts, long, lustrous hair – yet she was very hairy, with enough hair to make her look like a black sun-bear; hair stretching from her collarbone to her navel. 
 
    But that was not what made him cry out, breaking the rules of jungle warfare and divulging his existence and position. He jolted as he saw that the figure had only its upper torso, the parts below her belly seemed to have been ripped away from her, and she had nothing from her pelvis down. Her entrails were visibly pendent, swaying with the turbulence of the fall. And she had an appendage-type bulge on her neck, with snaky fingernails poking out of it, almost a foot in length. 
 
    Altogether, it was petrifying. Evil, with its menacing smile and devilish eyes. Ichiro really wished he was a Mimizuku, as he saw the ground approaching.


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SIX 
 
      
 
      
 
    Decisions. 
 
    It is extraordinary how certain decisions can define your outcomes, or of your life and what it is worth, or if the chosen decisions would assist in crafting out your life's work. 
 
    We decide whether or not to exercise after we have risen in the morning, whom we forgive today, which song to hum to, whether we would like to add sugar to our evening tea, and which memory to invoke. A memory that could either bring solace to the moment, or one of despair of such great magnitude that one could not handle it. I must choose which memories to bring forth, and which to hide, even from myself, for the pain is too great… 
 
    Decisions are also limited within the boundaries of what is within our present consciousness. We perceive certain inputs through our senses, and we try to understand them using our senses. The decision-making process then takes place after the sense-directing process, which takes less than a second (for a healthy person). And we would also need to account on the health of any individual’s consciousness, which is not constant among people. Perceiving life through consciousness—now that is real magic, sustained and brought on by the brain. Could an organ truly do that? Or is it something beyond human physiology? Can a person with a powerful, conscious-self make better decisions? 
 
    Rickety was dumbfounded at his grip on the screwdriver he had recovered from the shed next to the barracks. When Magnus walked out, he surmised that he would need a weapon of sorts that would not be loud and cause an alarm, thus, a screwdriver would do nicely, if he was quick enough to drive it through an assaulter’s neck, or groin, or thighs. He quickly bagged the tool with its rusted metal end and darted out. The jungle ahead looked dark, a stage for a masterful horror story of ghouls and banshees. 
 
    Just several yards ahead, he saw Magnus and Annand. They were fiddling about with the dysfunctional Mercedes truck. The motor was still functional, though, and it was now used as an expedient grinder of flour and wheat, and the occasional rice, which was then baked into puffy cakes that went well with curry or tangy gravy made of legumes. 
 
    “Aye, there, mate! We were hoping to get some fuel out of the baby. Annand here thought that a few sprinkles of it would be enough to light up our lanterns for several hours. And he, brilliant lad, pointed out that no one would check on what’s inside this motor here, as the fuel stock at the depot there should not be touched. Smart lad, this one!” Magnus exclaimed. Rickety was glad that the alcohol in his system had been metabolising since they spoke several minutes prior. 
 
    “Yeah, he’s a smart one, Maggie,” Rickety said. Annand, however, did not look pleased at the benevolent praises from two personnel who are his superiors in the chain of command in this Godforsakenlandofterrors. He sighed as he retrieved the required volume of diesel from the tank. 
 
    “Sir… Sir, you want to go look for something. I don’t know what you intend to find… But, but it sounds crazy to do this,” Annand-Sri said as he faced Rickety. “We have pressing things to look into, Sir, not to go gallivanting in the darkness of the jungle with the Japs lurking in every tree-hole!” His Indian accent was showing in this last exclamation of fear he made. His self-revealed bravado in his barracks earlier was all for naught now. 
 
    “Look, Annand,” Rickety wanted to be sure that what he was going to say would bring about some level of calmness, “as you say, I do not know what I am looking for. Or why I even bother, for that matter. It is something that is out of the ordinary. We’ve been here in this jungle, what? Slightly more than two years now? And all we have heard was gunfire, bombs exploding, cries and death. And defeat. This just seems to trail off to some other direction, is all I am saying. I want to do something different, Annand. This just came at the right time for me. For me. I do not wish it upon anyone else to think or behave like me—that is plain wrong. But this is for me… something like a sign.” 
 
     Magnus cocked his ear to capture all (or most) of the conversation taking place in front of him. The night was becoming cool, as it always seemed the case during the high runs of the monsoon. He noted that Annand was relieved with what Rickety just said, but there was a need for further assurances—after all, Annand was one for taking charge of a superstitious lot. Come on, Rickety, drive deeper into this ‘sign’ of yours… 
 
    “I don’t know, Annand. It is a calling for me, something is calling out to me to do this. And I would need your expertise in navigating into the jungle. Not so far in, anyway; just within a mile from this camp. I know that we will not need to go far,” Rickety took on the drive. 
 
    “Within a mile, Sir? That close?” Annand’s eyes narrowed to a questioning set. 
 
    “Within a mile. Whoever dropped the baby on our camp’s doorsteps would not have travelled far, in the darkness of the jungle with the frequent rains that are hellishly cold. Especially before sunrise. Does it make sense to you, Annand? To walk out into the rain in the darkness with your dead newborn?” Rickety had poised to return the questioning look. Now let it sink into him, let him run these questions in his mind and seek out the rationale behind them. It must be true—within a mile. 
 
    Annand cast his look downwards to the sandy ground. The truck trails were deeply set in this section of the camp, for the ground was concaved here, churning forth a puddle of mud right where they were standing. And they were near the entrance/exit of the camp. Just about where the baby had been found that morning. Baby. Bundle. Baby. Damn it, make up your mind!  
 
    All of them, in a synchronous manner, heard some rustling of dried leaves some feet away. Since they were all feeling quite tense, getting into a jumpy state at the sound was not surprising. But their worries were soon allayed with the approach of a familiar figure: Private Dennis Wallstabber, from the rural county of Sussex, England. Even in the semi-darkness, the others could spot the uneven stubble at his chin. He also seemed to have his slouch hat on, fastened with a chinstrap that had begun displaying signs of excessive use. 
 
    “Aye, wa’ddya ‘ave here?!” Magnus let out a clamour in the direction of the advancing Dennis; the fully-attired military man. “Who invited you to the party?” 
 
    “A word of caution, friends,” Dennis said as he was measuring the comportment at the dilapidated Mercedes cargo truck. “Seems that you are planning on a night patrol. At the rate the Japs are turning up at the villages and dwellings – yes, dwellings, I know that I learnt that word from you only a few days ago, Maggie – you’d most likely be smelt out before you were seen.” 
 
    “Yeah? You da expert in military quietness, eh, chum?” Magnus cast dark eyes on Dennis. The darkness seemed to deepen, and Rickety thought he must ease the mounting tension. He might as well disguise the seriousness of the matter at hand, with the Japanese squadron above and the ground forces below who were most likely staring into their camp right now. A light gale swept by, which he took as a sign to start talking.  
 
    “You know something, Private?” 
 
    Dennis turned to face Rickety, said, “Well, one of the local boys, Eshmail, who drops by every now and then to listen to the BBC, said that you guys,” he swept his gaze across all of them, “saw something that would have sent the Devil crying in dread. Happened this afternoon, I am told.” 
 
    “Sshhh!! Not a word to the others on this, Den Ace, or it will be my boot in your jaw,” Magnus was quick to say, with which Rickety concurred - who would believe them, anyway? But with the murdered baby… 
 
    Dennis rubbed his chin, seemed to have expected this sort of response from Magnus—especially from Magnus, the Gunnerman. “Yeah. Nice. Whatever. All I am saying is, you guys only know half the story. There’s another half that you are not aware of, yet.” 
 
    “What’s that, Dennis? What half we do not yet know?” Rickety asked, his interest up. 
 
    “The boy saw it, the thing that made the sound. Or scream, whatever. He saw the source of it; it was a creature.” 
 
    “A creature? As in an animal?” It was Annand who asked, absorbed into the conversation now. 
 
    “No, Sir. Not animal. Nor man, nor a Jap. ’twas something that we have heard the Irish call a bodach.” 
 
    “A what?” Magnus scowled. 
 
    “A bodach. A spirit, ghost.” 
 
    “Ghostie eh?” 
 
    “And that’s not all. There were two of them.” 
 
    “Not one, but two, that it, boy?” Magnus seemed to enjoy this a little. 
 
    “Yes, Chief. The boy seen both, the big ’un was what you heard, but there was what he described as a female version of it, running away from the first, as though even she was afraid of the first. A ghost afraid of another ghost! A curious thing, really, when you think of it.” Dennis said. 
 
    “And where were ya, lad? Peeing ya pants at the corner of the ladies’ latrine, eh?” Magnus was now shaking with laughter. Annand let out a chuckle too, but not Rickety—he was staring squarely at Dennis. 
 
    “What did Eshmail say exactly, Dennis?” Rickety sounded thoughtful. “I want it exactly.” 
 
    “Well…” Dennis squinted his eyes, his head on the side, the tell-tale signs of recollection of sounds or auditory memories, something which Rickety picked up in his NLP classes; it was also proof that Dennis was not creating this memory falsely. “He said that the female spirit was gliding away from the first at a tremendous speed. It had its mouth open, flung downwards as wide as possible, as though about to scream, but no scream. Maybe she did scream, but got drowned in the racket that the bigger one was creating?” 
 
    For the duration of the conversation, Limbuang had been silent, observing, studying, determining, under the cover of darkness, and under the huge tamarind tree in which they heard the terrifying sound that afternoon. But it was safe now, he had his reasons to believe that. It is safe here, under the very tree that spirit was floating about. It has left now, but I feel the kernel of its being. 
 
    Limbuang saw the men from the spot where he had stationed himself since the afternoon. The weather was not as forbidding as it had been the past several weeks, and so he could walk easily about the place, making sense of it all, spiritually. The men started walking toward him now, though still oblivious to him being there. It was the youngest one who was jarred by his presence under the fate-filled tree. 
 
    “Whoa! What?!” Dennis exclaimed, white with panic. 
 
    “Ha! Quite a sight indeed!” Magnus was next. 
 
    “Limbuang, what are you doing here?” Rickety asked. 
 
    As if he could comprehend the words, Limbuang answered by pointing to his chest then pointed to all of them standing opposite to him. I would like to follow you lot. 
 
    “What? No way, man! We can’t have a civilian on a recon exercise!” Magnus said, a cunning look on his face as he locked eyes with Rickety. 
 
    “I am pretty sure he knows what we are up to, Maggie,” Rickety responded as he looked back toward Limbuang. “Maybe he could halve the time for us.” 
 
    A long pause, then, “Maybe, maybe,” Magnus shrugged, “Maybe he will carelessly step on a mine and transport us all to the afterlife.” 
 
    “Enough talk about death, huh, Maggie?” Rickety’s eyes glared with intensity. He meant what he just stated, that he had had enough talk about dying in this jungle. 
 
    “Man, whatever.” Magnus looked away, unsure of the situation. “Dah more dah merrier, I suppose.” 
 
    Annand-Sri spoke after several minutes of them continuing their unsanctioned nocturnal campaign, with Camp 12 about three hundred metres behind them. “I see something up there,” he pointed to the right toward some low bushes. He then made the hand signal for them to stop moving. Some moments passed before anyone knew what to do next, but they all held their weapons at the ready.  
 
    “Where, Annand?” Dennis asked, as softly as he could manage. 
 
    “There, Sir,” Annand mouthed the words, did not dare utter them. 
 
    Then they saw it: a piece of white fabric swaying in the distance.


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Emperor Meiji had originally been given a different name: Mutsuhito. His Imperial Majesty had reigned as the 122nd Emperor of Japan—a monarchy founded in 660 BC. Being the oldest continuing monarchy in the world, it has origins which are tied to heroic fables. The lineage of emperors has been thought to be directly descended from the sun goddess, Amarestu-ōmikami. Though the first fifteen emperors were proclaimed to be legends, with few factual details known about them, every monarch of the Imperial House of Japan sits on the Chrysanthemum Throne at Kyoto. 
 
    Meiji’s father, Emperor Kōmei, was the last of the royal lines to be under the Tokugawa Shogunate—the last feudal military system in the islands of Japan, the focal point being Edo, the former name for Tokyo. This shogunate commenced in the year 1600 and ended with the death of Kōmei. Meiji was the driving force in opening the doors of Japan to world trade, particularly with the West, revolutionising Japan from a feudalistic state to one of capitalism during his reign. 
 
    The Emperor Meiji was a true visionary. Though he ascended the throne during his teenage years, he already held a firm concept in his mind of the direction that his nation and people should take. Amongst other radical changes he saw fit to make – the abolishment of the order of the Samurai and the introduction of prefectures, replacing that of the Han system of land owned by renowned warrior families – he espoused the Rising Sun flag as the war flag of the Imperial Japanese Army. 
 
    The flag outlines Japan as the ‘Land of the Rising Sun’, represented by a red circle slightly off-set in the centre of a white background, with its sixteen rays. The entire schema brings forth the notion of the sun, and the empire’s (and the Emperor’s) connection to it.  
 
    On another front, it portrayed Japan’s march toward realms of material and worldly gains, and its aim to become a superpower of the seas surrounding it. Several major wars had been declared, engaged, and won by the Imperial Japanese Army under the Meiji reign. And it forged Japan, akin to a blacksmith moulding a Kitana, to a sovereignty of brains, brawn, and thew. 
 
    The flag is noticeable on all military vehicles: ships, tanks and aircrafts. The Allied were not alien to the image, as every soldier who had encountered a Japanese military vehicle or soldier was bound to have seen it; at the very least, as an insignia as part of the Japanese military uniform. The same discernment was now taking place with Rickety and his loyal lot. 
 
    “Maggie, what do you make of it?” Rickety asked, as they stood inert upon the grass path, peering at the white cloth on the bushes about three yards away, the darkness looming all around them. We all now depend on your eyesight, chief… 
 
    “Nothing out of the ordinary, man, just a piece of cloth. A huge one, rolled at one end and the other end, held out loosely and dancing to the wind,” Magnus said as he continued to regard the object with interest. “Seems safe to approach it, Sinnerman.” 
 
    “Hmm…” Rickety exhaled slowly. Annand seemed to be apprehensive still. Limbuang – indifferent to the situation. Rickety wondered if the local tribesmen only felt danger when it was supernatural in form; perhaps they got off on it? What were the tell-tale signs of supernatural phenomena with these people? Obviously, they had different aspects of it than the other cultures; it is way different from Christianity, for instance. 
 
    “Let us check it out, then,” Rickety said, and started toward it. He sighed as he approached and held it out for the others to see. “It is the Japs’ flag,” he said. “Trapped in the shrubbery.” 
 
    “Odd place for it to be hanging out, eh?” Maggie’s remark hit a point worth contemplating. What was a Japanese flag doing here? Unless there had been a patrol ranging over this terrain a while ago? The flag seems faded, and torn, with holes in it. Unless they had been using an old, worn-out flag—perhaps that was all that was left? 
 
    Annand started “Hey! There’s a familiar smell. Burning fuel!” He paused, then, “Could be a landmine about to give off, did anyone hear a click when they put their foot down just now?” 
 
    This raised the tension in the atmosphere about them. Several minutes passed, the only movement amongst them was Annand trying to get a sense of direction from the whiff that only he seemed to be aware of. He dispelled their nerves by stating, “No, it is not any mine. There are two types of burning fumes that I pick up. First being burning fuel, the second seems to be electrical instrumentation.” 
 
    “I see that the wind direction hasn’t changed since we stopped here, Sergeant.” Dennis said, looking at the obscure trees in the distance, though the branches and leaves were visible. Only then did they perceive that they were at the edge of a clearing, facing an open field of low grass, about several hundred yards wide. Beyond that, it was banded with trees again. 
 
    “True, Sir. The wind is steady.” Coolness returned to Annand and the others. “It seems to be a burning vehicle.” 
 
    “I see it, man. Over there, thin layers of smoke. White smoke,” Magnus said, proud of the fact that his eyesight was of enormous assistance to the party and their investigation. He did not care to point, instead began walking to the source of the smoke. “Well, might as well have a look-see!” 
 
    After walking several yards, they could all see the thin pillar of smoke. It was emanating from behind a low mound that partially concealed the tail of a Japanese fighter aircraft. The remainder of it was prodding outward. Dennis quickened his pace now, eager to assess the scene and provide his analysis. Rickety felt that perhaps he felt that he was the only member of the party who had yet to offer anything of value tonight. 
 
    “Damn, lad, you are gifted indeed! You may not have an arm, but your sense of smell is twice that of all of us! It is a damned Zero,” Magnus said. 
 
    “No, Maggie, it is not a Zero. Its wings are not as long. Must be from another manufacturer.” Dennis presented his valuable assessment. “And the canopy is open, no pilot!” 
 
    “Damn…” Magnus turned around quickly, poised for a sudden attack from a screaming Japanese fighter jock. “But the impact would have smashed his head in! How could he have survived? He must be lying dead here somewhere. No one could be alive after a crash such as this.” Annand tightened his left sleeve, for the wind had picked up speed, and raised the chill that it gathered along with it. 
 
    Limbuang had been standing on the mound, looking downward at the others who had begun investigating the aircraft. They appeared like ants scurrying around a cube of sugar, fascinated at its presence, yet unsure of what to do with it. Though he was more than eighty years of age, his stature and senses were still working well. A thought came to him then: Perhaps this is my purpose, to look at this beyond the senses. And to show these people something within them that they have not even known to have existed. Especially the leader of them, the medicine man. He is to fall the hardest. 
 
    The brightness increased about the field; the waning gibbous had seen it fit to confer its effulgence on the scene of survey. Rickety and Magnus looked skyward, acknowledged that the clouds had moved away, and that there were none left about the moon. Rickety estimated that they might have another half-hour of unrestricted moonlight. 
 
    “Annand, Dennis. Turn the lantern off for now. We have matches, yes?” Rickety asked. “Very good, turn it off. We need to conserve whatever form of energy we carry with us.” The two of them obeyed. They looked back at the crash-site, at Magnus who had been scrutinising the scene with his keen eyesight. Everyone at Camp-12 knew that he had an uncanny knack for recording as much data as he could, something that is parallel to Rickety’s manner of keeping patient and drug records as methodical as possible. Especially information on known allergies and poisons in food. 
 
    An unexpected humming was apparent, issuing from whence they had stood motionless earlier. It had a low decibel count, and they could barely hear it. At first. Several seconds passed, then everyone in the party heard it, and they stopped in their tracks. The sound increased, but it seemed to be coming from the height of the trees. And it presented the suspicion that it might be the buzzing of a swarm of insects, for most of them are active at night and are drawn to the light of the moon. 
 
    The buzzing continued; grew louder. It seemed to be approaching the site of the crash. Whatever it is, we can see it with clarity now, thanks to the moonlight. And perhaps it is something that’s got to do with the Japs. They might have some weird experimentation going on, at such ungodly hours. Rickety motioned the others to be silent. 
 
    Limbuang, at the top of the mound, stiffened. “Jangan pandang!” he exclaimed, then made some gestures with his right hand, first pointing to his eyes then firmly closing them. He did this twice more, while hopping and waving to them so that they all saw him. It was a rather obscure signal, but the intention was made clear: he means us not to see it, Rickety gathered.  
 
     But it was too late; the sound was now a hundred metres or so away. Thence it came, flying though in a straight flightpath, but it weaved sideways erratically. It was a ball of red flame, about a foot wide, and was churning forth fulgurations of orange corona-like sparks. And the buzzing, or humming — they could not be sure what to call it – was really a low, convulsing laugh, feminine-like. The ball of light soared at a tremendous speed across and beyond them, and was soon out of their sight, far behind the line of trees at the horizon. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ambiau joined the party, after they had him called for, once they retraced their steps back to the village where the two tribesmen had been temporarily residing. He had been welcomed to rest and enjoy a repast provided by his hosts, who happened to be his paternal cousin (an important relation amongst the Dayaks). He believed it was wise to have the cousin’s hunting dog learn whatever it could from the cloth that they found wrapped around the infant. The dog had been tied to a rusting metal pole in the shroud of darkness next to a mango tree at the fringe of the village – which the locals call Kimolohing – and it was seen to jump enthusiastically at the approaching group led by Rickety. 
 
    Riverine village systems were predominant on the island of Borneo, and one could quite easily understand the need for fresh running water. Life depended on it, as the saying goes. Seasonal flooding was a norm. This is why the villagers had houses built on tall, narrow stilts, which would raise the house to about a metre off the ground. The art of keeping the house as levelled as possible, one metre up, is something that the Dayak tribesmen had been doing successfully for centuries now. 
 
    The wooden houses were also built in such a manner that each housed several dozen families, with each family living beside one another, in a long stretch, which could be several hundred metres in length. Every house was partitioned by a wall, giving it the impression of being a large room instead; a space in which a family of seven could comfortably occupy. The room with the largest space was invariably claimed by the tribal chief, who would always be the bravest warrior amongst them. 
 
    Rickety tried to gather as much as he could from Ambiau’s short lodging at Kimolohing. Did you ascertain if any woman had given birth recently? Was there any pregnancy that ended in a miscarriage? Were there any cases or incidents of deformities, exclusive or passed on from parent to child? Were there any cases of mercury poisoning, or any form of poisoning for that matter? Do they consume their own food, as is the case in the other villages, or were they procuring them from other sources? 
 
    Ambiau responded that there was only one recent pregnancy, and the child was being nursed safely and lovingly by its mother. There was no news of deformed children or adults, nor were there any incidents involving poisoning in this village, nor in any of the neighbouring villages.  
 
    A few minutes down the path away from the village, the translation service continued, much to everyone’s relief, though with some amount of annoyance as to the subject of discussion. 
 
    The Kuyang is a singularly odd entity that is unique to the Southeast Asian countries. Every culture has a version of it, and residents in all parts of the region have claimed to have seen it. Farmers know it first hand: livestock have been affected, animals have gone missing without a trace (especially the young and the new-borns), unripe bananas have been chewed away by what seemed to be human teeth. White linen, which had been left overnight to be dried, had been removed from its hangers. These are some variants of the local folklore concerning these beings.  
 
    The indigenous tribes of Borneo call it the Kuyang, the Thais have named it the Krasue, the residents of the Philippines know it as Manananggal, and the Malays, Penanggalan. The philology of the word outlines that basis of the concept leading to such a being: detachment. And this detachment does not evince a sense of spiritual attainment or a meditative quality. Detachment with regards to the Kuyang refers to a verb that is very tangible: detaching a part of the body from another, almost always disengaging the head from the rest of the body, or in rare incidences, the legs from the torso. 
 
    Of most perplexing mystery is the link between the Kuyang and pregnant females. Firstly, the Kuyang are exclusively females themselves, and they are said to be extremely attractive. This suggests a usefulness for luring the opposite sex, to whatever end that the Kuyang would need to fulfil. Using the irresistible feature of beauty for a member of the same gender is, in a manner of looking at it, counterproductive. 
 
    On another part, the Kuyang is not fixated on a newborn infant, but, rather, on the pregnant mother herself. This is an intriguing feature of the entity, for, in most accounts, the Kuyang waits until after childbirth to carry out the attack on the worn-out mother. This is a particularly advantageous time as most members of the family will be focused on the newborn rather than the mother, who will most likely experience hours alone, being left unguarded. 
 
    In all these cultures, the dogmatic principles require that certain items be placed close to the mother during the periods of pregnancy. A knife under the pillow is a common superstition. An uncommon one involves planting a pineapple plant under the raised, wooden house, when a woman is thought to be pregnant—the inflorescence, with its spikes, would deter the Kuyang from entering said house. 
 
    The accounts have been many and varied, of course. Every tribe around the great rivers of Borneo have encountered such a creature over the epochs. There had been some affiliation of these sightings to that of the headhunting practices of the Dayaks, though it seems unlikely that anyone would verily attest to it. 
 
    There is also the reference to the piercing cries, almost like the howling of a jackal, that one hears in the dense jungles, often with the inability to spot the source of the cries. The sound comes not from the jungle floors, but high up from the trees, intensifying the intrinsic facet of the supernatural that overflows through the ages. With long flowing hair and a beautiful face, the Kuyang glides from above, sweeping the space around the jungle and the villages, seeking out prey. 
 
    And in some instances, the Kuyang takes the form of a burning fireball; it can travel at great speeds in that manifestation. 
 
    Limbuang had been narrating the legends and belief surrounding the Kuyang for about half an hour now, while the rest tramped along in silence. It seemed that this was the only time that the shaman spoke animatedly, when discussing such strange matters of the jungle he dwells in. 
 
    They were about a mile eastward from of the camp now, and about two hundred metres northward of Kimolohing. The process of decamping had been rather effortless, as Magnus had discovered a hidden track behind some shrubbery just next to the broken truck that had become a sort of symbol about the camp. 
 
    Rickety estimated that it would be about midnight now. The humidity was high, and he could feel that he had been inhaling vapours of water for some minutes. Chances are that he would have a slight pneumonia once this is over. Whatever shape that takes. 
 
    Ambiau spoke again, something he had translated from Limbuang—I didn’t know that, for some years now, my mother had been terrorising a village some distance to the south. But I did know that she used to be in love with a hunter there. 
 
    A genuine shock hit Rickety. He gazed at Limbuang, amazed at the statement just uttered. “Are you saying that your mother is a Kuyang? A ghost?” 
 
    Limbuang looked despondent as he affirmed with a slow nod. Rickety understood the implications of it all at once. It was one thing to be a shaman, but quite another to have to do battle with someone whom you have known in the past, who had now stepped into the spectral world. 
 
    “For the longest time, I would not believe it. She died some decades ago, after giving birth to my youngest brother, Kaizat, who lived but for twelve days. It was a mysterious death; my father could not understand it. I remember during the days before labour, she was not herself. She had been eccentric suddenly, asking for peculiar types of food to be cooked and for certain deeds to be carried out. Wanton and sick,” Limbuang said solemnly. 
 
    After a lapse of several seconds, with a swelling pain visible on his features, he continued, “It was some years between her death and the incident at the village. And I had to put her down; that is what I do, it is my trade. My craft. I put her down.” 
 
    Rickety bobbed his head, indicating that he understood the depth of the experience, and that Limbuang had done the right thing, that he had carried out his shamanic duties, after all. As we all should, being God’s children. What else is there to be done, other than our duty? Rickety thought, as they started walking again. 
 
    Jungles become tenebrous rather quickly, as the company of these military men, with the convoy of the two local tribesmen, had experienced many times over. The two Kirkman lanterns they were carrying could scarcely illuminate their path beyond seven metres ahead, and the generator-powered lighting from the village they circuited was faint. They needed to employ the best use of judgement, and to keep a steady head about themselves. They knew that the Liwagu River was just several hundred metres to the north, where they were headed. That will be our second point of reference. We shall leave a marker there, Rickety thought. Damn, we should have left a marker at the crash site too! 
 
    Every member of the party seemed to be making some form of noise—a muffled cough every now and then, the sound of feet stepping on some dry leaves or twigs, adjustments to their persons and effects they had on themselves. The noises they were making would not be any cause for alarm, as they had not yet plunged into the deep jungles, where utter stillness would be required because there would most likely be a Japanese espionage unit, or a hidden camp somewhere there. An agent of the enemy, at any rate, would be a likely bet. 
 
    The verdure was now showing signs of being undisturbed—humans rarely, if ever, traverse through this way. But, as everyone around the Jesselton district – around Borneo and Malaya, in general – would say, this is now a time of war, and who will ever know how one would come to the end? Battle success rates would increase by marching through uncharted courses, and hiding in plain sight, for a kill or for gathering data. Thus, they could not afford to let their guard down—not tonight especially, for they were not looking for any Japanese conscripts; in fact, they didn’t know what they are looking for, and that might be the thing that made them particularly vulnerable to attack. But how certain are we, am I, that the killing of a deformed baby and placing it near the camp’s entrance was not the work of the Japanese? Perhaps a splinter unit that went berserk? 
 
    “So, Limbuang. Where do you think the fireball went?” Rickety asked. He was sure everyone else wanted to know that, just that they were afraid to ask it. He also knew that they were exhausted, probably dehydrated, and their psychological state was not up to the mark for an able soldier. “And does that, or the destination of it, have anything to do with the dead infant this morning?” 
 
    Limbuang did not answer immediately; he appeared to be weighing something rather heavily in his mind, balancing some aspects of nature or of the heavens, until it was made obvious to him. The plane they were walking now was not only framed by what the eyes can see, Limbuang thought. Presently, he spoke, and Ambiau repeated it in English. 
 
    “What you are about to see, Richard, will be the cause of the change to the colour of your eyes. You have a good soul, and so it will be most kind with you. But do not be fooled: it is a cunning demon, and it is hungry. More so tonight.” This cryptic manner of speaking was a hallmark of the shaman. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER NINE 
 
      
 
      
 
    When you are about to do something sinister, it is prudent to wait a moment, the senescent man would often tell this to himself, as there was no one within miles from the house which had been disintegrating for several decades now. His body clock thrown out of kilter for a while, he arose when it was dark, and slept when the sun lifted and heated the surroundings. He had become peculiar and had been left alone by his kith and kin. 
 
    He had walked the earth the span of about two lifetimes of a common tribesman of Borneo. He was around when the British ‘White Rajah’ was established in Sarawak, several thousand miles from his home now. He had served in the office of Pangeran Muda Hashim, who had struck a pact with Sir James Brooke to eradicate the ever-increasing piracy around the seas which hampered trade and destroyed infrastructure. It was this old man who had triggered the negotiations on the contract, acting as a liaison between the parties. 
 
    All these things happened about a century ago. Still, certain memories found their way into his mind, to disturb his sleep, and to periodically cause him to emit a deep, audible breath that was filled with emotion. The stirrings of the past were strong still, and Death was not ready to show Itself to him just yet. And he knew why, and he could guess as to the price he would need to pay first before being allowed to pass on. But tonight, Death felt far, though also looming just at an arm’s length away, all the same. 
 
    Presently, he walked toward the balcony. The wooden panels that made up the floor voiced their agony at having been around for so long already, through a series of laborious creaks. He padded on, eager to catch a glimpse of the anomalous entity that had disturbed the tranquil equilibrium that he had fought so long and hard to achieve. There had been a shift in the balance of energies, he felt. And there were other forces at work, besides those of the annoying soldiers who had been firing their roscoes periodically about the neighbouring villages and garrisons. 
 
    And the domain of concealment is now revealed. No doubt that the totem I had placed has been removed. Or damaged.  
 
    He felt a steady cold breeze touch his severely wrinkled face. His eyes, clouded now with cataracts, could only make out some form of outline of objects within proximity. But he did not rely on the earthly senses; he had learnt to tune in on the subtle energies of the endless firmaments, and they dispensed, amid a battery of powers, some useful abilities. For instance, by tapping into this energy spectrum, his mind’s eye was filled with elements tied to photonics, and this enabled him to make out objects and people as though they were black spectral entities: wisps of black smoke on a white sheath. 
 
    At the turn of the century, when he was already beyond his seventies, he had met a wayfarer (who was himself aged) out at the docks of Kuching, Sarawak. A close friendship ensued, and they began to discuss matters on a variety of subjects, from the trivial such as the payment of fines on overdue library books, to that of the archaic, of myths and magic.  
 
    The wayfarer had smiled in one such instance of dialogue between them and revealed himself to be an occultist from a distant land, beyond the seas where the old man had not even dreamt of sailing through. He had parted ways with the old man that very day, but not before relaying a most powerful charm. The old man had tirelessly spoke the words aloud daily since, and he found that he could craft any desire he had into a physical manifestation. Many a time he searched for the wayfarer, to know this art in depth and as thoroughly as he could. But the wayfarer had now dissolved into the very seas they discussed all those years ago. 
 
    His was a two-storeyed house that was designed and erected by himself, when he was a ship’s carpenter at the docks in Kuching. The plot of land the structure sat on was given to him by the then-administrator of the North Borneo Chartered Company, which stood as a land of territory concession. However, the land was desolate and swampy, and sightings of crocodiles and giant monitor lizards were common. But it was ideal for his requirements—he had a need to stay hidden. Furnishings were kept to a minimum, and he only had cutlery for himself and none other. He did not have a plumbing system; the latrine was on the ground outside, just beyond the water well. 
 
     When the strange dreams became ever more frequent, and the dangers seemed to be more real, he invoked the conjuration, as though it was a fervid poem of love. Well, it did begin as love, he remarked once. But now, the very thing that was pursuing him was the one whom he had been with, lived with, made love to, and abandoned. 
 
    Thence he had received instructions to have several totem poles about the vicinity of the house. The source of these instructions was still a mystery to him, but he did not worry greatly over that lack of knowledge. However, the command was unambiguous as to the manner that the totem should be carved and placed: It would need to be in the form of a panther, with its right paw raised and pointing in parallel to its snout, and its jaw is to be open, fangs sharp and ready for a kill. Make four of these and have them planted at the four corners surrounding the house, each facing away from the house. They will keep guard of you and of your realm. 
 
    The concealment that was provided by the four totem poles was impressive, for he had tested it, several times over the years. Once he stepped out of the enclosure that was produced by the totem poles, and he found that the house vanished from sight. He knew that the sorcery involved had been wielding some play with light and optics, but he was astounded as to the result of it. Even the poles were not to be seen! He had thrown a rock into the sphere, and tried walking back into the fold, but his house was still hidden. He then knew that he would need to countermand the spell, which he did in apposite to the circumstances; and the house reappeared. But the rock he flung over was not where it should have landed. He never saw it, nor did he ever learn what became of it. 
 
    The only problem had been sound and smell. He had to be certain of not making any noise that would be deemed out of place in the plains outside of a jungle; in fact, the house was built at the edge of the jungle, hence it was a part of it. He laboriously had been placing rolls of fodder and hay and cow dung at the edge of the corners of his land, to give out a scent indistinguishable from that of a swamp. And for all these decades, it had worked. 
 
    Until tonight. 
 
    He gripped the wooden railings of the parapet firmly, listening. It was silent now, but he was certain that he heard a nasty, loud crack some minutes earlier, and had attributed it to one of the totem poles being wrecked. Or perhaps it was deliberated dismantled. But how could anyone have seen it? Especially… her? 
 
    His memory jogged onto the realms of pain now. The one whom he had pursued, wanted to be with. And she finally yielded, powerless to his relentless pursuit and show of deep affection and devotion. They were both very young then, barely teens. Such beauty, those ages of innocence. It is a shame one must grow old.  
 
    Over the course of time, he had left her. He knew she needed him; the timing had been most critical for her, and that whirling memory pained him more. And now she comes for me. To end it all for me… 
 
    He continued to scan the southern clear skies, the moon assisting his inner-sight. He modulated the ocular frequencies through the several dimensions that existed in this universe, where his organs could not distinguish the subtleties that were apparent. Nothing came. He directed his view to the opposite side, noted only the soughing of winds from that end. 
 
    The house will be obvious now, like the trapdoor opened for the spider therein. He is exposed to all those dimensions, and escape is not a possibility. And he found it to be a tranquil thought, for, after all, he had lived long, and most of it was in solitude. And for what? All these years of inhaling the airs of defilement, to learn that I really have amounted to nothing, to no consequence? The years have marched on… galloped on, and I have been stranded on a lone island, with all my shipmates of the scuttled ship laid bare in whatever doom that befell them. 
 
    He quickened his pace once more, then moved to sit down cross-legged on the floor of the balcony. He rested his weight on the right knee when he heard it: the shrill that comes from an object or creature of malevolence. He looked up at the earlier slant, right next to the tree where the moon seemed to scurry off to, as though itself afraid of this menacing being. 
 
    The red fireball looked like a burning coal, with the heated fumes themselves like waves dancing on the surface of a stormy ocean. It seemed to be suspended in mid-air, but he knew that it was coming right at him; the angle made it seem to be just hovering in the distance. 
 
    Then the demented cackle came, which caused him to cover his ears and turn away, prepared to run through the door ahead. He knew it would do no good, anyhow, and that she had taken this form, blazing with heat, with what must be all the adverse emotions of rage and wretchedness. And so, she laughs, finally, to have smoked me out, and comes now to butcher me! 
 
    The fireball came unhesitatingly, now just yards away from him. He felt the ensuing heat from it, and felt his corneas were beginning to melt. For the first time in years, he could detect hues that were lurid. He could spot the redness of the approaching fireball. He stretched out his arms, for he did not want to resist any longer. 
 
    Hurry, beloved. I know you’d want this embrace. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    The company modelled their sitting positions on pollinating insects: a bee or hornet seemed to fit the illustration. Two of them, Dennis and Magnus, sprawled on the grassy mound, while Limbuang, Ambiau, Rickety and Annand sat down with legs folded, though all of them were tired and mystified with the unfolding of events thus far. 
 
    For Rickety, the whole affair, with its elements of surrealism, was hitting on a note that challenged his present mental capacity and his belief system. The day had been too long, and the intermittent rain which was evident the previous morning, when the dead infant was discovered, was now making a short reappearance. So far, he estimated that the temperature was hovering between twenty-six and thirty-six degrees centigrade. 
 
    The pattern they had formed on the squishy, wet ground, reminded him of the chemical formation of benzene, which is basically a ring of six carbon atoms, each joined with a hydrogen atom. The recollection reminded him of the anecdote that told of the German chemist who discovered the ring shape of benzene: he had a vision of it, in the form of a snake biting its own tail. The depiction is called an ouroboros, and it is believed to be the symbolic representation of endlessness—like the investigative activity they have been partaking for the past four hours now… endless… 
 
    Perhaps they are waiting for me to say something. Even Limbuang and Ambiau are silent. 
 
    “Before we decide what we would like to do… need to do… let us have something to eat. Catch our breath. Daybreak will be in another four hours. And I believe we are about two miles from our camp. We need to be back before three hours have passed, to be sure.” 
 
    “Then what?” Magnus enquired. It seemed that all manner of wit and hilarity had been cast out of him. The effect was detectable in the others as well, including the shaman, who had himself claimed to have witnessed several hundred supernatural happenings in his lifetime. Sometime during their walk tonight, he hinted that they even had festivals concerning the dead and the afterlife. But the shaman was now overwrought; as to why, Rickety knew not. 
 
    “Then… we hear each other out, what we ought to do.” 
 
    “We go back to base, that’s what we ought to do!” Annand-Sri was resolute. He had been rubbing the stub where his arm had been amputated for a while now. “Do you not think that we have no idea what we are doing out here, Sir? What did we think? What did you think?” He stood up now, patting his backside clean of the grass. 
 
    “Now is the time to speak, Sir! What were we hoping to find here? The baby killer?!” Annand spread his arm and whirled about. “And look! We are out in the open, at a Godforsaken hour, hearts racing, and we are screaming about what to do! We ought to have been sleeping in our barracks, with only the Japanese to worry about!” 
 
    “Annand, I know… we all know that you are tired. We all are. And we are committed to this. We need to see it through,” Rickety tried to respond with as much reason as he could gather, stitching his voice with overtones of feeling the same way as Annand was right then: emotionally wearied. 
 
    Annand seemed to have cursed something in Hindi, then, “Well we need to go home, Sir. Home is our camp, we belong there, not here. There are strange things here. If I wanted to see strange things, I would have stayed back at my village.” It was not certain whether he meant it as a joke, but several of the others chuckled, and Magnus clapped as though delighted, and got on his feet too. 
 
    Magnus patted Annand’s shoulder heartily, producing a sound that could only be made using a cupped palm. “Plenty of time to be playing shivers with ye spine, laddie. First, let’s eat!” Magnus said.  
 
    Rickety sat and said, while pulling out the foodstuff from his backpack, “I have some papaya cubes, the last four. Also, some coconut candies and a handful of rice mixed with a batch of sardines with tomatoes. And a canteen of water, which we each have been drinking from for a while now.” Finally, he removed a flare-gun, and flung it casually away, closer to Magnus. “Just in case,” he said. 
 
    Limbuang and Ambiau went for the rice and fish, the others ate sparingly, their minds weighed down with thought. It was indeed a relief to be engaged with this investigation, for being war-driven for the past few years, and away from home for that time, with a fading recollection of the faces of loved ones, this brought forth a reprieve of what they knew would be inevitable: death in a tropical jungle for a cause now long forgotten. 
 
    The two tribesmen had been crouching while chomping away on their rationed midnight snack, having neatly tucked their sarongs around their thighs, keeping them in place by their knees. Dennis was sure that this is how the entire tribal community ate, by crouching close to the ground, though not exactly seated on it. He had observed this posture in most of the villages they had been in or through. They must have strong knees, then. 
 
    “See here, Rick,” Magnus spoke in between his chews, “I don’t know a great many things as you do; not that I hope that I ever will,” he smiled; continued, “but I do know that you don’t know what we are doing out here. Or what we ought to do now. Else you would have told us already. You are stalling, I think?” 
 
    Rickety managed to observe Limbuang tapping on Ambiau’s shoulder, requesting for the interpretation services to commence once again. Now how do I say this to them? Would they understand? “Yes, I am not sure what I was thinking, to get out here, defying company command. In fact, we have all gone AWOL. I just needed to be out of the place, I reckon. I never left for any recon missions like you guys—it has been sixty-two days since I stepped out of the camp. Sixty-two.” Rickety reinforced that fact, hoping for it to sink into their mental stream. 
 
    “And what, Sir? You thought we could be your chaperone?” Annand’s eyes were cast wide and dark again. He was beyond all forms of reason now, with the hour being just after midnight. He then asked, “What was that ball of fire?” 
 
    “Likely a shell from a field artillery, lad. Those Japs are increasing their training routines, possibly a new batch of cons had been shipped in,” Magnus said, continued his munching, motioned for Rickety to hand him the water canteen. 
 
    “Yes, I was thinking that that could be it, too,” Dennis said. “We always saw the bombardment of shells and such in the daytime. Who knew that it looked that way in the dark? It looked eerie, I’d grant you that. But it was a first for all of us, and none could say otherwise, I imagine.” 
 
    “But how far away would the crew handling it be? We saw it like, what? A thousand feet above the ground? It looked like a soccer ball,” Annand mused, unsure of the theory being put forth and studied. “And why are we not concerned that they might ambush us out here?” He thought for a moment, then asked, “In fact, Sir, they could be going back to the aircraft right now. We all know that it only just crashed, either yesterday or this morning. No-one heard or saw it from our camp, though…” Annand stopped short, acknowledging that there was a gap in his narrative. “Why didn’t we hear the plane crash, though?” 
 
    “The rain, man! There was thunder and all. Maybe it coincided? We heard the thunder, not what we should have been listening for,” Magnus said. Dennis and Rickety locked eyes then, each knew that the other was considering Annand’s queries, and could not find anything that resembled a reasonable reply. 
 
    “Why didn’t we hear it…?” Rickety asked himself, made a fist with his right and placed the thumb on the centre of the two front teeth of the lower jaw. “We need to have this reported back to base ASAP,” he said while looking squarely at Annand. “You’d head back, Annand. Take Dennis along. Report to the CO that there might be a crash retrieval unit en route to the site, and the relays we have been receiving of the flight path of the Japs’ planes are false and not reliable. Suggest to him that we need to recoup our forces to the upper sectors of Borneo, using AM channels only.” 
 
    “Uh-uh! No way, Chief! I wanna see this to the end,” Dennis retaliated. 
 
    “I’d go, gladly, Sir. The markers we have set out will help, of course. But what of you lot? What will you do?” 
 
    They all looked at Rickety. Doubt and uncertainty still lingered on his countenance, and their spirits fell as he said, “Perhaps we should all go back.” Magnus was shaking his head, reproaching the opinion. This one day off the base, should never end this way. He would rather be killed himself in a smashing, exalting style. Like how the Japanese do it, with a sword and a bowl and some Japanese gubbins… 
 
    “It is almost done, the task you must do, Richard,” Ambiau said. Limbuang was murmuring some dictations to him still. “You will uncover the person responsible for the baby. But you would need to be strong. You will shun what you have sought.” 
 
    “Is that right, shorts?” Magnus began his teasing again; the meal seemed to have nourished him well enough for it. Rickety said, “Let them speak, Maggie. It is a plain that they are well-versed in. Let them indulge in their superstitions.” 
 
    “No superstition, Richard. This is truth,” Ambiau said. Limbuang made a stern sign toward the soldiers. “Naun epat, mi-hewuk murun apuy, kala’awe belum am’aw?” He asked, maintaining the dour look. Ambiau translated for them: You four have breathed in the fire of evil, how can you live beyond this? 
 
    Magnus opened his mouth to speak, but was held off by Ambiau, who continued, “What you saw is no weapon, but a being. A creature that moves in the dark. Limbuang had seen it just once before this, and that too was but for a moment. My friends, it was a woman, in the form of a spirit. Limbuang says that it was she who was at your camp yesterday. 
 
    “I recall stories told by my grandmother, of restless spirits, taking the form of a woman, and living amongst trees, hiding in them. During daytime, they take refuge in the hollow tree chambers that were initially made by animals and birds, such as the hornbill and the giant civet. They are anxious beings, keen on living; they do not completely acknowledge the fact that they are dead. Not entirely, because they are torn in their thoughts, and that causes them most despair, for they like the fact that they can draw into them a great power from the netherworld. Evil energies, that is. 
 
     “And she has seen you. All of you,” Ambiau whirled about, facing each of them. “We have figured that they have a pull toward death, and the more odious and unsavoury the shape of death, the more drawn they are. For instance, soldiers dying in battle, gunshot and all.” He stopped talking then, as he became aware that this was a topic that makes soldiers uneasy. Better to not think about it. 
 
    Ambiau’s thought picked up on another element of the subject, and he excitedly added, “And that was the Kuyang, in a spectral form. She moves that way, for it is faster and she has her energies guarded within the flames. At other times, when not asleep in her tree, she recasts into a half-bodied woman, and looks disfigured, to instil maximum fear.” 
 
    “Hah! What overactive minds you tribes have! Asleep in trees, indeed!” Magnus was bursting with laughter. “This makes for good story around a camp-fire, men!” Dennis appreciated the refreshing change from the night’s gloominess, with his mind fixed now on the talk of death that soldiers would have to finally face. I am afraid of it! And I hate this place, and this war! When will all this end? 
 
    “Look, guys. I just want to know who killed the baby, and why. Why they did it that way, which is blasphemous in the eyes of God. I do not care for ghosts or spirits or trees. There has been a very real murder, which we all know to be true. It is tangible!” Rickety scoffed, his eyes hard. “We may very well die in war, gentlemen. But no infant, toddler or child should die in such a conflict amongst men, much less by being stabbed many times over by an adult! Or adults!” 
 
    “Stabbed…?” Dennis was aghast, obviously not privy to the details. 
 
    “Yes, Dennis! Yes! Stabbed with a knife; a kitchen knife by the looks of it. Four times, no less.” The rage within him was reaching a tipping point. He knew that he should not be raising his voice to such a volume here in the jungle. But this was an outlet, and especially in the past year of the war, outlets were hard to come by, and one makes full use of it regardless of whence it came. 
 
    Magnus and Annand looked down at the glistening grass dotted with pebbles. The moon was still visible, with its cool white light grazing the greens of the field where they sat. Well, Annand may have his reasons, all of them valid too, specifically that of his handicap. What can I say for myself? Nothing that I’d fancy either. 
 
    “Guess what we really wanna know, Rick, is why do you care so much about this one child? Several hundreds of thousands would have been killed in the war by now, don’t you think? Who mourns for them? I do not think you will, either, to be frank,” Magnus reasoned. 
 
    “I can understand the alarm and disgust people may feel upon seeing a variety of deformities on a baby. Especially the orange-red eyes and scaly skin; almost fish-like. I would have jumped at that sight too,” Rickety proceeded with this reasoning, “But I would never kill a baby. A child of God? Innocence? Where have all these thoughts and emotions gone to? 
 
    “Forget about the fucking flame of a ball, whatever that thing is! Do you not see what I am driving at? I want to put the baby’s soul to rest. End of story! I need to find out who ended its life!” 
 
    An uneasy silence followed, with a light wind blowing through them. So, what shall we do?  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    They looked about themselves at the meadow-like grass surrounding the front yard of the dilapidated house. The quirky scent was overpowering, but Dennis knew what it was and immediately reported it to the company: horse manure. They then discovered some traces of hay and some ropes irregularly placed around the circumference of the house. 
 
    Rickety was aware that it was about two hours before dawn—he had spent a great deal attending to the wounded in his miserable infirmary at Camp 12, and most of his work was carried out in these godforsaken hours before sunrise. It takes a while for another to carry the wounded on their shoulders, ya know? A young private had once tried to offer consolation as to his growing insomnia due to this situation. 
 
    They decided to have Ambiau and Limbuang await at the spot where they dropped the final marker, just several yards away from the outer gate of the house. Whether or not this was the destination where all mysteries surrounding the dead infant would be unravelled, they knew not. In fact, they did not have an inkling of what was in the house, whether it was or had been occupied, or if the place was riddled with mines or explosives. They also wondered if their quest had passed onto the threshold of lunacy (for the moon was out shining merrily tonight, sharing their adventure). But they decided that they should inspect the outer regions of the house before stepping into it, and they also agreed that they should all go in through the front and not the back, all of them together. 
 
    As a preliminary task for their exigent operation, Annand was sent to scout the gardens for mines. He began behaving like an alert mink, or a fox, carefully scanning the scene within his view, crosschecking it with signs of recent meddling. He was proficient in the art of detection; he had been carrying out such tasks for the forces for the good part of almost two years now and was one of the last few minesweepers alive and in active duty. He started at the outermost part of the garden, and then moved inward towards the lone building in the centre. It seemed that he would reduce the radius of his scrutiny to a few feet within a minute, and this scheme proved to be time-effective. Annand gave a nod to Rickety now, satisfied that the plot of land they were stepping on was clear of mines. 
 
    Now, we would need to examine the house itself. 
 
    Rickety gave instructions, as mutely as he could manage to the team who had been eyeing him keenly, that they would storm into the house through the front entrance, but stop two metres in from the door, as they would need to ascertain several aspects of the situation simultaneously, such as the robustness of the floor of the house and the possible presence of occupants. Dennis would be the one to kick open the door, being the most able amongst them. 
 
    They walked carefully onto the wooden porch which was partly covered in darkness; the other was cast with the bright white moonlight. This sketched a sort of paradox, one which they all received warmly, for the day had been, for the most part, laced with events and outcomes that were diabolical. The feature of a hallowed natural lighting in the locale of strangeness gave forth a tinge of hope that all would be well in the end. If there is an end to all of this... 
 
    Rickety placed his hand on Dennis’s shoulder, guided him into position in front of him, barely a foot away. It astonished him, the level of silence that they maintained, or had been able to maintain, due to the many months of carrying out patrols and reconnaissance exercises (both daytime and nocturnal) with the invisible Japanese forces zigzagging through the island. It felt as though Dennis glided several inches from the ground, and this made Rickety’s stomach twirl. Once everyone’s bearings were recovered, Rickety tapped on Dennis’s shoulder twice: Do it. 
 
    Magnus found it amusing when Dennis started mouthing the Hail Mary prayers as he stood in front of the door, holding his revolver with his right hand and gripping his belt buckle with his left. As soon as the prayer was done, Dennis promptly gave a hard kick to the door with all his might, a couple of inches from the handle, and the door gave way rather easily with a loud crack. All that Rickety could see from behind Dennis was the darkness within the place. The place which we must now step into. The stench of manure was overpowering now. 
 
    The first few seconds of observing a scene through vision-based perception could mean the difference between life and death, especially for combat personnel engaged in a battle. But the sense of sight, and the organs relating to such a sense, would need to be trained persistently and under varied conditions. In medical school, Rickety had been taught that human eyes would need just under an hour to be perceptive in the darkness, provided that the level of luminosity is not altered in that period.  
 
    But here, now, data collection of the surroundings would need to be quick, and the decision-making process to be carried out as a group—as any one, or all, of them, could be affected unpropitiously by a lack of action. There is a nuance between thinking and acting, and during combat trainings, Rickety had been practising on making prompt decisions through several scenarios—for instance, whether to leave another in the battlefield who is under trauma and is likely to slow the unit down, or how much water from your canteen you need to consume if you are to make a crossing over a desert terrain on foot before collapsing due to heat exhaustion. Or when do you give up and succumb to a fate you know is shaped to end it all for you? 
 
    Summoning all manner of mindful attention, they inspected every angle within the house. From the outset, it seemed that it was an empty hall, though it was spacious and there were outlines of picture frames on every wall that they could see. The flooring was of wooden panels tightly fitted so that the gaps between them were minimal. 
 
    “What do you see, Dennis?” Rickety asked. 
 
    Dennis looked at him out of the corner of his left eye, shook his head. “Same thing as you seein’.” He glanced up at the ceiling and the door which was now semi-detached from its hinges, then, “Don’t think anyone’s living here, Rick.” 
 
    “Then how do you account for the reek of manure?” Rickety inquired, heightening his sense of caution. 
 
    “Aye, lad. There’s someone here. I feel it, sure o’ it,” Magnus said. 
 
    “Sshhh…” Annand-Sri hissed at them presently, commanding them to be still, though he did not turn to see them. Instead, he seemed to have his sight fixed on something. It was a matter of verity that amongst all of them here, Annand was the most nervous and he had been so all along, Rickety noted. But he continued his transfixed gaze, and as the others steadied themselves, Annand slowly lifted his arm, and pointed to a spot within. “There.” 
 
    All of them studied the locus that Annand set out, but they couldn’t make out much. There seemed to be nothing of interest, except for the picture frames, and dust, and dried, crusty paint curling away from the wall. They remained silent, waited for Annand’s fretfulness to dissolve to its usual normalcy. But he did not seem to budge, as he again whispered to them, “There…” 
 
    “Well, lad, we know that you found the Jap’s flag in the dark and all, your eyesight ain’t in doubt. But there ain’t nothin’—” Magnus stopped talking as he caught sight of what seemed to be a flapping wing. The wing was now out of sight, possibly folded onto the body of its owner. “Did you—”  
 
    “Yes, Maggie, I saw it too.” Rickety acknowledged the baffling sight of a wing, black and ghastly as the depths of Hell itself. He nudged forward several inches toward Annand, then, “What do you make of it?” 
 
    “Looks like a bird, sir. I see a crest too; seems to be a hornbill.” Annand became calmer. 
 
    “You sure?” Dennis asked. 
 
    “Yes. Seems to have a liking for a nest within the house, which provides it with the necessary shelter for its little flock. Yes, a hornbill. I see it clearer now.” 
 
    Then the queerest thing happened: Magnus began to relax, his laborious breathing now fainter, his shoulders and arms dropped down. Several seconds later, he casually fell onto the ground. The wooden floor gave out a creak. What little edge they had in terms of concealment was now lost.


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWELVE 
 
      
 
      
 
    Limbuang had been sitting in silent contemplation since the departure of the Australian soldiers. He took in the view of the landscape, and that of Ambiau’s position, just several feet away, before shutting his eyes and stepping into a state of trance. And since Limbuang was a sinistral, he snapped his fingers of his left hand thrice, in the customary practice of invoking the spirits of the trees. They would assist in creating a quasi-illuminated picture of the jungle; of any movements that are beyond the capture of human awareness. 
 
    However, there is a debt to be paid, if I were to do this. And I am prepared for it, anyhow. 
 
    Limbuang let his inner-sight take charge now, let it flit in whichever direction that the spirits pointed to. The view was through the eyes of a proboscis monkey, which the locals call Orang Belanda, ‘the Dutchman’, as they believe that the Dutch resemble this creature, with their huge noses and large bellies. The spirits had decided to grant Limbuang this view, for this animal had been loitering about the high branches at this time and was the only one seemingly active. The proboscis, however, sees the world in black-and-white and upside-down. Thus, Limbuang had to compensate for the differences, making estimates to the front and angular distances. 
 
    However, he could not command the animal—it would have been advantageous to have been able to direct it to a place and gradient of his choosing, but this was the limitation of the trance. Even this feat was beyond those of his contemporaries, and they would kill him without hesitation to learn this craft had they known that he was able to do it. 
 
    In the glory days, just after the great civil war amongst the tribal units in Borneo, his name had been imputed to that of a legend, for his flair for divination and the curing of the sick had been distinguished. Limbuang, the Tiger-Head, they used to call him - the actual term, in the language of the Dayaks, was Limbuang Si-Haramaung. 
 
    This reference to a tiger was a dual compliment, however. The tiger is a solitary animal and it protects its territory fiercely and without restraint. The other part comes from the canard of whether there are tigers in the island of Borneo. There are many in the neighbouring islands, however—such as Sumatra and Malaya. But very few have ever claimed to have seen one in Borneo, and the accounts that they do exist have become folklores in themselves, with the tigers coming and going either in the form of wisps of smoke, or as a woman in white linen floating about the woods. 
 
    However, what made the mark on Limbuang being acclaimed as the most adroit of shamans was that of his brandishing a blade which he had crafted himself—a mandau, which is a traditional weapon used by the Dayak Ngaju people. Every tribal leader, at some point in his life, would have gone hunting for a prize. And whatever animal they encountered during the hunt – a wild boar, a crocodile, a python or a clouded leopard – would need to be killed, and a part of it would be used as an ornament on the mandau. This hunt was mostly carried out when the wife of the warrior was pregnant with their firstborn. Limbuang had decorated his blade with a couple of five-inch-long fangs of a tiger tied to the blade with rope. 
 
    There were stirrings in front of him. He was aware that he was looking through the eyes of the proboscis, and that it had become conscious of a movement on the ground. Someone walking. Not in complete control of their movement, by the looks of it, for the person’s walk was wobbly and incoherent. A short pause, then darting forward several feet. Pause. Walk. The proboscis had its vision locked onto this peculiar character, knowing that it is safe up in the trees. 
 
    By the looks of it, Limbuang perceived it to be another soldier—he could be seen to be in a khaki-type jacket and pants. The colourless view made it difficult to describe the features of the person itself. Whether friend or foe, he could not be certain. He would need more information to arrive at that answer, and then decide what he would need to do about this. 
 
    The view then changed to a position up in the trees, to a branch in the neighbouring tree. Limbuang cursed in his mind, as he had no control over where the animal chose to look. He would rather observe the soldier stumbling over the jungle floor. But then a counter-argument entered his thoughts: that animals, particularly those as instinctive as this proboscis, would be in constant detection of activities and of shifting around them, and would then allocate their senses to the danger that is most critical. In this case, the proboscis’s decision to cast its view onto the branches close by indicated that there was a more apparent peril there. 
 
    Limbuang waited. For several seconds, the view was that of the leaves and seed-like pods. Nothing out of the ordinary. A whole minute passed. Sight was the only sense that he could latch on to. Perhaps there is a sound? Or maybe a puzzling smell that the ape had picked up? 
 
    A shadow staggered out of the darkness just behind the first batch of leaves. How it had stayed hidden so perfectly right in front of him, though it was monochromic in aspect, he could not begin to determine. What was visible now was just the head and part of its neck, whatever the thing was. There seemed to be evidence of black, furry underbelly. Limbuang was shocked to grasp the fact that the being had about three-fourths of its body hidden behind the foliage. He was unsure of what it was, or how such a large being could have gathered itself way up in the tree undetected. The being looked right at the proboscis, then down at the clumsy soldier, eyeing him keenly. Limbuang noticed that it had wings like a bat, and the left arm was extended far outward at the length of the tree branch it was resting on. 
 
    Limbuang felt the nexus between himself and the proboscis beginning to lose its momentum. He was experiencing bursts of the ocular sight through the proboscis and moments of darkness, which he attributed to his own sight through closed eyes. These fluctuations had never happened before, and he was unprepared for them. How do I overcome this? Beloved father! Help me! Fight this evil that is before me! 
 
    The being seemed to have heard him, for it turned its head slowly toward the proboscis, to peer at it again. Limbuang saw that its eyes were aglow now. And it brought out its arm in a sudden motion toward its eye, rubbing it in the corners. The proboscis took the brunt of it and jumped off the branch; it seemed that it was hastily climbing upward along boughs and trunks and jumping through thickets. The view was jerky, and the paroxysm made Limbuang come out of his trance, and he found had been damped with sweat around his forehead and armpits.  
 
    He got up to his feet, with Ambiau looking at him earnestly—he knew that Limbuang had seen something through his sight, and he wanted in on the knowledge. Limbuang sighed as he wiped the sweat off his forehead and eyebrows. He gripped his neck then, and began kneading it, recognising that his skin had turned wizened over the course of years under the sun. Ambiau said presently, “Apang, jampat. Sadingen amat.” Father, quickly now. It is very cold. 
 
    Limbuang looked at him, and he felt his age amassing on his shoulders; he was too old for this sort of trial. “Tutu. Aku nak manahaseng. Aku jia… taluh papa himba.” True. I would need to breathe. I am not… this jungle is evil. 
 
    “Why? What have you seen?” 
 
    “I saw a figure, up in the trees. It was awaiting something to happen. Or for someone to come. I do not know. This is all new, there is no proper trail from one point to another. Everything seems to be happening at random. There is no flow, there seems to be no direction for us to go in. There is the limit of such vision. Even my sense of vaticination is under review now, Ambiau. I feel that I have fallen several rungs down the ladder now. I do not know what will happen. And I am afraid. I admit it, though, I am afraid.” 
 
    “You speak the strangest things tonight. It is one thing to hear such incertitude from the fellow soldiers we’ve been accompanying. But to hear that from you… If you are to say that you are afraid, then shouldn’t the rest of us feel such fear as a hundred times that of yours? Learned Father, what are you saying? Is there darkness in the future?” 
 
    “Darkness, and death. And not just one, but several. And not just for a few days, but I fear that it will span several long months. Even years. For as long as the war continues, this entity – the one that I briefly glimpsed – will survive. And it will hunt. Oh yes, it will feed! It has to feed.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “It is a strong one, this malevolent being. She is corrupted to the core. Yes, it is a woman. Or rather, this entity was once a woman, and the essence of that gender-related energy has remained. For the most part, over the course of my being a shaman, I have experienced – and recorded several instances of this – that a woman carries some supplemental energy pattern that is different from that of a man. And I have found that it is due to her ability to be pregnant and give birth to a child. The physiological aspects of that has introduced several additional energy vibrations. And she has access to an extra dimension that men simply cannot enter. In fact, men do not even know that there is an additional realm.” 
 
    “All right… but what does it mean? Why are you telling me this?” 
 
    Limbuang sighed again, rubbed his upper lip with his thumb. Then, “Because… this dimension is a reservoir of pure energy. Nothing else is available in it but energy. That is what is channelled to a womb carrying a child—it is necessary to stream it to a newly-created body carrying a life. It is an energy of purity, without pollution of any human desires.” 
 
    “I see. All right—”  
 
    “So, a woman has access to such a pool of energy. And that energy is good; it is maternal and pure. But imagine, if one could turn it another way. If a woman is nothing but evil within, how would such energy take shape? And another point you would have to note here, Ambiau, is that the woman would need to be pregnant to have access to that reservoir. A spark of another life within a body is what triggers the door to that reservoir to be swung open. So, do you see?” 
 
    Ambiau had a look of distress as he took in the words. A pregnant woman, the child’s presence in her creating a doorway for her to access some special energy, and a malicious being will harness that energy for evil use… 
 
    “Okay. I understand that. Is that what you saw? A woman? Where was she?” 
 
    Limbuang hesitated briefly. Better to tell him the estimation of the distance than the glaring fact of how much it is bothering me. “I believe that the being was about a mile from where we are now. But it seems to be at the other end of the village you were at. There was something about her that felt oddly familiar, though…”  
 
    He tried to recall the sight through the proboscis’s eyes, the inverted and monochromic image. He found it utterly taxing to make sense of such an image, to disregard irrelevant data, and zoom in on the pertinent. The apposite observations would be required to make a sound judgement about what he saw. Or what he thought he saw. 
 
    “I saw… I am not certain, though. It was all blurry and it happened quickly. The ape ran off when it got startled, so I am not sure.” 
 
    “Yes, but, what did you see?” 
 
    Limbuang exhaled noisily, and he knew that what he was about to utter had some truth to it. In fact, he was not willing to accept it just yet. But he said it anyway.  
 
    “I think it was my mother. I saw her ring on her finger when she stuck her hand out.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
     “Come on, man! It takes about eleven pounds of pressure to collapse a grown man’s windpipe! Three times that if you wanted to crush it completely! There is no way in hell that Maggie’s windpipe collapsed on its own. No way!” Rickety was fuming at Annand’s notion that Magnus might have had a condition of soft tissues in his throat and trachea, which was what that had caused his breathing channels to have collapsed inward. Though Rickety was also sure that Magnus collapsed due to breathing complications, he could not tell for certain the cause of it. 
 
    A quick physical assessment showed a most remarkable thing: there was evidence of Magnus being choked, almost like a forceful strangulation, with the symptomatic bruising around the neck. Though there was not much light, Rickety could also make out signs of petechiae, corresponding to physical trauma on the external tissues. He was, however, appalled at the speed with which that symptom had presented itself. This was another unknown that he was not prepared for, and it had changed the situation considerably. I am glad that he is alive, though… 
 
    “Look, I admit that this is a fool’s errand; we all made a mistake coming here without announcing to the CO. I take full responsibility for it, though Maggie knew of the risks out here in the jungle.” Rickety felt exhaustion in his chest and knees. “We need to get back to base; we’ll hoist him onto our shoulders. He is still breathing, though barely.” 
 
    Annand and Dennis were stretched on the ground beside Magnus, both fatigued by the heaving of him for the distance between the point of collapse to the start of the trees where they had settled. Annand was gently pressing the incomplete limb on his left, around the stub. He said softly, “Sir, we need to rest here for now. We need sunlight to navigate back to camp. Our lanterns are shot dead too; we have no light for use now. We rest?” 
 
     “What of Limbuang and Ambiau? We need to get to them. They must be at the other side of this place, right? Not too far off,” Dennis said, as he raised himself halfway up. “We did not give them a lantern, did we?” 
 
    “No. No, we didn’t. Nor would they have taken it, Dennis. These tribal folk, they prefer the use of their instincts and senses than the use of aid of any kind… Maybe that contributes to their mythical stories and folklore—they end up seeing and hearing things that are not there,” Rickety said. He sat down, stretched his legs outward and held his kneecaps. “Yes, we ought to get to them. I will go out to them; you two must stay here with Maggie. I will bring them here, and they can also help lift him back to our camp. We should move now, not around dawn. The timing’s off, guys.” 
 
    “What time do you think it is now, Chief?” Dennis inquired. 
 
    “Must be oh-three-hundred. The wind is colder now than an hour ago, and there are some insect sounds. They sense the shifts in the temperature far better than we do. They know that the sun will be out in less than two hours,” Rickety said. 
 
    “Charming creatures,” Dennis said. 
 
    “I do not care for insects or the sun, thank you very much. I would rather just get the hell out of here, back to our daily routine of combat and recon,” Annand tried to plant the idea of normalcy in them. “See what happens when we shift out of our routine.” He nudged his chin toward Magnus. “He is breathing, right? And are we okay? I mean, we are safe here?” 
 
    Rickety arched forward, placed his palm under Magnus’s nostrils. “Yes, he is. And yes, we are safe here. There’s no human presence here, besides us, and no mines. Plus, I am sure his body had quite a shock, and he’d just shut down for a bit. He’ll come to, soon.” He sat back, cross-legged now. 
 
    He thought that he might be the one who was more rested than the others, thanks to the nap he’d managed to get. Consequently, his mind was not in a tormented state, so he was still able to make sound decisions. Well, better than these guys, at least. They are spooked, and tired, and most likely faint from hunger. And then there’s our enemies… around the jungle, possibly running patrols even now… 
 
    Rickety chewed on what Annand had just said—on the idea of heading back to Camp-12 and back to their customary life of soldiers. There was some solace in that, he admitted. Dealing with a known devil is far better than an unknown angel. Devil… Who’s to say what is out there in this part of the world? They say that these rainforests are one of the oldest places on the planet. Trees and plants were here earlier than mobile organisms, so they would have thrived here far longer than animals have. Thrived, and survived… survived amongst unknown Devils… 
 
    He shook his head to cast away these thoughts. I need to drive some optimism into these guys… They’re shot, ambulant at best. I would need to draw them away from the insidious state we are in, and once we have our spirits up, we will head back. And then there is Magnus… with his mysterious strangulation… 
 
    “Amazing mechanism, the body is. Just a little lesson here, guys. If we do make it back home from the war, and if you do start families and have children, you could share this piece of knowledge with them. Vital, vital stuff.” It was one of the rare moments in wartime when you could tutor a team, or even a person, especially soldiers. Rickety was fond of such moments, as they rarely make an appearance. 
 
    “The human body,” he began his tutelage, “uses ploys and other mechanisms to make sure you continue to live. In Magnus’s case, when there was no way for oxygen to come through, the body induced a faint, so that he will collapse on to the ground and lie horizontal, closer to ground level. This will increase the chances of him breathing. In most instances of external events such as a fire in the building, the body, particularly the nose and mouth, are away from the rising fumes, and would now be able to breathe in the air which is closer to the ground. Amazing, eh?” 
 
    “Pretty impressive, Sir. You ought to say that to the CO,” Annand said, and they all burst out laughing. It was a good thing too, albeit they might be a bit too loud for the jungle, but Rickety thought that he’d achieved his objective. 
 
    “All right, guys,” Rickety said, “we’ll leave another marker here at the frontier of the house we were at. We get the two tribesmen, head back to camp, and I will report to the CO’s office as soon as I have checked on Magnus at the infirmary. There’s some neck restraints there and vitamin supplements that’ll be helpful.” He paused, then added, “I do not suppose that we’ll be allowed out of the camp anymore. This’ll be our last stint out of there. Until the war is over, that is.” 
 
    Dennis gave a snort to that remark. “Well, I am not sure why you’re upset about that, Chief.” Annand was silent; seemed to be in a semi-wakeful state. 
 
    “Do you suppose that… that, as in today, so much could happen in a day?” Rickety asked. 
 
    “How do you mean?” Dennis asked. Annand’s eyes were open just slit-wide, and he was seemingly attentive to the question posed. 
 
    “Well. About twenty-four hours ago, I was going through the list of shipments from the Royal Navy’s depot off the island of Nicobar, of medicines and drugs and band-aids, and I thought that that was the most onerous task that medical personnel could undertake in war. Maybe it still is, to carefully establish that enough medicinal supplies are available. But then this comes along…” 
 
    “It might be an acute observation on your part, Chief. I’d say that you are just talking silly cos you ain’t gonna admit the consequences we’ll face. That you’ll face more than us, anyhow. Maggie could have died. Any of us could have died, Rick.” Dennis looked so solemn that one would suspect he’d be running for a seat in parliament back home. Rickety glared at him, sensing the undercurrents of a portentous nature. If there was one who would to rat out on him to his superiors, for the inexcusable act of going AWOL; including the act of carrying firearms and other registered ordnance which are the property of the Royal Australian Armed Forces, it would be Dennis. 
 
    “Well, Sir,” Annand rested his right elbow on the ground, lifting himself up, “a lot could happen in a day. We may be born, some may die. We may get married, have children. And we may lose it all in a day. Sounds philosophical, I know. But I do know what you’re saying.” Annand met Rickety’s gaze, comforting him with a sense of comprehension as to questions that we all eventually face in life. The question of whether life itself is worth living. “But we ought to leave here. I hope, Sir, that you’d be kind enough to get Limbuang and the young fellow as soon as you could, please.” 
 
    “But I would like to know, Rick. What really happened to Maggie here? Why did he collapse?” 
 
    “I don’t know, goddammit! I don’t have a clue. I reckon that none of us touched him when we were at the house, did we? No, no… maybe it was poison—” 
 
    Rickety realised that the last part was not necessary, that it could play itself out against him; he also knew that he really didn’t know where they were headed off to, nor how to get home. He knew they needed the assistance of the local tribespeople, which is something that the army views as a collateral asset, and that they could be walking into a trap orchestrated by the Japanese with the help of the very same locals. Too many unknowns. 
 
    He left the others after he checked Magnus’s pulse; once on his wrist and another time at the jugular (careful as to not cause further damage to the tissue structure there). He gathered his backpack, handed over the screwdriver he had procured from the shed to Dennis, who nodded when accepting it. After glancing over the landscape and gathering his bearings, he headed off to where the next marker from their present location was. 
 
    Rickety walked silently, cautious where he stepped. He pursued the markers, upon which their very life and limb depended. He found one, then the next, and another. He saw a line of trees and brambles, and the occasional puddles of muddy water; all of them familiar. And he relaxed, knowing that he was on the right path out toward the direction of the village, Kimolohing. He knew that he was pointed southwards. The crash site of the Japanese plane must be just ahead, then. 
 
    He heard some brushing of leaves on the floor, just several yards ahead. The path was dark, and he estimated that he should be around the spot where the shaman and his kin were. But it could be the Japs—perhaps they are tracking the fallen craft? He slowed his pace, smelt the air for traces of burning gasoline.  
 
    He heard another bout of crackling in front of him, expressed inner annoyance that he had given away the screwdriver to Dennis. He still had his revolver, though. But to use it in the jungle would mean that the enemy will know that there is a patrol out here. He needed the use of stealth— thus, the screwdriver. But it was no use fussing about it, if he had to use extreme force with his weapon, he was prepared to do so. He was studying the path ahead when a familiar voice broke out from the darkness. 
 
    “Hello Richard. Where are the others?” Ambiau asked. Damn… this is the second time tonight a tribesman had me startled! 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    Brigadier Francois Kirk-Rhine, Company Commander of the North Borneo Land, Air & Sea Regiment of the Royal Australian Armed Forces, found the patrol unit’s lieutenant at the mess hall, rummaging through some biscuits to have dunked into his weak coffee. The lieutenant was a sight of such sorrow and blight that the brigadier was quite taken aback. 
 
    Francois looked about the entire hall as he stepped in through the only entrance and exit of the place and observed that the floor showed traces of rain—muddy footprints about the somewhat miry floor, and in every few yards, cakes of soil were evident, duly dropped off by the stamping of army-issued steel-capped boots. Having surveyed the space, he sprang onwards to the seat right opposite the lieutenant, who looked up as he approached. The others in the room seemed to be fraught at the presence of the superior officer, and they were shifting about in their seats. 
 
    “Sir!” the soldier stood to attention. He had his gaze fixed on the insignia on the shoulders of his superior – with a crown and three pips, together with the word ‘Australia’ below them. He also noted the gorget patches on the collars. This is a man to tread carefully with, the lieutenant thought. 
 
    “At ease, son. Quite a morning, huh?” the commander asked, as he seated himself. 
 
    “Yes, Sir. Quite a morning.” The youth sat down, with his hands immediately grasping onto the cup holding the coffee. “And chilly, Sir. Unusually so.” 
 
    “Yes, yes. Quite right.” Francois looked about the table, glancing at its edges. He then said, “What is your name, son?” 
 
    “Second-Lieutenant Giles Pearson, Sir. Just got off the boat off Changi. Was earmarked to join ‘E-Force’, Sir, but I guess I’ve been re-assigned to here instead.” 
 
    “I see. Enjoying it here?” 
 
    “Enjoy, Sir? Hardly! I am glad to experience some action, though. It is unlike the previous stationing that I held, with some of my pals being thrown into the prison at Changi,” he said, and a shot of dismay overcame him. “But I am glad to be here, Sir.” 
 
    He is trying to impress me, Francois thought. Very well. “I am glad too, son.” He beamed at the young Giles. “Now, tell me. How came you to the Japanese deciphering machine?” 
 
    “Purely by accident, Sir, I assure you,” Giles started, leaning forward. “I do not care for the way the rumour is playing out! And I find it odd that they think that I am spying for the Japs, Sir. Quite preposterous!” 
 
    “Well, leave that to me. I will be sure that the word gets suppressed as quickly as possible. HQ will not get a wind of it from my camp.” There! I said, ‘from my camp’, which implies that HQ might hear of young Giles here, but it might be from another place. Just might… 
 
    “Thank you for that, Sir. Appreciate it greatly.” 
 
    “Still feeling cold, son?” Francois asked as he glanced at Giles’s hands. 
 
    “Yes, Sir. A bit.” 
 
    “Go on, then. How did you manage to discover the deciphering machine?” 
 
    The lieutenant wet his lips with his tongue, as though indicating that he was about to narrate Homer’s Odyssey from the first word to the last. “Well… We got our stations when the PL (Platoon Leader) broke ranks of the gunners. At twenty-three hundred, we were placed at our stations for the night, and left with the usual instructions of patrolling a radius of a mile. Nothing out of the ordinary, Sir. Was quite routine, up until oh-two-thirty, thereabouts.” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “I was returning from my one-mile marker, stopped about midway, finished my packet of ANZACs. There was a slight drizzle. Again, nothing out of the ordinary. So, then I finished my meal… yes, Sir, I was sure to remove all evidence of my being there, put it all into the bags provided. As I was tightening the laces of my boots, I heard… well, what I thought it was at the time, the wailing of a woman. Not so far off from where I was.” 
 
    “Wailing of a woman?” 
 
    “Yes, Sir.” 
 
    “Out there in the jungle? With no lights or a machete to work through the thickets?” 
 
    “That’s what I thought, Sir. I had the very same question running in my head. How could someone be out here – a woman, on top of that – without the aid of such tools, or a guide? Then I thought, well maybe she’s here as part of a larger group, a Japanese recon party. Though whether they have female recruits, I could not fathom. I know Sir, there is no question about that; it is not possible. But that was how my mind was running at the time, with such questions.” 
 
    “Okay. Go on, then.” Francois planted his right elbow onto his lap and cupped his mouth. I should talk less and listen more… 
 
    “So, then I pulled out my rifle, cocked it. I was sure glad that by that time, my sights were well-tuned to the surroundings. I could make out the trees and such, so I knew that I could easily spot a Jap. So, I was on the alert, looked about the direction from where the feminine sounds came. I dared not move, Sir. Who knew whether I was about to be caught in an ambush. I stood still.” Giles appeared to have been awaiting an acknowledgment from the commander, which came in the form of an impatient wave of his hand—Go on… 
 
    “I stood at the spot for a good five minutes. The wailing, Sir, came only once. But it was clearly carried through the air, and I knew for a fact that I heard it. No Sir, I was not imagining it—if I was, I would have imagined the sound of a male soldier instead. I am sure it was a woman.” 
 
    “Son, stop belabouring the subject of the woman. Tell me, from that moment, how did you discover the deciphering machine?” Damn it, man! 
 
    “Yes, Sir! Am sorry, Sir! I guess that I am still shaken up by that sound in the jungle, Sir.” Giles looked apologetic, which came rather naturally to him. He should enrol in a drama school after the war… 
 
    “After a bit, I decided that I could not stay put. I had to move out, and at least to investigate what the sound was, or who it was out there. So, I walked to where I thought the sound came from, and there was no one there. Oddly, though, Sir… there were some footprints. The ground was moist from the rain, you see…” 
 
    “Footprints? You gathered if they were a woman’s or a man’s?” 
 
    Giles was mute, and diffidence was seen to be mounting on his expression. “Sir… I guess this is why the rumours started… No one believed me when I said it. Hell, I didn’t believe it when I was out there, seeing it with my own eyes…” Another pause, then, “Sir, it was the footprints of an animal.” 
 
    “An animal?” Francois was beginning to enter a fit of pique. “What do you mean, an animal?” 
 
    “It seemed to be footprints of a small animal. It looked like miniature V’s, like the letter,” he brought out his fingers, presenting them in the universal sign for peace. “Like so, Sir. Only smaller, much smaller, like half-an-inch each.” 
 
    “Okay… and?” 
 
    “And it seemed to have walked – or rather, hopped – for several feet, then it kind of… disappeared.” 
 
    “Disappeared? You couldn’t find any more traces of those prints?” 
 
    “No, Sir. I inspected the ground thoroughly but couldn’t see them anywhere beyond that point.” 
 
    “Hmm…” Francois was contemplating the report. 
 
    “Oh, and another thing, Sir! I think that the animal had claws, like a crab? You know, at a distance from its body? Why do I think that? Because, there appears to be slight depressions on the ground diagonally away from the footprints, Sir. On either side of them. And they seemed to be at equal distances from the footprints. So, I was thinking that it could be a crab. Possibly a land crab, living in the mud?” 
 
    “Yes. You might be right, son. A mud crab…” 
 
    “I know, Sir. I know!” 
 
    Francois placed his palm around his mouth again, eyes fixed on Giles’s. 
 
    “Right. Sir, just next to this set of prints… about ten feet or so, was the deciphering device. Just barely hidden, off in the thickets. Seemed to have some smoke coming off it, and the metal plating around it was warm when I touched it. I guessed that it would have been dropped off a plane. I told my PL that too, Sir.” 
 
    “The machine was just there?” 
 
    “Yes, Sir.” 
 
    “Right around the place where you saw the footprints?” 
 
    “Yes, Sir.” Giles was adding nods to his statement, as though that would add credibility. 
 
    “Will you be able to show me where it was, if we were to go out there again? No, not now, son. The coming night. We need the cover of darkness for this one.” 
 
     Francois and Giles locked eyes for a brief second. Giles was wondering if the Commander believed him. There are gaps to the story, I see it myself. But that’s what happened. And why would I lie about such a thing? Why did I bring the machine here? Would have been better to just leave it there, Goddammit! 
 
    “Seems persuasive,” Francois said. He checked his watch, noted that it was almost time to send in his daily report to HQ, and calculated that it would take about ten minutes to get to the Comms Room. He tapped his knuckles on the table as he got up, then smiled and said, “You’ve done well, son. Bringing the machine back was a good move. Very tactical; like a soldier. I will make sure HQ hears of it.” 
 
    “Why, thank you, Sir!” Giles returned the smile. Well, so long as the Commander believes my story, I am still fine… 
 
    Francois left the soldier, and then the hall. He was in a pensive mood. He needed some time alone, to crunch data and produce a decision on what he, and the rest of the Company, would need to do. Without a doubt, a decision must be made by noon. Especially since he would need to report the matter to HQ—and subsequently, to the office of Lord Mountbatten. 
 
    Of course, he hadn’t mentioned the initial findings of the team he had assembled ad hoc, which had been charged to probe the deciphering machine that had been borne in on a Japanese aircraft. The initial report of his team had read - by the looks of it, the aircraft had been forced to be downed. The deciphering machine had been removed while the aircraft was still airborne, and not when the aircraft was on the ground. Signs of abrasions, due to the rugged handling of the device, suggests this. 
 
    But that was not what had caused a pertinent uneasiness in Francois. It was the data content within the machine – particularly, a scrap of paper lodged within the printout trail, through which the printing head would etch out the data that is being deciphered. An ingenious contraption constructed by the Japanese, he thought. It is based on a concept like that of a typewriter, he repeated the statement outlined in the report. Snippets of information had been scribed on the recovered piece of paper—data such as wind speed at the flight altitude (which was apparently at twenty-nine thousand feet), the current compass direction against the direction of Mount Kinabalu, and one other piece of information which was most peculiar, and, if it had a shred of truth tied to it, could cause a catastrophe to the troops and the villages surrounding the area. The printout outlined the completion rate of an underground system of passageways, which stemmed at a staggering seventy-five percent. What could that possibly mean, he had asked the team. The response from them—Well, Sir, it looks like the Japs are building a cavity or tunnel system under the ground. Most likely with the help of the locals. 
 
    Francois swallowed, his mouth dry as he reread the statement on the paper he had been carrying in the pocket of his pants. He made a quick link to another report, dated several months prior, that came in on the AM radio channels. The Japanese have transported a team of construction workers, mostly off the railway staffing at Cambodia and Malaya, that report had highlighted. They speculated the building of airstrips and hangars, and other structures bearing on aviation and the dropping of bombs. To their dismay, no such buildings were ever spotted since then. Well, it all makes sense now. Tunnels. Passageways. Underground. They could be under our very feet, and we hadn’t a clue! 
 
    He reached the door of the Communications Broadcasting & Transmission Controls Room, a lonely hut-like structure which was built away from the other buildings of the camp. Well, time to alert the bosses… 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    The yapping from the dog tied to the pole outside had grown considerably loud now. For some reason, it was restless, and that did not sit well with Rinong. He’d been turning about on his mat for the past hour; heard his dog bark, growl, and now, yap away in the night. Something is amiss. Arisi never does this. 
 
    His cousin had taken the dog out for a walk earlier, to get it to sniff out a lost suitcase belonging to one of the soldiers from the camp nearby. It has some sentimental value to its owner; his cousin had said. Man and dog were gone for a good two hours, before returning without success. Since then, Arisi had been restless. The dog even barked rather ferociously at the Hudoq mask that was mounted on the wall, next to Rinong’s family portrait - something it had never done before. 
 
    His was a family of the most notorious of Dayak head-hunters. There are several clan segments that would rather not deal with them, citing that they are too savage in their methods of dealing with their enemies. They have been known to decapitate the head off a body, and with the splashed blood on their person, to walk with the dried bloodstain for days without thinking of cleaning it off or having a bath at the nearby river. 
 
    That era is long gone, however. Now we do not carve heads or draw blood; we do not even want close-combats. The family, beginning with his father, had resorted to the crafting of booby traps, which they designed and constructed for a high-paying client; though payment, in these regions, was usually made in the presenting of an agreed number of cows. They had become experts in the art of masking explosives in ordinary-looking objects, and this was one of the few villages where gunpowder was heavily imported, in addition to woodwork-related tools, such as saws and files. 
 
    But everyone who deals with booby traps knows that the main danger of such a contraption is not from the explosives, nor the damage that it could cause. As with the tripwire that is used to set off the trap, those are all just the apparatus used in a clever manner of ways to set off something which is far greater and more devious. The effect that is hoped to cause the greatest dimensions of damage is that within the mind –particularly when one had been conditioned to using a certain object in a certain way, and always in an absent-minded fashion, such as when someone turns the knob of a door, something which they would have done a thousand times prior. After the onset of a catastrophic explosion from a booby trap, that individual will not step near a door ever again. And that new normal way will be cascaded to the individual's blood-ties and friends – ultimately forming a system of conditioning that is punctilious in nature. 
 
    Rinong got up cursing under his breath, put on his shirt, buttoned it up halfway, exposing his chest. It was the season of warmth now, and it had rained the night before, so he decided that it was quite fine to have some parts exposed. He thought of not going back to sleep after he had gone out to his dog, so he went to the nearby sink and splashed some water on his face. After drying himself with a towel hung nearby, he gazed at his wife, who was curled up on the floor right next to where he stood, covered by the blanket. Amazing that she could cover herself up even in this heat. I must see to it that she gets the sweetened cake that she had been asking for keenly for a week now. 
 
     The door gave a soft groan as he pushed it open. The sound of the Arisi’s bark-yap was profound now, so he quickly shut the door. The brightness from the oil lantern just before the palisade (which made a barricade for wild beasts) was enough to show him where his dog was, and what it was agitated about. He approached it and noticed that it had grown troubled at the sandung of his father. 
 
    The ossuary containing his father’s ashes and some bones had been standing erect for a decade now. It was repainted about a year ago, making the images of dragons and butterflies and the various human-like faces to stand out. The sandung was shaped like a miniature house, complete with roofs, doors and windows, and it stood on a pole. It was believed that the dead will take up residence at that house, which was spiritually constructed in the afterlife at the Kaharingan paradise. In most instances, a sandung was made to hold the remains of several dozen individuals. But Rinong had the need to create a sandung tunggal – a single ossuary – for the practice dictates that a person who had died an unnatural death would need to be put to rest alone. He looked at it. It was about seven feet high. The dog was growling at it. 
 
    Rinong took a few steps toward his dog, attempted to place his palm on its head and to calm it down. But Arisi gave a sudden jump at him, with a bark of such wildness, that Rinong stepped back about a meter. “What is wrong, boy?” he asked, as genial as he could be at such a time of the morning. Though he was a farmer and rose about half-an-hour before sunrise each day, he was not pleased at having to awake any earlier than is necessary—a waste of effort, he’d say to anyone who questioned his view. 
 
    The dog continued his growl, and started toward the pole holding the sandung, with the chain tied to its collar yanking it back. Now what is he upset about? He had never been aroused by the essence of my father… What could the blasted dog be jumpy about? 
 
    After a sequence of jumping and growling, the dog gave a low yelp and fell onto all fours, placing its head on the ground as a sign of submission. Rinong stared at the sandung. Something inside it? He walked toward it, and it was at an elevation that was barely at the reach of his arms. He could only touch the bottom edge of the rectangular structure. The dog could be heard snarling behind him. 
 
    Easy, boy. I would need to get a chair to climb on. He marched into the hall of his house (having opened the door carefully and without any sound) and came out with a chair that was least used in his household. He planted it gingerly beside the pole holding the ossuary, climbed onto the chair, and peered into the carved-out window of the house-like structure. There is something in here! 
 
    With utmost caution, he pushed open the door of the miniature house, and looked within. There was the ornamental urn which held his father’s ashes, and the bone-pile at the far corner. And beside these two was something long and damp which seemed to have been placed fairly recent. It had a putrid scent, though why none of his family, himself included, could not detect it, was a puzzle. 
 
    He was dithering about reaching out and grabbing the undetermined object. He felt that whatever it was, it was definitely a blasphemous act to defile his father’s resting place in such a way. An abomination! Who would do such a thing? 
 
    As if he had suddenly turned into an automaton, he stretched out his right arm and touched the thing with his index and centre fingers. It seemed to be covered in a hard fabric. And there was flesh underneath! He pulled away and studied the object with apprehension now. If it is an animal, it is certainly dead now. Maybe I should take it out? I can’t allow it to be there… 
 
    Several moments of hesitation, then he sighed, and reached out to the object again. He thought it would be better to just tug it out as fast as he could, and to let go of it in mid-air so that it would fall to the ground. Yes, that is the way. But the opening of the sandung is not large enough for a sudden motion. Unless I do it carefully. Yes… 
 
    His arm darted in and promptly gripped the object, and he nudged it out of there, and as he had planned, he let it drop onto the ground. Arisi gave a startling bark, one which Rinong was sure would have woken his wife up. He got down to ground level and noticed that the oil lantern was behind him now, casting his shadow onto the lengthy object. He kicked it around, away from his dog, and continued to gaze upon it. He gasped, and felt his chest burn with a radiating heat.  
 
    Not only was the act of placing the object into the ossuary an outrage, but the object itself was a partial embodiment of all the horrible acts that man is capable of. He stumbled forward several steps toward it, still in a state of denial of it all. And of it having been in the same container as that of his father’s remains. And God knows for how long it had been there! Oh… oh my God… What a sick joke is this?! 
 
    He shut his eyes and turned away, felt the sickness fill his stomach. He found his bearings, and now regarded his dog. It was the first to notice the object… but then again, canines are known to have a level of perception that is beyond that of man’s. But do they share man’s sense of morality? Of having limits to what they could and could not do? Of course, there is a question of doing something for the matter of survival. But doing something just for the sport of it? I know no such creature that could even think in that way… 
 
    Arisi had his silent eyes on Rinong, pleading him to acknowledge the fact that it was he who had discovered it, that it was he who had the necessary senses and gait to dredge up the hidden from underneath a murky depth. He looked for appreciation and applause, but it received none from Rinong. He just stood there looking fixedly at Arisi, blinking rather oddly—a sign that he did not fully comprehend the meaning of it all. 
 
    Rinong turned to face the object once again. It was just there, bare and shamefully splendid. He felt that this was the cost for his father’s sins, particularly in the trade of his choosing; in assisting people in causing harm to others. He knew that other clan members would view this to be the greatest of taboos, by the placing of the object as an act of defiling his father’s resting grounds. And this is something that will most likely happen to his grave when his time came. Perhaps there is some manner of divine intervention here… 
 
    And for some peculiar reason that he could not fathom, he mouthed the words, as though saying it to his dog – “It is an arm of a man…” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SIXTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dawn will be upon us soon, Limbuang thought. He measured the time taken for them to traverse the jungle back to the village. They had placed the now-delirious soldier onto a bed in a hut next to the main hall of the village. Word spreads quickly in such a close-knit community—as it should, for there might be perils that would need to be countered quickly, and the women, children, the old and the invalid would be required to take flight as briskly as the news fanned out like wild bushfire. 
 
    The leader insists on having a guard placed at the doors. He always is a careful one. But that will not save him… Alas! What an entanglement… this had taken shape through a complex string of events… and even my path is entwined in all of this… 
 
    “They all look stoned,” Rinong pointed out to Ambiau, who nodded. “It would seem that you have had quite an ordeal yourself,” Ambiau countered. “Having to see that thing there… must have woken you up rather thoroughly, cousin.” 
 
    Rinong snorted as he pressed his tired eyes. “We have buried the arm away at the corner of the village, near the common gravesites. I did not want it to be exposed; some boar or binturong might have a way with it if they saw it. No, that wouldn’t do, feeding animals the flesh of humans… that would be a repulsive act.” 
 
    “You buried it? Why did you do that?” Ambiau exclaimed. 
 
    “Well, what would you have done with it? Decorate your house?” 
 
    “Cousin! You amaze me at times… with such foolishness. You mentioned that it was mysteriously placed in your father’s ossuary. Mysterious, as in that you do not yet know who put it there, or why. We should investigate it! This has gone beyond the point of being absurd, and if—”  
 
    “Yes! It is absurd! It shook me rather badly, if you must know… Cousin, I just wanted it out of my sight. It was just too much, the entire ordeal of discovering it like that, and with some signs of maggots chewing at the open wounds of the arm… was just… too much…” Rinong appeared sombre. 
 
    “All right, all right. I understand, though. It would have given me a start too.” Ambiau put a comforting arm on Rinong’s shoulder, pressed it down hard, so that he would know that his cousin was there for him should he need an avenue to relate such things. They were Dayak men, from the lines of hunters and warriors, and they had no room for fear or doubt. Rinong could not discuss such matters with his wife, Ambiau knew. Such was the fabric of their societal structure, and they would all pay a dear price for any breach of it. 
 
    “Of course, Limbuang would want to—” Rinong started to say, then stopped, appearing to have been paralysed, as he stared at the solitary man who had just entered the hut to join the others. “Who is that?” he asked with a feeling of dire consternation. The day is getting weirder. 
 
    “That man, the Indian? He is one of the soldiers from the camp yonder,” Ambiau answered. “He sweeps the ground for mines planted by the Japanese. Quite indispensable.” 
 
    “He is missing an arm! And it appears to be of the same uniform! What… what trickery is this?” Rinong had raised his voice in utter disbelief. Ambiau looked at his cousin, then at Annand and the others. They had heard the commotion made by Rinong, and they were walking toward them. Limbuang stood up beside Magnus, alert and inquisitive as to the sudden cries. Ambiau and the others took a great deal of effort to subdue the animated fellow, and another party needed to create a barrier around Annand, who, most understandably, was at a loss. Hasn’t he seen someone lose a body part? Is that so uncommon, especially with the atrocities of the Japanese, even unto the tribespeople? 
 
    When the uproar had died down, Limbuang held a meeting with Rickety, Annand, Ambiau and Rinong, with the intent of providing some form of counsel. They sat down on the floor at the adjacent room; sort of an anteroom of the Great Hall that they were in. He was certain that he would need to avoid any elements of desultoriness in the conversation amongst them. He felt that Annand would be the one among them who could spring from one subject matter to another, and often without an objective or purpose. With time being against them, Limbuang knew that he would need to make the discussion as brief as it could get. 
 
    “Is the young one with the wounded?” Ambiau translated Limbuang’s words. 
 
    “Yes, he is. I guess he is still confounded with all that has happened out there in the house that we’ve discovered,” Annand said, and he grew aware of the fact that this was a meeting in a somewhat formal setting, and that he had jumped the gun in replying a query that had been directed to the other soldiers—there was a superior officer in assembly with him, and it had been to him that the query was directed. Rickety, however, appeared reticent. 
 
    “Very well. I have some tidings which are of paramount importance. In fact, there are several facts that I would need to outline here before we get on to the details. And I must be sure that it happens before dawn, which is in about an hour. Yes, rather fast,” Ambiau said. 
 
    “Alright, Limbuang. Say what’s on your mind,” Rickety said. 
 
    “Do you intend heading back to your base once the one who fell is able to make the journey? It is not far back, however, about an hour’s walk?” 
 
    “Yes. We intend to make our way back to our camp. At the very least, we have discovered a downed Japanese plane that has most probably not been captured by our intelligence team around Jesselton—we would need to report that,” Rickety said. Annand saw the direction that he was taking; he saw the sheer perceptiveness of Rickety, even under such a stressful situation. Especially under such a stressful situation! He knows that the Commander of the Forces in Borneo would hear of the misconduct of several officers of Camp-12, and that he might be facing a court-martial hearing in due course. But he has already devised a way out! Such cunning! To actually plot out a winding path around the fact that an unreported Japanese plane had crashed in their midst—he would say that he saw glimpses of it in the dark, was not certain of its hostility or intent, gathered a team and promptly made a way to find out… He’d make us repeat that story, too. There are some contrasting elements to it, though. But he’d figure out a way… 
 
    “Good. You ought to leave here as soon as he’s able,” Limbuang repeated. Rinong looked out of the window, toward his dog, which was still tied next to the ossuary. He could see his wife seated on the front porch of their home, too, and she had a red sarong on, customarily worn up to her chest. She had been kicking the space in front of her rather vigorously. 
 
    Rickety adjusted his cross-legged position, and looked up at Limbuang and Ambiau, and gave them a nod in the affirmative. 
 
    “I know what it is that you found there. Someone mentioned that a hornbill was spotted? No, no, not a hornbill. And not something that you should have seen, either. It is a rare thing, that one who has seen it should continue to live,” Ambiau said, as he looked sideways at Limbuang, who had, in turn, his eyes locked onto Rickety. 
 
    “Okay… what is it then, if not a hornbill?” Rickety asked. Annand was tuned in on the conversation in its entirety. 
 
    “It was… her. She was there, and she hid behind the wall.” 
 
    “She?” 
 
    “Yes. The spirit of the woman, the one under the tamarind tree. And is also the Kuyang that we all saw. Same spirit.” 
 
    Yeah… why not? And a Leprechaun will be at the end of the rainbow just outside, with a pot of… what? Juicy fables? Rickety thought amusingly. Annand, however, had goose bumps on his arms. 
 
    “The spirit was there in the house? What’s she doing there?” Rickety asked. 
 
    “She was looking for someone. And found that person.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “All right. Fine, sure. And?” 
 
    Limbuang was not sure how he would construct the sentence, one which he knew would be unexpected. He looked at Ambiau, said something in their tribal language, to which Ambiau nodded. Limbuang looked back at Rickety, then at Annand. It must be said. 
 
    “She is here. Actually, she is standing just behind you, Richard. I allowed her to be here in this village this morning. She’s looking right at you, however,” Ambiau said, and he glanced to where Limbuang had said she was, though he could only see the wooden wall at the far end. 
 
    Of all the sensations of perturbations that he had ever experienced, during his childhood days, through the first few months at medical school, and even while being assigned to work amidst an enemy who’d love nothing more than to blow your brains out using any means necessary, this was the worst of them. There was a tight gripping at his nape, and the hairs there raised to their full length, jutting outward as though they were flagpoles. The words he had heard, although they had undergone the filter of being translated to English, caused him to be immobile, almost lifeless. She is here? Right behind me, watching me? The physical sensations were as bad as the emotional ones, and he began working out in his head of the irrationality of such the fear. Superstitious talk! It is a very good gimmick to play, a spirit that none can see but himself. A ploy… a tool of undue influence that a shaman uses… nothing more! 
 
     Annand turned to face the space behind Rickety, but it was empty. He gulped, as he turned back and asked, in a whisper, “What… what is she doing here?” 
 
    “She… she came to say something. She is done with her part. Her purpose is over. She wants to thank Richard here, and to ask him a question. One question, and then she will be ready to pass over—to move on to the other realms.” 
 
    “Well, whatever that means, Limbuang, I hope this is not a strategy of yours to get back onto the high ranks of shaman-hood…” Rickety was taunting him. Annand faced him, placed his hand on his shoulders.  
 
    “Sir, please!” 
 
    “No, Richard. She wants to talk to you. She is done… her task is done. She is free now, liberated. She has only till dawn to linger on this face of the earth. Then, as all souls must leave this physical domain to the next, she will too, for she is not of the semi-physical state any longer. As of this morning, she has transcended that,” Ambiau said, trying to sound encouraging. 
 
    “Nice… real nice…” 
 
    “Look, Richard. We are running out of time… She wants to talk. Dawn is—” 
 
    “Fine, fine. Let’s talk!” 
 
    “Well… it is not that simple,” Ambiau said, paused as he looked down at his legs, and added, “She would need to come into you.” 
 
    “She what?” Rickety looked astonished and faintly terrified. 
 
    “She would need to talk through you. She has chosen you. Sort of like a conduit.” 
 
    “Through me? Why me? Why not Annand here?” Rickety asked, as he observed Annand shake his head—No! 
 
    Ambiau looked at the space behind Rickety again, then at Limbuang. “Because, the way you handled the baby… It was her baby. She was pleased that you handled her with respect and kindness.” 
 
    “Handled her? And what do you mean, her baby?” Rickety now glared at Limbuang. 
 
    “Yes, her, Richard. The baby.” 
 
    “You still haven’t told me what you mean by ‘it is her baby’?” 
 
    “She is saying… yes, she is saying that you shed a tear for her. You felt sadness, and you held the parents of that child in commiseration. Though you did that in your heart, Richard, she – the mother, the one behind you now – felt it. She is saying that it was something that she hadn’t felt in a long time, that some stranger, one with blue eyes, could show love and compassion to another’s child, and during a time of war.” 
 
    Rickety did not know whether a response was sought for. But he was amazed at one part of the rendering that Ambiau was translating: ‘that you shed a tear for her’. The odds of someone saying that, and with such conviction, were near zero. How could anyone know that? What would they… No, it could not have been possible—I was carrying out the autopsy in the infirmary in private! Rickety felt a lapsing moment; he was tired. And now, mixed with his exhaustion, was the requirement for him to have his rational thinking-self heightened. He had a need to work it out in his mind, and as quickly as he could. Is it real? Is she really here? 
 
    “She is waiting, Richard,” Ambiau said. 
 
    “I don’t… I can’t think. How do you know I wept for the baby?” Rickety finally pulled himself together. 
 
    “She told me, just now. She is talking again now. She… she wants you to accept her temporary occupation within you. She says that she will show you all, reveal everything about what had happened, right up till the moment you saw her at the house where the other had collapsed.” 
 
    I must be crazy to say yes! God! What is this game? What does it mean? The spirit, the baby, Magnus having a collapsed airway! Does the world really have these sorts of dimensions, the spirit ones? 
 
    Limbuang seemed to be in deep contemplation, and that he did not expect Rickety to present him with a response. He was mulling over an essential revelation that he had learnt while being in the state of trance earlier—an image had been shown to him, though it had ended rapidly. Should I say it, or would I rather she tells him? No… it will be better if she shows him what she has shown me. He would need to accept it, the way it is, the circle through which everything comes and goes… 
 
    “You needn’t fear, Richard. She is not looking to harm you. Or anyone, for that matter.” Ambiau said. “It will be all over in a matter of some twenty minutes. Plus, we will all be here. You just need to sit down there as you are now, and Limbuang will place her in you for a moment.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    Rickety’s reasoning was that of some form of psychosomatic disorder had taken place. And that the condition had increased in its effectiveness due to the exhaustion of his body and his mind. And he was also emotionally drained. I am too tired to challenge this right now, he ventured. Let them do this… it will be over soon, anyhow. And then we can head back to base. 
 
    Annand felt that Limbuang was trying to carry out his duties as a witchdoctor, and what better way would there be than to induce another spirit into a living body? He tried to excuse himself from the oncoming engagement but had been told by Limbuang that none was permitted to leave the room now, as the spirit of the Kuyang had now recognised each of them. He felt grim and was silent. 
 
    “Alright, Limbuang. Let her come into me. Let her tell me what she wanted to, and ask me the question that she has,” Rickety said, although he was still unsure of the validity of the entire thing. And what of the ritual that is coming? Perhaps it’s just powerful suggestion? As they have showed in the lessons in college, where people can move objects with their minds? 
 
    “Very well, Richard. You will not be harmed, and you do not need to be alarmed. If you feel uneasy at any time, just force your eyes open, and everything will be over,” Limbuang said through Ambiau. Rinong, who had been sitting still beside Limbuang’s left, leaned forward and spoke in hushed tones to him. The other was nodding for some moments, then issued a command with such sternness that he caused Rinong to sit silently again. 
 
    “Do you know that we have your arm, Annand?” Ambiau asked, after Limbuang spoke. Annand was struck dumb. “My arm? Where?! You found it?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes… yes. It was found here, in this village. Rinong here found it.” 
 
    “What… I… We have never been able to find it! We thought… I thought that it was lost forever!” Annand said, looking at a stolid Rickety, and back at the tribesmen. 
 
    “We will get you that arm later,” Ambiau said. 
 
    “No! No… I…” Annand seemed unsure. 
 
    “Later, Annand. We are running out of time.” 
 
    At that, Limbuang leaned forward, resting on his knees, facing Rickety. He held his shoulders and chanted some lines quickly. He leaned back; looked above Rickety’s head. He gave a nod, evidently to the spirit of the woman only he could see. 
 
    “Close your eyes,” Ambiau said. “And relax.” 
 
    Rickety shifted his position again, moving his left foot several inches outward. He pulled his shoulders back and straightened his spine. “Like this?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Okay. Am ready.” 
 
    Rickety shut his eyes, held the image of the last thing he saw before doing so—the window with metal railings, with signs of dawn drawing close. He gave a lengthy exhalation and tried to keep his mind focused on that image. After several seconds, he could hear Limbuang’s voice, in apparent chants in his native language. It had a song-like charm, and Rickety was sure that he had perfected it over the course of several decades. 
 
    He felt breaths at the back of his neck! It sent a chill down to his spine. The sensation was so unnatural, and it was bizarre that it could take place at this time, when sunlight was about to pierce through the skies. The breathing became faint, and for a few seconds, nothing seemed to be happening. Limbuang’s chants continued. 
 
    There came a loud scream in his head, which shook him. It was sudden, like a caterwauling between two bobcats. The scream rose in its intensity, then, in an instant, died down. And then, he saw her… the spirit. She stepped casually out of the darkness in his mind. 
 
    But it was unlike the Kuyang that Limbuang had depicted. This one looked like a woman, proper—with a torso, and arms and legs, and she had lustrous, long hair. And she was in a white dressing gown. And the greatest show of paradox to it all was that she looked calm. And serene. 
 
    “Greetings. I hope you are not frightened… I mean you no harm,” she said. Her mouth did not open, but her voice was heard clearly. Rickety was in a cloudlike wave. It seemed that the realms between physical and spiritual could only exist in such a cloudlike formation, and only for a brief period. Rickety took note of a fact about the voice that was perceived, that he had heard of such intonation and pronunciation before. Through Annand… she has an Indian accent… she’s Indian? 
 
    “Yes, I was an Indian… Once ago, when I was in human form,” the voice came forth, and the face in his mind began to smile. 
 
    “What do you want?” Rickety asked hesitatingly. 
 
    “To show you my pain. And my suffering.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I need at least one living being to know all that has happened in my life. I could only tell the shaman an extent of my tale. But to you, I will show you all.” 
 
    “Show me?” 
 
    “Yes. You can know of my life through a manifestation of images that you can see here, in your mind, as I am here.” She looked around the void, and straight back to face forward. 
 
    “All right…” 
 
    “But first… First, you must know what happened to my child. She was cursed. By an ancient evil… A long time ago. And this was her third and final birth… In fact, it was the third birth that I had to have as well, but I had been killed recently. That is how the curse is to play itself out. Yes… yes, it was a cycle that I had to go through, together with my child. The first of these cycles was when I was still alive. And even then, I couldn’t undertake the process of childbirth! That right was… taken from me…” 
 
     “Oh… all right. I mean… I am sorry—” Rickety said. 
 
    “No, don’t be sorry for me,” she said, smiling. “It is all right. It had to take shape in that manner; the malediction was placed on me, and so it had befallen my child too. Through births and deaths, the price would ultimately be needed to be paid. Such is the wheel of karma. Until the time when the curse is to be lifted.” 
 
    “The curse?” 
 
    “Yes, dear one. A curse that had been placed on me… and on my beloved. Anyway, you would need to know this first before I reveal the others. The child… my child… was cursed in such a way that it defied all manner of sanity and innocence in the world! I had to… well, there is no other way of saying it. I had to kill her… myself, the mother. That was my curse, and one that I had to do three times hence…” 
 
    “What…?” Rickety couldn’t properly respond to that, as he was still trying to process what he had heard. 
 
    “Yes... yes, I had to kill her. I stabbed her in several places, with a knife that I took from the severed arm of your friend there. He had a knife while out in the field. That is how he deactivates the mines: he flips out the detonating rings with the tip of the knife. And I used the same knife for my hideous purpose. But that is just one half of the picture, there is another evil that I have done, and that I did on my third and most recent killing of my child. I… I had caused her to be possessed by several souls of the dead. Souls of dead soldiers, around several graves about the jungle. And while the souls were within the body of my child, I… stabbed her. I killed my baby!” 
 
    “You did what? How could—” Rickety began asking but was cut short with a wave of her hand. 
 
    “You’d know soon enough… know why I did that,” she said, her smile slowly fading away. “I did it with a fiery rage. But not a rage directed at my child. No… The fury was at the souls of the dead soldiers. When tormented souls get possession of an innocent body, the soul of the actual owner of that body will be safeguarded in another realm. And so, I know that my child is safe… Though I had learnt of this during my second birth after my… Well, I shall tell you all. My exasperation of late was caused by the fact that I could not locate… him…” 
 
    “Him?” 
 
    “Yes. The one who brought horrors and evil to our lives.” 
 
    “I don’t think I understand.” 
 
    “You will… Now.” She smiled once again. And the void surrounding them became chalky white. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Part Two 
 
    North India – November 1779 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER ONE 
 
      
 
      
 
    Siddhanath sat still on the cool evening floor of the mandir (a temple or place of worship), practising his newly-learnt breathing exercises. He had now grown on most people around the temple, and he was favoured above most teenage boys. For one, he always seemed to be refining his meditative methods. His countenance is bright and overpoweringly solemn. The folks around the neighbourhood – particularly the erudite living close to the mandir’s many libraries and grottos where the ancient runes were stored – know the etymology of his name, and how precise these archaic sciences seem to work. 
 
    Siddhanath, referring to the Lord Shiva, is a name a sage gives to a child born under the star Shatabhisha, corresponding to Gamma Aquarii, which is one of the binary stars in the constellation Aquarius. As this is one of the brightest stars that is visible here in Varanasi, it is foretold that Siddhanath would himself be bright and full of wisdom. The other teenage boys would often jeer at this. 
 
    The fragrance of jasmine is strong today, Siddhanath thought to himself. He began taking deeper inhalations now, duly activating his ida and pingala—the two segments in which all prana, or life energies, traverse. He and the other boys of his class were instructed to pursue and maintain a state of balance between these two channels. However, they were not taught of what would happen when such a balance is ordained. Not yet, but in due time, he thought. 
 
    His thoughts took on another path now, paying tribute to his hormonal makeup—the girl Kausalya. She was the daughter of the Chief Priest of the mandir and was divinely beautiful. Perfect, in Siddhanath’s opinion. What was most stunning about her could be encapsulated in the splendid way her eyebrows, her big, glossy eyes, and her sharp nose coalesced in absolute unison on her fair face. She glides through the temple walls like a dream. Perhaps she gathered the jasmine? Her fingers would have touched them, surely!  
 
    His steady breathing was off now; he observed that it had become laborious. With much difficulty, he managed to focus on the left-and-right channels. Nadis, they are called, he was running through a mnemonic that helped him remember the Sanskrit terms. 
 
    The sun was directly overhead now. However, he was under the cover of some shade provided by the looming branches of the biggest leguminous tree in the hallowed grounds. In spring, the tamarind pods ripen and fall off to the rapacious hands of the commoners. Today, there were no pods. But he was glad for the shade the tree was providing. A hundred yards to his back, the river Ganga was mirroring the resplendent solar lights in the heavens. Surya, the sun. Another mnemonic. 
 
    Varanasi is one of the most ancient occupied cities in the world. The venerable name is Kāsi—the City of Light. The disciples of the Vedic schools in the city learn the legend of how Shiva dwells in Kāsi, visiting one shrine after another. There is also the site where Shiva performed the Tandav, the dance which will ultimately the universe. The site where the dance took place is now in a semi-ruined state, with fallen pillars and walls and rubbles of stone. Next to this is the famous Manikarnika Ghat, the crematorium ground of the holy city, with its flames that burn all day and night.  
 
    Siddhanath’s father, Daksin-murti, was an appointee of the Manikarnika Ghat, though he does not touch the hundreds of corpses that come in daily to be reduced to ashes and then be dispersed onto the Ganges. Dakshin-murti is a scholar—an Acharya, one who teaches by conduct. Before working at the ghat (steps), he was part of a local Gurukul, a residential school just beyond the river, basically playing the role of an adept bard. He had been handpicked—no one could pinpoint by whom exactly, to be a part of the team working on genealogical records at the Manikarnika Ghat. Dakshin-murti had been fortunate to view some of the ancient family trees, the lineage running from some twenty prior generations. The reasoning for tracing out such data, he was told, was for resolving disputes of property ownership, and to provide the descriptive depth when one (most often the males of family) is asked “Who are you?”: to tie oneself to the forebears, which is a custom very much welcomed. 
 
     He got up, cleared the dried leaves from his back and about his loincloth, and headed westward. He got a glimpse of the ghat where his father was right now. Thick black smoke puffed into the air, showing that there was no wind. All over Bharat, his father had once said, crematory grounds are placed outside of places of dwelling, as they are impure and would defile the sanctity of places of worship that are usually found nearby. But not here in the City of Light; death is seen as a passage to another realm of existence. Death is celebrated here! 
 
    Siddhanath’s thoughts raced to the prospect of triumph of today’s act with the Rogue. He did not speak much; he did not even mention his real name. Nor that it mattered much to Siddhanath. He wanted the deed done and Kausalya to be his bride. This the Rogue promised, and more. He pledged a life of contentment and joy. Siddhanath quickened his pace. 
 
    There had been much said about the Rogue when he was first seen wandering the inner lanes of the city. One of the more prominent rumours is that he was a hellion from the outside—an outcast sent to the forests due to a disgraceful act in his past. He was a vanvasi; a forest dweller, punished for his sins. Too many tales. The fabrications are myriad like the ever-flowing life itself. But he will help me! He has agreed to. I saw it in his eyes! 
 
    But Siddhanath did sense something amiss about the Rogue. The man spoke in an arrhythmical manner, accompanied by severe facial contortions. He did mention that he was a stutterer, and that he had always been that way since a child. Well, that is not too bad a thing, perhaps... The effect would also have been increased by his exile. 
 
    Siddhanath was almost there. Out of the corner of his right eye, he could sense the outline of trees and patches of water forming the many lakes and ponds that are said to have been dropped from the heavens, as was the mighty Ganga Herself. Small shrines and carvings of deities on lone walls were budded all about the city. He wasn’t even sure if he had seen all of them. However, the greenery proliferated in this holy city, which was pleasant to the pilgrims. For reasons which seemed mystical, there was an abundance of trees and water, which many a pilgrim would not have laid eyes on for months, or even years, as the outward lands had been experiencing a bane of drought for the past several decades. As such, this city had also become to be known as Anandavana—the Forest of Bliss. 
 
    Come exactly at noon, the Rogue had announced to him. So be it! This would be the simplest way for Siddhanath to get what he wanted. Almost there… 
 
    Siddhanath stopped short of a few paces from the entrance to the temple which scared him the most in all of Varanasi. He felt a drop of sweat glide down his forehead; though he had been fully exposed to the sun, he had not perspired on his walk there. But this was something else. The Pishachamochana temple was a place that is formidable, and it always arrested Siddhanath at the same spot, though he gathered that he had only ever ventured out this way three times in his life. He froze in his tracks and dared not glance at the temple, but could see the ochre-covered outer walls, which were low and cracked. 
 
    He took a few steps forward to the entrance, stopped, and turned his head slightly to the right, toward the sanctum of the temple. And there, facing him direct, was Pishachamochana Himself, gleaming. The sight Siddhanath beheld was terrifying but was also awe-striking. Here was a God who liberates demons, though He was Himself a demon. ‘Pishacha’, his Sanskrit tutor had replied when Siddhanath enquired on the subject, refers to demons or goblins. ‘Pishachamochana’ means ‘the place where demons are set free,’ he explained, satisfied that Siddhanath was inquisitive. It is a singular treat to get one so curious. 
 
    The tutor had then outlined the fable following Pishachamochana (at least, whatever he knew about it): that He was once a demon who wished to plunder the city. But Kala Bhairav, being Shiva in His violent and terrible form, and regarded as the police chief of Kāsi, decapitated the Pishacha. However, as Kala Bhairav had complete dominion over Kāsi, He allowed the Pishacha to be at the outer realms of the city and had been given the task of liberating other demons from the agonising state of being that they were in. He was thenceforth known as Pishachamochana, the Terrible Demon-God. 
 
    What scared Siddhanath was the sardonic smile that sat on Pishachamochana’s face on a bulbous, round head made of greyish stone. He had a moustache too, and jagged, sharp teeth. His eyes, peering out coldly onto the world, seemed to be without pupils. He always had a garland of orange flowers around him, and on his forehead, a red, circular tilak. Right behind Him was the Holy Trident made of wrought iron. The inner sanctum was not lit up, and the effect of the darkness surrounding Pishachamochana made the overall view surreal. He was on top form today. 
 
    The Rogue, however, had differing views of the Demon-God. As Siddhanath recalled, the Rogue laughed when he was told of the fear that had been struck into his heart. Why be afraid of one who liberates? His reasoning seemed fair, to be honest. But the cold stare? How does one overcome that?! All Siddhanath got as a response from the Rogue to these questions were laughter. 
 
    A few weeks after these questions were posed, the Rogue revealed that he was a disciple of one such demon. Not Pishachamochana Himself, but one of those whom He had tried to liberate, but couldn't—the demon being a powerful one. He offered his allegiance to this one, whom he calls Wrath. And in return, Wrath gave him some powers for use. For one, the Rogue claims that he could instantly manifest food after chanting a spell. I can also recall dreams, as far back as those that I have had since I was three! the Rogue had declared. 
 
    Siddhanath had been dubious about Wrath, and the nature and purpose of his foul-mindedness, for he is a demon after all. The Rogue laughed at this too, and declared that Wrath was more of a friend than foe. He bestows many things to fulfil the desires of the heart, my dear, he would often say during their discourses. He is not evil—he desires to help us... 
 
    “If that is true, then why is he a demon and not an angel?” Siddhanath enquired further. 
 
    The Rogue seemed to be put off by such questions. “Enough, my dear! Do not question those who are on our side. It tarnishes our happiness.” 
 
    “Beware!” Siddhanath was snapped out of his flowing memories; became aware of his presence at the western realms of Kāsi. This new voice seemed to have come from the outside—from external sources. And the only other source was— 
 
    “Beware!” The voice now seemed to have thrust itself into the core of his brain, so that he may hear it clearly, with its intended meaning. He peered keenly to his right once again. Pishachamochana was sneering in his sarcastic gloat. Siddhanath caught a glimpse of what he thought was Pishachamochana’s eyes glistening with reddish hues. The shades of red were sudden and rapid, as they formed and ended quickly. Siddhanath detected emotions of ire piercing out from those eyes. The sky above, too, seemed to have dimmed. 
 
    There is something here! The thought impaled him. Before long, several rays of the sun emerged and allayed the gloominess. Siddhanath was aware of several huts some distance behind the Demon God’s temple. There are those who are faithful to one such as Him; the caretakers of the temple. It was a strange concept for Siddhanath, that adults would want to be associated with an entity which is not entirely negative, but then again, not positive either. The negativity was pronounced, too. The fields around here were desolate, bridging to a sensation forlorn of comfort and mirth. 
 
    He launched forward, with the last trickle of sweat almost drying up. The temple was several yards behind him when he bravely mouthed the words, “Well, Pishachamochana, you will be regarded in my heart as someone who aided me in obtaining what I want. And for that, I thank you!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWO 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Rogue had settled himself at the corner of his hut, which was out on the periphery of what was delineated as the divine grounds of Kāsi. He knew the reasons for this, of course, but he would not share these with his guest, who had just entered the hut and was adjusting to the dimness of the interior of his residence. The Rogue was silent. He wanted his guest to speak first—that was part of the ritual. 
 
    “I came at the hour you have ascribed. I hope you are pleased,” Siddhanath said while trying to make out the outline of the Rogue, whom he had just spotted in the left corner of the square hut. He was cognisant of being limited to the outer realms of the Holy City, as such was the law for one who was abhorred by the community for a long while now; way before Siddhanath was born, thus he did not have the complete story of this outcast. But the law was apparent enough, and he did not want to defy that. Nor do I see the need to… 
 
    “Yes, I am pleased, my dear. And so is He.” The Rogue pushed himself up with his left arm (the stronger of the two) and began advancing to the centre of the hut. He had prepared a heap of firewood, just enough to last for about an hour. He kicked a small twig toward the pile and cleared his throat. Siddhanath thought he was about to say something, but nothing was uttered. An acrid scent of kerosene filled the hut. 
 
    Siddhanath regarded the hut to be adequate for one who needed only the simple things in life. It was in the exact shape of a square, with a length and breadth of about ten feet. The roof was fashioned from dried palm leaves which had been neatly woven to create a hold strong enough to withstand the winds of the harvest season. And there was no tiling or panelling for a floor; it was built directly on the sandy and rocky dirt. The centre of the hut was levelled, though. This is where the ceremony is to take place, no doubt. Siddhanath could not wait for it to start.  
 
     “So how will this happen? You carry out the ceremony and I sit quietly?” Siddhanath inquired. 
 
    “Yes, somewhat. Wrath will ask you for your pledge and might ask you for something in return. An endowment.” 
 
    “Oh…” Siddhanath was not sure what he would need to give up. Nothing big, I hope? 
 
    “Or maybe He will not ask for anything. Even if He does, it will not be in your current lifetime, but the next.” 
 
    “Oh. It will be fine, I guess. I do not have anything considerable to give, anyhow. Just some trinkets. Some seashells. And sweets that I have been saving up to share with Kausalya.” There, I mentioned her name, to reinforce into Him what I want. I hope You can hear me, Wrath! 
 
    “I have been meaning to ask you, why is He known as Wrath?” Siddhanath went on. 
 
    The Rogue turned to face him now. He was not as tall as Siddhanath had him registered in his mind. And he had a slight hunch. He, too, was clothed only in a loincloth, but had a tattered rag wrapped around his chest and partially covering his back. His body and limbs were lean and appeared to be dried to a husk from being exposed to the sun for a considerable period of time. His ribs seem to protrude from his body, aching to be released. He was emaciated by choice, having spent the last few months in the preparation of this moment. Even he had a price to pay; another fact that he saw fit to remain hidden. 
 
    “He did not actually want to be liberated from his Pishacha state. He felt that He was more agile and able to help a greater number of people that way. So, when the Guardian of Kāsi redeemed Him from the condition He was in, He was deeply resentful, and filled Himself with intense anger. The intensity of that anger is strong, and it drives Him to accomplish great things for those who are loyal.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    “Soon, you will see, my dear. You will learn of His exultant nature, of His benevolent self!” the Rogue seemed to beam. 
 
    “And He will give me what I desire?” 
 
    “Yes! And much more, as I have mentioned. He is generous.” 
 
    “I bequeath myself to Him, if He does give me a life of love with Kausalya!” 
 
    “He will, my dear,” the Rogue moved now to the corner where he had perched for the past several hours and picked up a wooden box which was filled with flint. He walked back to the pile of firewood; sat on the floor, cross-legged. He signalled Siddhanath to do the same. 
 
    “Do you remember, my dear, of the first thing you said when you came in here?” the Rogue asked. 
 
    “What? What I said? Well, I—” Siddhanath hadn’t expected such a query, and he jogged his memory in a futile attempt. He could not remember—he was replete with excitement. 
 
    “Yes, you uttered something truly important.” 
 
    “Important?” Siddhanath had a rueful look, for he could not recall what he had uttered a minute ago. With the level of excitement reduced, he said, “I think I said that I came at the appointed hour, and I hoped that you are pleased about that.” 
 
    The Rogue smiled. Then, “Did you hear that, Wrath? He hopes that You are pleased with his adhering to your command!” 
 
    Siddhanath was perplexed at this—the Rogue was under the notion that he was talking to Wrath when he entered the hut. But why? It was he who so instructed me a few days ago, not Wrath… 
 
    A swift, cold wind seemed to have found its way into the hut through the narrow entrance. A pang of trepidation arose, passed, then… stillness. Was that a response from Wrath? Is that how He speaks? Siddhanath’s mind was filled with the ardour of the moment, and it was both alarming and tranquilising at the same time. But the sense of terror, which had been aroused when passing Pishachamochana and pushed to the background as he entered the Rogue’s dwelling, lurched forward again, tugging at his throat. These were realms which a teenage boy did not understand, and he would like it all to turn out to be a dream. But what of my Kausalya? I am so close to it now, just need to get through the ritual, as the Rogue had promised. 
 
     The Rogue appeared to be looking fixedly at Siddhanath’s chest. For a boy who preferred scholarly pursuits, his body was growing to be sturdy. But that was not what the Rogue was looking at. His gaze had been locked on the sacred thread that was on Siddhanath, stretching from his left shoulder to below his right armpit—the Yajñopavītam. This indicated that he had been initiated in the rites of passage that are carried out in a Brahmin household, basically marking the acceptance of a student by a guru for the learning of Vedic knowledge. As such, they are known as the twice-borns—Dvija. They undertake the natural physical birth as all beings do, but they would also need to take on a spiritual birth, which happens during the rites of passage, the Upanaya. 
 
    The Rogue started on making a fire using his flint kit. He blew haphazardly into the low flame, urging it to pick itself up. 
 
    “Your thread—take it out and cast it into the fire,” he told Siddhanath. 
 
    “What?! No!” 
 
    “The significance of the thread is no more, my dear. We need to do things in the proper way. We need to do it only once if we do it right. And you will get what you want today. There is no need to wait another day.” Such words of promise were cast out into the air between him and Siddhanath. The boy is sure to take the bait. 
 
    Siddhanath hesitated. It was one thing to undergo a school of Vedic teaching under a renowned and respected guru, but it was quite another to toss the token distinguishing his scholarly status into the flame in front of him now. He had not really thought things would go this far, to be honest. 
 
    “I think you need to relax, my dear,” the Rogue said, smiling. 
 
    It had some effect, though, and Siddhanath’s arched shoulders loosened up and fell back several inches. His breathing became calmer too. Well, it is just a string, after all. I don’t have to get all bent out of shape for that. Besides, Harinath will be more than happy to make another for me, Siddhanath reassured himself. 
 
     “There are reasons for this. There are reasons for a lot of things surrounding today. I am sorry, my dear, for seemingly being mysterious,” the Rogue laughed, then continued, “For instance, why we must have the ritual at midday. We are about to invoke Wrath, for a deed that is not entirely under the realm of Light—it is not a hallowed act, as you would know. I am sure you would have accepted that! What we are about to do may be iniquitous to others. But they will not get what you will! Kausalya will be yours by sunset today, my dear. And you will have many children with her and be joyous throughout your days here!” 
 
    He allowed some moments to pass, for the words to sink into Siddhanath’s mind. He saw Siddhanath nodding as he cast his eyes downward at the flames. Then, “In order to carry out such a deed, we would need to do so in pitch darkness when the sun is at its zenith. This is symbolic, and it must be so. Do you see it now, my dear? We have our reasons, both Wrath and me. We are on your side.” Another smile. 
 
    “Yes, I see what you mean. There are reasons.” 
 
    Almost immediately, his right arm darted toward his left shoulder, and he held the string as he lifted his left arm and pulled it off in one motion. He rolled the string into a ball, and lobbed it into the fire, which had now become a flame fitting for a ritual. 
 
    “See? That is easy enough.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “It will be all right. You will receive more than you give, I assure you.” 
 
    “Yes. I know.” 
 
     “All right. Now! Close your eyes and hold the object of your desires in your mind. Lock onto it, with ferocity, like a storm!” The Rogue knew what it is that Siddhanath desired but wanted him to create the visuals in his own mind without his direction. The significance of his own mental creation was paramount to the success of the ritual. 
 
    “There… I see it!” the Rogue, with his own eyes shut now, informed Siddhanath. “Ready?” 
 
    “Yes, I am ready! I see her clearly in my mind. I am ready for this!” 
 
    “Good. Good! And did you bring the ashes of the dead from the ghat?” 
 
    “Yes, they are here. Can I open my eyes?” 
 
    “Yes, my dear. We will start presently. But we need the ashes, now.” 
 
    Siddhanath opened his eyes, removed a small sack which he had neatly fitted into the side of his loincloth, adjoining his left thigh. He presented it to the Rogue. 
 
    The Rogue nodded, said, “Smear it on your chest and hands.” Siddhanath obeyed. 
 
    “Now, we start. Close your eyes! Do not speak. Breathe in the fumes, let it in. Let it envelop your senses. It will awaken you to new possibilities and new worlds, my dear!” the Rogue issued these commands, waited a while to be sure that Siddhanath would sit quietly. At least for now… 
 
    Siddhanath was grateful for the breathing practices he had been conducting that morning next to the river. He knew that he would be able to inhale large amounts of air into his lungs, which had now enlarged over the course of practise, roughly several months now. He felt his thighs and heels aching, being seated on such a coarse ground. It was uneasy, to be in this situation, in this room. He tried to focus on what was happening, the here and now. It is difficult… 
 
    Suddenly, there was a strange smell. It was putrid and strong, as though a thousand dead corpses had fallen from the skies onto where they were. The odour of decaying flesh was strong—Siddhanath had been near decaying corpses; often unknown persons or suicides, and he knew the scent. The smell that he was inhaling into his system was so pungent, and there was no way to drive it out. It had filled his lungs, and he was not sure if the heat he felt at his chest was due to this. The intensity of the heat increased sharply, and he knew it was not natural. None of this was natural. He was growing tired. 
 
    His thoughts were zigzagging from one element to another—his mother, the dead cat that was found next to the well where they draw water daily, the story of the churning of the ocean, Kausalya, the formation of a drop of blood at the tip of his left forefinger when he pricked his fingernail by accident, the fishes and turtles in the river Ganga, and the image of Pishachamochana that morning. Pishachamochana, and his warning! What of it? What does it mean? Did it relate to this? 
 
    His energy was spent, and he only managed to inhale several more smoke-filled breaths. A moment later, as his mind assumed a form which was foreign to him, he passed out. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THREE 
 
      
 
      
 
    Daksin-murti sat in silence in the yard of his home. The Brahmins within the city were affluent, and they built houses with a courtyard in its centre—always taking the shape of a square. The evening sun was already disappearing beneath the horizon, behind the familiar mountain ranges. Nonetheless, there was enough light for him to see and assess the situation. For them to see, he corrected himself. Word was already out on the streets that something was amiss with his only child. Even rumours of possession had already started spreading. Apparently, it is easier to spread tattles than to cultivate aptitude. 
 
    Siddhanath’s breathing had become steady now. The vapour formations on the mirror which was placed just below his nostrils revealed as much. Everyone was relieved, especially his mother, Niranjana Ma. She was the pulse of the family, kept a steady head about all practical matters of household living. But upon seeing her son in an incapacitated fettle, she descended into a state of despair that none saw forthcoming. The blow was too much, and the lamentations held a grief that was too great. She was not prepared to lose her child to the netherworlds and she made that fact clear to all present at that hour of dusk when Siddhanath was brought down from the bullock cart that transported him. 
 
    With Niranjana Ma having been given a mild tranquiliser and made to lie down on a mat behind the parapet surrounding the courtyard, Daksin-murti was able to gauge the damage to Siddhanath’s essential organs: skin, hair, breathing and circulatory organs. Somehow, his external structure was intact, but Daksin-murti detected some internal burns, just below the dermis. Amazingly, the upper skin formations seemed to have not been exposed to extreme heat. 
 
    Perhaps he ingested something? He could have got close to the pyres about Manikarnika Ghat. Yes, that would be it. I did see many corpses there for cremation today. That would have accounted for the volume of fumes in the vicinity. 
 
    But that did not link to when (and if) Siddhanath would awaken from the unconscious state he was in. Daksin-murti had ruled out poisoning from snakes and scorpions and other insects. There were also several fishes in the Ganga that were said to be poisonous, but this was not their spawning season. So, poison was out of the analysis. It had to be some form of temporary shutdown that his body had triggered, to avert something. But what? I am losing time, and I may lose my son! 
 
    High-pitched wailing could be heard from the corner of the courtyard. The mother is distressed, and she had cursed the thousand forms of God for her sorrow. 
 
    “Brother, we should try it again,” Iravanth Iyer – who was regarded as the authority for curing the sick in Kāsi – suggested. He possesses a vast knowledge of the workings of the human body which goes into recondite principles of anatomy and of response-reaction to antidotes that he concocts as part of his art, as he had gathered the intricate philosophies of Ayurveda (the science of life) during a decade-long pilgrimage to South India. He had written several journals, each being about a thousand pages in length, in his own hand. He prizes these records above all else. But now, he was dumbfounded. This was beyond him, and he could not say it out loud.  
 
    Daksin-murti pulled the blanket that was on Siddhanath further upward, now covering his chest entirely. He noticed that the Yajñopavītam was no longer on his son. Something to be cautious about? I don’t know what is happening… 
 
    “Is that what you propose, Iravanth?” he asked. 
 
    “Well, he appears to be apoplectic. Due to what, that is what we must seek. It is definitely derived from the outside,” Iravanth said. He was looking upward at the sky, then, “Daksin-murti, we are phasing into Kapha. We have until ten o’clock tonight to revive your son. Else…” He cast a downtrodden look. “He has a steady pulse, too, which is a good sign.” 
 
    “Yes, I understand.” The evening muhurta – a measurement of time, which is approximately forty-eight minutes – was now in Ajapāda, the Goat Foot. “It is inauspicious now, I understand. We shall wait a while for us to try it once more.” The next phase, the Ahir-Budhnya, the Serpent at the bottom, was an auspicious one. 
 
    “Very wise you are, Daksin-murti.” That’ll give me time to think. 
 
     The father of the boy sighed; ignored the compliment entirely. He walked past the kitchen, headed to the shelves where copper pots and plates and tumblers were placed. He managed a smile, just for an instant, as he acknowledged that the smaller pots, plates and tumblers were placed at the bottom shelves so that the ‘younger one’ may be able to reach it when needed. The practise seemed to have survived the past decade—Siddhanath had been four when Niranjana Ma outlined that rule. Daksin-murti grabbed a couple of items, which clanked when held together in his left hand, and he shuffled back to the courtyard. 
 
    The darkness grew deeper, and the insects had commenced their buzzing and humming. Iravanth was facing Siddhanath, had his palms together and his eyes closed, chanting a prayer. The energies would need to be regulated for the body of a fourteen-year-old, and we need to hurl off whatever adverse agency is at work, at that energy level. An immense task, for we know not what is happening exactly. Oh, Gods Above! What is happening?! 
 
    “We would need some water from the river, brother,” Iravanth said presently. “It is a very powerful source of Shiva.” 
 
    Daksin-murti concurred with that statement. He, too, was a student of the Vedantic lore, and he had experienced and reviewed the act of sprinkling the water gathered from the Holy Ganga onto the corpses that were brought to Manikarnika Ghat. He understood the need for traditions, however, he was also witness to countless miracles that the river had professed. He knew there were domains beyond the physical, and that this was beyond logical reasoning and comprehension. Perhaps this is where Siddhanath was biding? 
 
    “Yes, brother Iravanth. You ought to get your sons to fetch us some of the water. I do have some of it in the cistern yonder, but it has been some time since it was filled, and its effect may not be as forceful as required,” Daksin-murti said, while wondering why he had said ‘required’ when it was illusory, for neither knew what was actually required to be carried out to save the boy’s life. 
 
    “At once,” Iravanth strutted off, bearing the proudness of being one of the few in Kāsi who has three healthy sons. Who could afford to have three healthy sons, to be precise. Daksin-murti always muttered his criticism in private. It was an abhorrent thing, pride. But, oftentimes, people would not be able to discern when pride ends and when envy begins. Oftentimes, it is truly obscure, and therein lies the true pitfall of all lost souls. Today, the lost soul is my son. I pray to all the Gods that he will not be lost for long! 
 
     Daksin-murti could not ascertain how long he had been studying the countenance of Siddhanath, as Iravanth made an appearance at the scene again. “Here, brother! Apparently, the boys collected some of Mother Ganga’s waters just this afternoon. We have some time on our side!” he said, sounding upbeat, given the circumstances. His sons did not ensue, as was the custom of the sect of Brahmins: children were not be out after sunset. 
 
    “Have we? Time?” Daksin-murti echoed his thoughts. “I hope you are right, Iravanth.” Darkness was enveloping Kāsi now, and the blowing of the conch shells as part of the Ganga Aarti could be heard – the Ahir-Budhnya. 
 
    Just then, something appeared from the skies over the arable landscape just outside the house of Daksin-murti. It was an odd spectacle, and fortuitous that it should happen the way it did—but it did happen that way. An eagle, with its talons curved backwards to assist in its descent to the spot they were in, appeared, hauling something slender in its tightly-shut beak. It swooped low, gracefully adjusting its flight path toward the courtyard, and released its haul. It fell with a loud thud, suggesting that it was several kilograms in weight. And it started slithering instantly. A serpent. 
 
    “Cobra!” Iravanth shrieked. 
 
    “Quick! The boy!” Daksin-murti exclaimed in response. He grabbed a pot he had earlier procured from the kitchen, advancing towards the cobra. It, however, did not seem interested in harming anyone, most particularly Siddhanath, as it was wriggling away in the opposite direction of the assembly. It was obviously trying to save its skin. But the omen of the hour is getting perverse, stimulated further by the sudden appearance of this cobra. Many cultures have regarded serpents as a negative entity, notably due to its forked tongue—suggesting the deceitful nature of the creature. The feeling was that, if it could speak, it would undoubtedly cast truths with lies. As such, it was not to be trusted as a friend, nor could anyone deal with it in distant isolation as foe. It is nature’s depiction of treachery. And it showed up near my unconscious boy... 
 
    With a singular thrust of his arm with the copper pot, he cracked the head of the serpent, killing it in a fraction of a second.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FOUR 
 
      
 
      
 
    Siddhanath could not believe his luck—everything went smoothly! The snake and the eagle were a nice touch, though. It was elegant, in a sense. The Rogue did say that he had a ‘special treat for all those at home’, but this was taking it up a notch, into the dominion of unknown enchantments. However, it worked, all the same. The theatricals that were needed for this ruse to succeed were indeed elegant. 
 
    He was just lying there, in the family hall where they usually have their meals together on the floor. There was ample space here, and there was the need for adequate ventilation for the fumes to be thinned out—his father and their neighbour had been burning incense sticks for the past four hours. It must be close to midnight now, Siddhanath estimated. 
 
    He backtracked to the events that took place at the Rogue’s hut—the enthralling ritual, with the invoking of the entity that is Wrath and the incantations lasting several hours, while he was immobilised to a rigidity close to that of a corpse. And the mental communication with that entity (at least, that is what he had thought it was). It was a muted chatter in his mind at first, but then it gathered traction and the entity had become emboldened to reveal Itself to him. To his astonishment, Wrath looked like a honey bear; the only peculiarities that struck Siddhanath were that He had thick black fur, a snout and long arms, and He, too, was draped in a loincloth. The last bit almost made Siddhanath laugh. “Well, are you not a lucky one? He chose to show Himself to you. A feast for the eyes, my dear!” the Rogue grinned, though Siddhanath sensed envy in his deeply-set eyes, as the Rogue turned his head away to conceal that emotion. 
 
    Siddhanath felt that time was greatly stretched while he was suspended in that state of paralysis. He had been analysing his situation, weighing the odds of eloping with Kausalya tonight. He also summed up Wrath’s character and intentions. Surely such a whimsical-looking being had to be magnanimous? Things will be well. 
 
    The Rogue had taught him several mantras, though he had been warned that they were dark in their embellishment, which would assist him in his endeavour tonight; starting with one which had shaped the current situation. His heartbeat had been made to reduce to about a tenth of the normal waking rate, and his breathing had been so markedly prolonged that without the study by a skilled and seasoned hand, one would easily take him for dead. Siddhanath was astonished to discover that by reciting these mantras, the body shifts to form a certain order, establishing itself to a function that only the person who had recited said mantra would know. 
 
    He had unearthed some of the ancient texts, within the runes that were housed at the underground vaults of the mandir he had been affixed to as a Vedic scholar, and he recalled having read of the basis of the science of sound, and its repercussions to the surroundings (which includes the human body, mind, and energy systems). The text had expounded that the natural state of existence is energy in motion, which seems to take on a rhythmic attitude, from the very small to the very large—everything was in motion. Everything had a birth, and everything will have to die. That is the law of creation. Thus, everything had to be in a state of dance, to expend the energies within and transfer it to the Brahman—the Ultimate Reality. The prompting factor for the recollection of this for him had been the allusion to the Shiva Tandav, the idea that everything is Shiva, and Shiva is in everything, and He dances ceaselessly to keep existence in a stirring sea of births and deaths. Such a beautiful way to depict creationism-ex nihilo. 
 
    The text goes on, segmented by Trisbuth for each topic or subject matter: moving through the concepts of chakras within the human body; the law of Karma and the law of Darma; the physical observations of the energy structures (such as heartbeats, the process of peristalsis, and the regulation of hormones as well as several others which he could not recall) and the interconnectedness of one with all. This had been an aberrant concept for a teenager, merely years older than a child, to be able to grasp and to appreciate such knowledge. Siddhanath was sure that many adults themselves would not be able to comprehend the depth of these texts in their lifetimes. But he understood them, and he hungered for more of such lore. 
 
    So, basically, what the chanting had done is to strike me at the energy level, realigning my internal systems. But he noted the rapidity of the change: it was amazingly quick, as though his organs had been awaiting the command for transition. He was also sure that his lungs had expanded in size, fashioned for the reduction in the intakes of breaths. However, his mental awareness had been heightened. His eyes were closed, but his mind was carrying out something odd. It was crafting a mental image with the data obtained from sound, particularly from the reverberations of the speech made by his father, the neighbour Iravanth Iyer, the clanking of pots in the kitchen, the sobs from his mother, the procession at the banks of Ganga. And the sounds made by the unseen insects and other nocturnal beings. This, too, must be an effect of the chant I had been taught. 
 
    But a scent was evident, which had lingered from the Rogue’s hut and it had followed him here. It was a musky scent. He had been analysing this for the past several hours as well, and he was jubilant when he thought he had it figured out: it was the scent of a bear! More accurately, an odour of a bear with wet fur. Siddhanath relaxed somewhat, upon hitting on that knowledge. Wrath was around him, comforting him, letting him know that things will turn out well, giving him strength to remain silent and be in a state of patience (an onerous task for a teenage boy). 
 
    An hour passed, and he lay there, unmoving. The time to act was nigh, and he had the process played out in his head several times over. I will need to get to the south-eastern realm of Kāsi, where I will meet Kausalya, just outside the Vinayaka Temple. We would then rush across the Ganga. She will be gentle with us, to be sure, for She understands our plight as young lovers! Just as She had presented Bhishma to the great king Shanthanu, Mother Ganga will grant us safe passage across to the other bank, and thence to our freedom to start a family. 
 
    The hour of dawn is most symbolic to the Hindu culture, Siddhanath’s father would often say. The framework of rationale for this had now been long forgotten – or worse, had been put forth to the multitudes of those indifferent to that framework – but his father outlined several scientific formulations for the hour of sunrise. The gradual increase in temperature when the sun’s rays slowly compound in intensity, which in turn would heat up the veins and arteries that channels blood throughout the cardiovascular system of a human. Thus, one would be expedient in rising just before sunrise, and to bask in the warmth of the sun for several minutes, followed by some stretches of muscles and limbs. Another aspect his father always propounded was that of the gravitational pull of the moon and the sun at sunrise, which, much to Siddhanath’s perturbation, he could not fully soak in. He understood theorems and law such as gravity, but he failed to see its significance during dawn as opposed to the other hours of the day. 
 
    Siddhanath heard the chirping of a cricket very close to his mat. He immediately knew this must be the signal that the Rogue spoke of during their meeting earlier. The Rogue had said, cryptically, “When two parts of the body are entwined together as a form of dance, and thence a melodious sound emanates from that motion, such will be your indicator to depart your home, my dear. And soon you and your beloved will be interlaced together as well!” The instruction ended with a sniggering. And Siddhanath thought it amusing that the cryptic message would come in the form of stridulation, thus limiting the cue to that of the sound made by a common domestic cricket. 
 
    At that, he flung open his eyes, and peered about the room. He had been shamming for about four hours now. Consequently, his eyes had not been operating for that time, and he realised that he now had blots around the centre of his vision. After several moments, with his eyesight now able to make out the outlines of objects he was accustomed to, he arched his hips to the right and pushed himself up from the ground. 
 
    The thin blanket that had been placed on his body as he had been lying down now rolled onto a wad at the side of the mat. He picked it up charily and checked if there were signs of the chirping cricket. Of course, there won’t be any such sign! Satisfied, he placed the blanket on the hard pillow, and noiselessly walked out of there to the back door of the house, placing each foot as softly as possible—from the heel to the toe. He smiled as he relished the fact that this was not the first time he had been carrying out such a walk around his house; there had been many an occasion he had engaged in the silent walk. Now he would need to be sure to be just as silent throughout his venture out of the Holy City. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FIVE 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, sister! Have you ever thought that, maybe, Rudra and Shiva are not the same person? Our scholastic tutors have not gone to any great lengths to discover why, for instance, that in the Rig-Veda, there is only reference to Rudra, the Roarer, and no mention of Shiva, the Kind Recluse?” Atharv asked Kausalya. He seemed to be radiating with a certain confidence – and defiance of sorts – at the prospect of putting forth such a controversial theory. He found it incongruent that he had been named after another collection of the scriptures of one of the four Vedas. Quite incongruous, indeed… 
 
    Kausalya baulked at the idea. “That is the most absurd thing you’ve said so far in your life, Atharv… Different persons! I wonder sometimes, how is it that you could think of such crooked things? It does amaze me, brother.” 
 
    “It takes a deep-thinking mind to manage such feats, sister. It is not for everyone,” he said, and gave a sly wink. “I just thought that since the temperaments of both Shiva and Rudra – one representing the aspect of being tender, while the other is that of wildness – is a curious thing. And throughout the entire Rig Veda, there is no mention of the name Shiva. Not once. There are only the citations on the Roarer, who wields a bow, and thereby is ultimately an archer. Have you seen any depictions of Shiva hunting with a bow, sister? Or were the illustrations of Him featuring only drums and a trident? Well? What do you think?” Atharv said. 
 
    Kausalya had begun matting her lustrous hair. The evening prayer at the mandir – with the chief priest being the only one allowed into the inner sanctum – will be held in its usual grand fashion. The hundreds of oil lamps adorning the stairway leading to the entrance and all around the edges of the main halls, would have been lit up by now. She always found it a fascinating sight; the lambent essence transformed the mandir with the simple aid of oil lamps. She had heard her brother’s query, of course. But I do not think that it warrants a reply. Such heresy! And if Father found out… 
 
    The window at which they were both seated, which is triangular in shape, with the lower part being a tall rectangle, let in the moonlight and stellar luminescence. It is vital to have such light when studying the Brahmanic scriptures, young ones, their tutor had once said. He had a rather comprehensive analysis of the matter, and he hoped that it would be scribed onto parchment and be read throughout the lands. Kausalya looked up at the stars and called on the memory of the instruction that she and her brother had received on the first day of their tutor’s commencement with them at their home. It seemed that there was a connection between the stars and the moon, and the knowledge which had been acquired by the ancients. It seemed clear that they had looked to the night sky for the answers to their pressing wonders of creation. What had been obscure to other cultures beyond the vast system of valleys and mountains, we understood after a while—the universe moves at an awfully slow pace, and a single human lifetime is not sufficient to study such movements. It would take several lifetimes for an analysis of interest, and that means that the data that is being passed on from one generation to the next would need to be recorded. Therefore, language and a system of writing and archiving would need to exist before any form of investigation could be undertaken. I like this one, she had thought then, awestruck at the depth of his knowledge. He is younger than most, but more knowledgeable than them all. 
 
    But now her brother seemed to be ridiculing him, and she was lost for words. Perhaps they are different persons. Perhaps not. Why does it matter? 
 
    Atharv continued looking at her. Agitated that there seemed to be no response forthcoming from his sibling, he ventured into a satirical mode, “Perhaps you do not have the wisdom nor the wits for such things, Kausalya. Would you rather we had a banter? I have some new ways to attack you! You are just a pretty face. A pretty face that will one day be a householder, and you’d spend your days in the background of your husband.” There! That’ll get her started. 
 
    But, again, nothing came out of her. She continued gazing outward, with her hand still working on her hair. Atharv said, “What is wrong with you today? You’d best get used to talking, for when our tutor gets here in… several minutes, he’d have some questions lined up for each of us.” 
 
    She placed her right foot down on the large Rajasthan dhurrie they were seated on, adjacent to the short chair on which the tutor would seat himself. She looked at her brother, said, “I had some… thoughts to consider, Atharv. Father’s becoming ill, he’s not as fit as he once was. With the season of harvest here now, there have been all sorts of festivals—at least one each week, I imagine. And for each of those nights when he is out at the altar conducting prayers for the pilgrims and the families, he’s exposed to the huge amount of smoke from the burning of firewood in front of the mandir. I hear him coughing ceaselessly through the night, and he’s not having enough sleep either. He’s… aged.” 
 
    Her brother had been listening silently, and very attentively, with his eyes cast downward. Yes…he’s not as spry anymore. There will be a time for reckoning for that, and there was the obvious fact that their father was the sole breadwinner of their family. Though he had been provided a house and monthly provisions for their household needs, which was decent enough, Atharv knew that this would only continue so long as he was able to serve the mandir as chief priest. Also, as part of the decree made with the Maharaj of Kāsi, their father would need to indoctrinate the younger priests to the Sanskrit rituals. But with his health in a state of detriment, their place in the chain was in jeopardy. “I know,” he said quietly. 
 
    “Mother is worried, too. I sense it, though she does not show it. She has always kept such things to herself. I think that she fears it, the thought of losing him, and the question of what will become of us. Especially… me,” she said. She tried to ascertain the spot where her brother’s gaze was fixed at, planted her sight on a point of the pyramid-like images on the dhurrie. 
 
    “Of course, she’s worried. She’s thinking about you being a wife to someone, someday. And to whom, and how, is what’s in her mind. How would she be able to carry out those tasks, being a woman? And her own brothers are away on a nine-year pilgrimage to the various mountain shrines in the Himalayas. No one would be able to reach them, and they wouldn’t know what is occurring here. Another five years to go for their return… I miss the three of them,” Atharv said. “I’ve been closer to Mother’s siblings than I have been to Father’s.” 
 
    “Me too,” Kausalya said, sighing. “Things will be fine,” she added at last. 
 
    “Yes. Yes, they will. But you still need to… Well. You know how it is for daughters. Once they leave for the home of their husbands, they rarely would be able to come to their own parents’ house. Even for a visit,” he said, contemplating the dire circumstances that would definitely follow. Some day. 
 
    “I do not want to be reminded of that, Atharv!” she barked, her eyes now wide with rage. “Why do you do these things? You always play the role claiming to be ultimately all-rational, with no emotion. I guess that you are truly pretending, that you do have a soft interior, after all. Too soft for the likes of the son of a priest.” It is my turn to taunt, brother! 
 
    “Hum! Are you not the Princess of Lofty Tenderness? I am soft, indeed! I should give you a punch, break your nose. Perhaps that’ll make you nice and neat,” he said, suppressing a laugh. He looked at her for a moment, then said more seriously, “But I have to tell you, Kausalya, you’re looking like a bride.”  
 
    She blushed at this, turned away for a second, then looked back at him, “Whatever do you mean by that?” 
 
    “Well, it is true. And you know me—I am an advocate of the truth!” he beamed. “Every boy in Kāsi, and from all four quadrants, has been looking at you in an odd way. Odd! But I know what they’re thinking… the scums… Even the girls have a thing or two to say about your looks.” She will feel uplifted now… 
 
    “I really don’t know whatever it is that you mean,” she said, looking out through the window again. Time seemed to be trailing rather slowly for her today, and she ached for it to be sped up, by any of the gods that could manage that. She’d gladly give Them her devotion—just make the time go on quicker… 
 
    There was a knock on the door, to which Atharv said “Please enter.” The tutor stepped into the room, which was one of the most heavily decorated that he’d ever seen, turned to shut the door, and proceeded to the low chair placed before the two teenagers. The tutor was aware of the traditions, and he approved of them, of course. For instance, the guru, which, in Sanskrit means, ‘the one who removes darkness’, is supposed to be seated at an elevated level; his students below him. Of course, it has some symbolic elements, one is to show that the intellect of the guru is elevated above those of his students. And then there was the practice with regards to teaching female students: families would place a piece of cloth (usually a piece of saree or a woven blanket) up between two walls, held together by hooks. The guru was not meant to see his female students, nor should the student see the one who is instructing. And, almost always, lessons are conducted only verbally. Now, the tutor placed himself onto the seat, darted out his arm to make sure that the thick saree that was suspended in front of him, was an arm’s length away. “You two, ready?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes, Sir, we are,” Atharv said. A part of the custom is that the female student should not speak unless spoken to, and she could not be alone with a guru. Many a time Atharv wondered if the lessons were actually meant for his sister, and whether their father made him sit through the classes as… well, sort of a proxy without a purpose. 
 
    “Very good. Let’s quickly review on the segment we have been—” the guru started, then paused as he saw, through the veiled cloth, that Atharv had his right arm raised, indicating the need to say something. "Yes, Atharv?"  
 
    “I have a doubt, Sir. One I’ve recently picked up. I am sure that you are the sagacious one to alleviate it,” Atharv said. His sister rolled her eyes. Oh boy, here we go… 
 
    “Yes? What is your query?” 
 
    “It is… about the great war of Bharat. The Mahabharata. And the Ramayana, too. I have been contrasting these two great epics, Sir,” Atharv said. Kausalya turned to look at him, slightly amused that this was not the subject of discussion that they had been having earlier. Oh, brother, you’re rich, truly! 
 
    The guru had a look which seemed very poised and very collected. And he delighted at the fact that there was one other in Kāsi who’d spend some of his time out of the classroom to contemplate academic matters.  
 
    “Yes, Atharv. The two of the greatest epics of our forefathers. What do you seek to know about them?” 
 
    Atharv leaned forward, planted his hands under his folded legs, and, as though was about to say something truly clandestine, whispered, “Did it truly happen? These two epics? Did the characters in them really exist, as in flesh and blood?” 
 
    The guru took a moment, then, “Yes. They really existed, and these epics did take place. They are an historical account, recounted orally through the ages. Why do you ask that now? Do you doubt its merits?” 
 
    “Oh no, Great One! I do not doubt it. I just… well, I do have a doubt, but only relating to a small part of it! Not to the entire chronicles. Just to their timelines, Sir.” Atharv said. 
 
    “The timelines?” 
 
    “Yes, Sir. About which of these epics occurred first.” 
 
    “Well, we have not covered them just yet. That’s still some weeks away, after we have gone through the details of the astrological functions played by the planets. But since you have asked me this now, I might as well tell you. The Ramayana happened first, and the great war some thousands of years thereafter,” the guru said.  
 
    “All right…” Atharv said, looking at Kausalya. She knew that her brother had already known this. There is something else brewing here… 
 
    “But... I was wondering of another possibility, Sir…” he stretched out the query for as long as possible. 
 
    “Yes? Do tell me what it is.” 
 
    “I have a… well, let’s say it is a suspicion. That’s all, a suspicion. That they really occurred around the same time. That they happened concurrently, or in sequence, one after another,” Atharv said. 
 
    “Why do you think that?” the guru asked. 
 
    “Well, Sir. It is because I had been going through the scriptures in the archives here in Kāsi. And through the annals. And I have been reading about the characters… well, only the major characters, in both these epics. And I have hit upon a most intriguing fact, Sir. I believe that I should one day write about it, and perhaps even preach about it!” 
 
    “Is that so?” the guru asked, probing the subject and the boy. “What have you found out, then?” 
 
    “There is this one character—Parasurama. He is the who wields an axe, right?” 
 
    “Yes, that is right.” 
 
    “He occurs in both tales. He makes an appearance in both the Ramayana and the Mahabharata,” Atharv said. Now let us see the response…  
 
    Kausalya looked on at her brother. Not bad, Atharv… 
 
    “Well… I’ve never thought of that,” the guru admitted. “That is very clever. A very mindful analysis.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir. That is why I believe that the events described in these tales happened about the same time,” Atharv hit the hammer on its mark. How exciting! I could make a living by posing such theories… 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SIX 
 
      
 
      
 
    The early hours of day were cool and inviting in Kāsi. Siddhanath kept his pace as regular as he could manage,and it was a quick pace, at any rate. And it needed to be quick, for his game would be known to many in a matter of an hour, according to his estimate. And then a search party would be assembled and the hunt for them would be underway. 
 
    There were many oil lamps lit up tonight, and the illumination from them had a grand appeal for the wandering pilgrim. In fact, I am a pilgrim who is to step out of the Holy City, he remarked to himself. A smile touched his lips, as he kept walking through the inner roads and back paths and alleyways. He would need to keep going southward, and he was well aided by the River Goddess, Ganga, which he could invariably spot on his left. The environment was quiet, save for the occasional cough and stirrings that could be heard from within homes and huts. 
 
    He wore thick paddings on his feet – no sandals – and he was glad for having done so, for the ground was unforgivingly cold, and he wondered at how much worse it was going to be for him and Kausalya when they crossed the Ganga – on foot, immersed in the mighty river up to their necks. The chill of the waters was just one problem; the other, and which now seemed to be a major problem indeed, was the aquatic animals that were apparent in the river—several types of trout and catfish made the river their habitat. 
 
    But there was also hearsay about gharial, a small version of a saltwater crocodile. And they were always hungry, with a set of a hundred-and-ten interdigitated teeth. In addition, they would have to deal with the skulls and other bone structures from corpses that had now sunk onto the riverbed; these would make excellent homes for the local groups of fishes. Thus, they would need to be cautious about where they would place their feet. Not that we could know how, in this darkness. 
 
    Siddhanath became aware of the growing steepness of the road he was traversing now. And he knew where he was, it was an ancient part of the city. Very ancient, in fact, and he pondered whether he should make the trip to see the holy grounds, which were just several steps away. He affirmed that he should, with the notion that he might never be able to see it in the future (even if he wanted to). 
 
    At a steady pace, he ran onto a narrow sidewalk, which opened to a flight of stairs going upward. He climbed the steps, breathing heavily both from exertion and because of the significance of the place he was about to step onto, and before he knew it, he reached the top, and beheld the view. This was the original site of the ancient temple of Vishveshvara, the presiding Lord of the City of Kāsi, who is Shiva, in the form of a Linga. He bowed down in reverence, thought that it would be better to prostrate himself on the ground instead, which he clumsily did, after removing the paddings from his feet. 
 
    He made his way down the steps as quickly as he had climbed them moments earlier and now resumed his walk to the southern banks of the Ganga, just at the borders of the Panchakroshi Road. A single doubt flashed in his mind: whether Kausalya would be there, or whether she had not been able to muster the courage to flee from her family, into the arms of her lover. The doubt turned to fear, and he wouldn’t venture on the thought any further. Wouldn’t, and couldn’t. What will I do then? I didn’t venture on this thought as I had been confident of our flight from Kāsi together, hand in hand. But what if she does not turn up? How quickly my life could turn upside down, topsy-turvy? Heavens above and below! Do not fail me! 
 
    Signs of the day breaking were evident - the sky was beginning to show pinkish hues. It was the winter season, and dawns happened earlier, and dusks came later. The calls of birds could be heard as well, but it was still not time for the reciting of the morning mantras and prayers at all the major altars about Kāsi. Thus, he still had the ability to manoeuvre without detection. 
 
    Several thoughts ran through him, the chief of them being whether he would need to quicken his pace, to reach the Panchakroshi Road earlier than the agreed time. That would present several disadvantages: he would need to stay hidden until he could spot Kausalya, and the road is known as the entrance point into Kāsi, so many a bullock cart transporting pilgrims, merchants, visitors, and conscripts of the local Maharaj would be using it. Even those contemplating suicide would rather end their lives in Kāsi, and they prefer to come unnoticed themselves during the early hours. 
 
    Siddhanath weighed all these elements, thought that it would be imprudent to hasten his arrival at the road. He would now need a sense of belief that the Rogue and his master, Wrath, would fulfil their promise; a belief that is not to be shattered. He felt his throat tighten, and the fear of the unknown constrict his chest. Belief. Hope. Faith. Three distinct words that give rise to a perception of acceptance that the unknown will be beneficial, that everything will come to fruition in the end. He could not hold on to that belief, as any boy of that age would. Belief, hope, faith... 
 
    He thought of his mother then. About how she would be sleeping soundly now, thanks to the tranquilising agent that his father had administered—he had heard the conversation between the neighbour and his father amidst the sobs of his mother. I may not see her again, he thought. He wondered of the future of his family without him. About the arresting sadness of the loss, of them never knowing what had befallen him. He thought that he may write to his parents in several weeks, saying that he is alive and well and had started a family of his own in a land far south. That he had run off with Kausalya, the daughter of the Chief Priest of the mandir.  
 
    His mind floated onto another realm: that of the erotic. It was a plane where he traversed occasionally, as he had ‘come of age’ about a year and three months ago. He thought that he would make Kausalya his wife by consummation. Of course, there would be the symbolic act of tying the three knots of the mangal sutra – the holy thread of marriage – around the neck of the bride by the groom. But the act of making love to his beloved Kausalya, that was something he had long dreamt and hoped for. I hope that when the time comes, I will not be clumsy and unsure. 
 
    The sky was becoming brighter, and the path in front of him easier to navigate. He was at the street where the last stretch of residences stood, and beyond that was a flatland of grass. And even beyond that, on the far side of the Panchakroshi Road, were the designated tree under which Kausalya would most likely be waiting. Most likely, though I would rather have her running to me now… 
 
    But there seemed to be no sign of her. Nor of any living thing surrounding the span of a dozen yards in any direction. He felt his heart skip a beat. Nervousness began to intensify within him, as he faced the fact that the adventure might have ended, even before it had begun. What shame! How…what will I do? 
 
    At the horizon, he knew, were the fields where paddy and barley had been grown for several generations past. Kāsi has been known for its fecund lands, and that is a delineation of anything that is linked to reproductions, renewals, rebirths, and resumptions. The lush green stems amongst the fields were seen to be moving in waves with the oncoming winds. Siddhanath felt the coolness of the air, but he was anything but tranquil. He also knew that he could not be standing there for much longer, nor could he hide and observe from a post— there were no such places in this part of Kāsi. The road leads off to beyond the realms of the Holy City. 
 
    The scene before Siddhanath seemed to become crisp and bright as the sun began to rise. This, too, he could see, at the horizon beyond the Panchakroshi Road. Kāsi will be abuzz with the activities of man and beast soon, and he would have to decide on a way forward. Right now. Decide! He could just walk home to his parents, and claim that after last night, he could not recall anything—of where he was or what he was doing, that everything was imperceptible. And that he had been called – no… summoned – to someplace which he could not define. And then he came to, and had been giddy for a while, and then decided… 
 
    He heard some rustling on the plane below him, just several yards away. He crouched immediately, lest it was some pilgrim or… someone sent to locate him? He held his breath, tried tuning his senses in the direction of the levels below him, which, in these parts, were mostly strata. No sound came. He waited. And then, he was not sure if he had heard it correctly – but it positively sounded like someone was chanting. And… a female’s voice! He felt some life enter him at that, and he slowly got to his feet. 
 
    He clicked his fingers and heard the voice halt now. He chuckled, for he knew that it must be her. He spoke now, “I know it is you over there, Kausalya. Whatever are you doing?” She responded immediately, “Oh… oh my God, thank God it is you!” Siddhanath saw her come up presently, panting and looking pale. “Oh, I was afraid! Terribly so! I was thinking of what I was to do if you did not show up!” she was literally shaking, as she held her mouth and nose with her cupped hands. 
 
    “So was I, my dearest. I almost believed that you were not coming, and that all our dreams and… well, it’s all right now. You are here,” he said, holding her arm and drawing her hands away from her mouth. “And what were you doing, chanting? What was the chant about? It was faint.” 
 
    “Oh, I was chanting the Triyambakam mantra, imploring the Lord Shiva for courage! You… you’ve no idea, how I felt when I did not see you at the tree! I just collapsed there, on the ground,” she said, still trembling. He embraced her and found that it was the first time that they were this close, the first time they touched. He felt intoxicated. This is the feeling that I want to feel, always… 
 
    “I couldn’t think of going back… Oh… How would I go back? A girl, from the priestly clan, taking flight in the night… My father, he’d—” she started. 
 
    “I know… I know. It is not the same for a girl. There are some… limits. You’ve breached yours. And you can’t go back there any more, Kausalya. That path is forever closed for you,” Siddhanath said. He assumed a more assuring tone, “We will go forwards, Kausalya. You and I, we have… a whole new life. We will be joyous and prosperous. And when we have firm footing in that life, we will come back to Kāsi.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Rogue was coming out of his quasi-stupor state, which always happened when he was in conversation with Wrath. Though he had always tried to impede the feeling of nausea whenever the nexus was over, he always failed. Always. It was Wrath’s way of testing his disciple’s solemnness. His signature. It was always to make one feel so sick to the gut, and that was always how He’d weed off the ones that are worthy and the ones that aren’t. He’d cause you to twirl with all your might, questioning your morality and limits. And then, He will break you. Always… 
 
    He slowly cast his eyes open and stared dead ahead. And he saw… nothing. It was just after midnight, the hour at which Wrath would be most vivacious; and it seemed that was the time He took on the form of a sentient being. The dialogue between them would always be about Him giving out instructions to the Rogue, and they were non-negotiable. Wrath adjured the Rogue on a task that would need to be carried out that very day. Non-negotiable… 
 
    And in return, He would accord the Rogue with powers that bordered on the extravagant… powers that only the Demi-Gods should have. Wielding such powers are not for mere mortals, Wrath had said once. It is not that you are not worthy, mind you. But it is that you are not able to, as your physical composition is not structured in such a way as to be able to house and harness such power. It is like having two hearts in your body. Could you imagine them both beating at their own rhythm? How would you regulate the flow of blood? Wrath’s laughter was deep and ear-splitting, and the Rogue would often shudder when it came, for there was an undercurrent of malice with that laugh. Always… 
 
    Tonight, however, a payment with blood was needed. That was the price, for the Rogue had neglected the alliance between them and had indolently attended to the tasks that needed to be done. The only reason that Wrath had granted him leeway for the past several months was because of the rewarding payment that the Rogue had given—which was far greater than what was requested. As a demon, Wrath was an entity of parasitic qualities. And that would mean that He required nourishment in the form of raw organs and blood from other living beings with consciousness. The Rogue outdid himself when he had presented Wrath with a kid that had been suffering from muscle tremors and was observed to be moving about in a circle when grazing at the grasslands where the Rogue had been settled for some time before stepping onto the borders of Kāsi.  
 
    And it was during these moments that the Rogue’s fear of Wrath would be greatest. He would place the subject of sacrifice on an ornate formation he’d cast on the ground, with a small funerary-like pyre beside it, to present the impression that the sacrifice is a funeral. The Rogue would then invoke Wrath to come forth to take possession of the oblation. It was all carried out during midnight, and it was the only time when Wrath would take on a physical form, bear-like and menacing. He would come forth from the pyre itself, and the most fearsome part of it all was when He ripped the sacrificial object with His fangs, with blood exuding down His furry black body. He grunted endlessly during His feasting, and He seemed to take a liking for wriggling His head when attempting to tear flesh from bone. For the Rogue, it has always been a sight of shocking terror. Always… 
 
    They were now not in Kāsi, but on a hunt. And the predator will always go to where the prey was hiding. So, they moved southward, to hotter climates. The time for a feasting is drawing nigh, and I would need to deliver! But what He is asking for… though I had agreed to it then, for it seemed to be a trivial thing. But now… when I would need to carry it out, I quiver! 
 
    The Rogue had one limitation that did not play to his advantage: he could only travel after sundown. The side of darkness places such a limit, for everything that the Rogue is doing, even his very being, would need to be confined to darkness. Usurping supernatural powers without effort nor with the wisdom to harness them, does have a heavy penalty. The Rogue felt that he had not seen a sunrise, or been under the warmth of the sun, for about a decade now. And it was a cause-and-effect deal that he had made with Wrath: a decade barred from the sun, grants you a decade longer to live on this earth. Such was the trade-off for the alliance that they had between them. 
 
    Thus, moving under the cover of night would mean that there would be a minimal number of travellers to hitch a ride with. And he would need to be cautious about food and water supply, and there are many poisonous creatures that are active at night. To be stung by a desert scorpion, for instance, would mean that his fate is sealed, regardless of his powers; he could not squeeze out every particle of poison that might find its way into his system. No, that is another limit. 
 
    He stepped out of his hut, gazed at the stars. Theirs was a distant and ancient light, possibly one that was emanated even before the Earth came to be. There were the constellations—the scorpion was always the easiest to discern. This was not the lethal one, but the one who directs. And thence the Rogue got his bearings. He marked it in his head – south is where that tree is – and he went back into the hut, quickly gathered his personal effects, and arrowed out. He glanced back, chanted the prescribed spell, and watched the hut fade out to nothingness. It was one of the useful mantras he employed – the hut followed him, and in the moments before sunrise, he would have the hut placed back on a suitable spot with another chant. 
 
    The goat path was not easily seen in such a night, without lunar aid. But his eyes had been adapted to such conditions for long years, and they adjusted quickly to this night’s exploits. He walked with a dreariness that suspended his rational thinking—that he should not make the walk tonight, that he should recast his hut and rest the night within it. He wondered of his existence, of how he had been living for the past ten years, since the day he took the pledge to serve The One Who Engulfs Anguish. His life was now all about walking, from village to village, and serving Him by presenting sacrificial offerings. And for the next ten years, he predicted that he would be doing the very same thing. What have I got myself into? 
 
    He thought of the command that Wrath had given tonight. Of the entire scheme that the two of them had played thus far on the other two, who are the pawns of the game. They were the unwary travellers, and they would soon pay the ultimate price. Innocence is an aspect that increases as the age of the person in question reduces; it was an inversely-proportional variable. This seemed to be a universal law, and it could not be broken by anyone, including Wrath. Therein lay His limitations, and the Rogue was sure that others such as Kala Bhairav would have been brisk in pointing out that fact to Wrath.  
 
    The Rogue pondered on the place at which Wrath resides. What is that place? And what does He do during the other times when we are not in conversation? He long had these sorts of queries but dared not ask Wrath the answers to them. The ancient lore describes that entities such as these take on energy formations when they are in the other realms. Physical manifestations only take place when they are traversing on this plane. What does He look like in that space? 
 
    He knew that Wrath is on a permanent lookout for possible votaries, and that is how he had been earmarked and approached by Him, about a century ago, and in a land far off—a place of snowy mountains and long hours of daytime, where the men hunt moose and yaks, and the tribe drink water that has been mixed with raw alcohol out of casks (so that it does not freeze at temperatures close to absolute zero). That seemed like another life, another birth. And when the Rogue’s village had been attacked by vigilantes, Wrath had made an appearance beside him, on his deathbed, and awarded him a way out of a certain death. Now death has taken the form of a living hell for him. 
 
    He caught a whiff of the two that he was seeking out. They are within a mile, he estimated. I should be quick about it. The deed would need to be done, and the sooner he could present them as sacrifice to Wrath, the better it would be. He felt himself wearied thin—the karma from carrying out such evil was finally catching up to him. And then there would be a price to pay on this front as well. But for this, I could never escape, even if I were to take on many thousands of births… 
 
    He replayed the conversation he had with Wrath earlier. He had been ever more accusatory tonight and growled at the Rogue’s attempts to afford an explanation – I am not as energetic as I was when You found me! There was aggression in the growl, and in the entire conversation anyway. Then Wrath outlined his orders to the Rogue, charging him for the presenting of Siddhanath and Kausalya. But He seemed to take a special interest in the female; the Rogue was puzzled. And yet, that was Wrath’s nature—that of obscurity, and to leave much of his purpose unknown to his servant. 
 
    But tonight, He had broken His rule, and divulged His needs, which brought the Rogue to his knees with horror and mortification—I would like the woman, for one is just forming within her womb! That is the most succulent thing to taste… one that I have not had in a while…


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
      
 
      
 
    Kausalya brought in the clothes from the lines outside, scampering as she did so. The monsoon winds had brought with them an indefensible rage to throw anything in its path to the side, and so she found some of their clothes on the grassy surface of their newly constructed shelter. She heard some chirping of chicks in a nest hidden from her sight, but she was sure that their mother would come by soon to roost there and give them warmth against the chilly winds.  
 
    She dumped the pile onto the straw bed and adjusted her hair. She peered out, gauging the strength of the winds against the arrival of her husband. Oh my, I hope he hurries home… the rain will be here soon. Her elfin face had grown thinner, and her skin was a tone darker. She looked at the oval mirror they had purchased from the local market a few days ago. It was not large enough for one to see the reflection of one’s entire face, so she had to move about in several directions to get a picture of how she looked. I like the redness of my bindi, and it is at the precise centre of my forehead. She smiled. 
 
    Her saree was thin, and she felt cold when some wind found its way through the panelled walls. She tucked the garment around her hips to under the layer on her right, then gently placed her palm on her swollen belly. She was six months into her pregnancy, and she felt fine. That is most crucial to me, Siddhanath did not make any reservations in telling her that, which was almost daily. He made it a point to get her a canister-full of cow’s milk once every two days; as that was what he could afford from working at the sandalwood fields. But he was not employed to carry out back-breaking work such as chopping down the trees himself. The field manager, Shri Devakar, observed the agility of Siddhanath, and his nimbleness, and so they had him tested out about a month ago. And the test was that he would need to climb a sandalwood tree, inspecting the health of its bark and leaves. If there are traces of sickness, and if the sickness is observed to be localised, then he is required to remove it with the tools that he will be carrying around his waist. Siddhanath proved to be one of the best climbers the manager had employed. 
 
    Within days of their flight from Kāsi, they had, as agreed, written to each of their families. Siddhanath directed his letter to Niranjana Ma, his mother. It was unheard of, to address a letter to a female member of a household when the family leader – which is most often the husband – is still alive. Siddhanath had imagined the uproar that would most likely take place, especially at his wife's side. To receive a handwritten letter from his daughter would mean the Chief Priest was most likely to denounce her existence. The members of the priesthood clans would carry out this wish unhesitatingly if it is proven true that a daughter had eloped with a man from another propinquity. 
 
    But the parents would need to be informed of their children’s continued existence and of the favourable situation (which both Kausalya and Siddhanath felt to be true) they were in. And so, Siddhanath got to writing the letter for her, imitating her style of saying something and of her likeness of emotions. The letter did hold the essence of her bearing, she felt, and it will settle well with her family. The two of them assented to writing another letter to each family in a month’s time, when the initial shock abated, and the parents were awaiting further news from them. They had written a set of four letters now, each to be posted out at some time in the near future. 
 
     Siddhanath’s employer had invited the two of them over to his house for a meal, some weeks ago. His wife, Bhupali, had grown fond of Kausalya during that first meeting, and she took it as her life’s duty to outline the taboos during the prenatal phase—including a list of foodstuffs to avoid, and those that would need to be doubled. Since then, she would often come calling on Kausalya at their home, bearing fruits (which weren’t too sweet) and some packages of nuts and doughs of rice flour, which could be flattened and put on a heated pan almost immediately. The young couple was glad to accept the company of the field manager and his wife, and of their seemingly endless stream of gifts and the occasional baksheesh, which greatly reduced their burdens. 
 
    Soon, their neighbours and the frequent visitors to the local Ganesh temple, with its small and singular idol, were eager to give them their unsolicited opinions and advice on pregnancy and childbirth. And often, one would contradict with the opinions of another: a notable one was the endless dispute on whether it was fine for Kausalya to sleep lying down on her back. The two aged ladies, who had been in the argument somewhere just outside of the temple entrance, were almost at blows with each other, while their husbands were taking the role of the silent bigots. 
 
    But the guidance of Bhupali seemed to be empiric, as she often said to drop the traditional and common ways of doing things, and to experiment with her own body, appraising the types of food and sleeping postures that work best for her. “The traditions are just useful guides, Kausalya. Each of us are made different, unique. We need to respect that,” she said when Kausalya began to fret about the varied views. 
 
    Siddhanath told Kausalya a while ago, that Shri Devakar and his wife had no children of their own. This surprised Kausalya, for she felt that Bhupali had a mastery over matters relating to children and the raising of them. Siddhanath said that they did have a child once, but he had died when the village was stricken with an epidemic of chicken pox. He could not ascertain the age of the child when he passed on, but he suspected that he must have been just a toddler. Kausalya wept at that. 
 
    And so, the months rolled on, and they were both very contented with life at their hovel. They were still teenagers, and their wants of the world had been nominal. They were teaching each other, of their habits and idiosyncrasies. On another level, they were also learning of themselves, and of what they were able to tolerate and what was out of bounds. Of the two, Kausalya seemed to be more grounded. Siddhanath, on the other hand, had moments of surging temperaments, due to his hormones still being in sporadic flow. He tried to practice meditating again, through the techniques that his yoga instructor had taught him. But he found it to be an immensely tall order now; he couldn’t concentrate on a point of focus after several seconds. Perhaps I am growing tense with the fact that I am to be a father… and here I am climbing trees! I would need to assign myself as a priest at the Ganesh temple; I am adept in the Vedic chants, after all. Worst case, I would accept to be an apprentice to the incumbent there... 
 
    One day, Shri Devakar knocked on their door, and said, “You know, Siddhanath, there’s this fellow who came by my place yesterday. At the dead of the night. And he inquired of you. Casually at first, then he went into some detail which was quite astonishing; he seemed to know all about you. Of your background, I mean.” 
 
    Siddhanath was on his guard, and he responded, “A man came by your place asking after me?” 
 
    “Yes, a rather old fellow. Scrawny and weather-beaten. He spoke our language like a native speaker, if you know what I am saying? His speech was excellent. But he says that he is from the north, like you.” 
 
    Siddhanath had a mixed feeling about this. It was a cross-pollination of elation and vigilance, for he knew that the person being referred to would have to be the Rogue. And, to be honest, Siddhanath had not thought about him, nor of Wrath, for several months now, as he was preoccupied with his husbandly duties. And he also needed to step into the shoes of a father soon. What could he want now? He asked his employer, “Did you mention where I was?” 
 
    “No, no! I wasn’t sure of the man. I needed to see you first, and to dissect the matter of this person with you, if you’d know him and such... So, do you? Know him?” Shri Devakar said. 
 
    “Yes… I think I know the person you are talking about. We go back a while, though not so far back. I owe him something… my loyalty.” 
 
    “What? Is he a monk? He does not seem the type. He’s a bit more… peculiar. An outré amongst the population, if you know what I mean,” Shri Devakar said. 
 
    Siddhanath had been glancing at the groves of coconut and palm, impervious to the presence of his employer. “Yes, I do know what you mean, Sir. He is an odd type, I’d grant you that. But he had assisted me in such a way where a repayment in a single lifetime will not suffice.” 
 
    “Oh… That’s saying something! He must be quite a great monk, then. If only I had known of his magnificence, I would have entrusted him with something that had been ailing me for some time now. Alas! It is too late, I am sure! He is probably back at his spiritual province up in the mountains.” 
 
    “Maybe… quite probable. He is a being of some ability,” Siddhanath said. 
 
    “Well, you are lucky then. One so young, and you already have a master who could guide you through life. It is no wonder that he has come looking for you – you did not tell him of your flight away from your home with your darling now, did you?” Shri Devakar asked. When Siddhanath did not appear to be able to respond, he thought to himself Well... these youngsters, they are all the same! Thinking that they know the ways of the world. Wanting to fool the elders, that’ll be their basis of existence… 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER NINE 
 
      
 
      
 
    How does one commit a killing, without leaving a trace? Or, better yet, make it seem like it was due to a set of circumstances that is natural, linked to a part of nature’s way? 
 
    This was what the Rogue had been pondering over for the past two days and two nights. Though Siddhanath and his wife had been living now at a place close to the agrarian colonies, they seemed to be constantly surrounded by people. It would not be as easy as I had first thought… But time was moving rather quickly, and he needed to act. A plan was needed, and the devising of it to be made swiftly, and to be executed just as so. And so, the Rogue directed all his energies to his mental enginery, shutting off the functions of all other organs that were of no use to him then – such as his digestive system – for those two days and two nights. It was another boon that was presented as part of his allegiance to Wrath, but he came to suspect that it benefitted the master more than it did the drudge. 
 
    In addition, there was the apparent shielding that was around the two, for they were both from families of strong religious ties; the years of prayers and chanting of mantras had enveloped them with a protective screen, impalpable and not visible to the naked eye. But its existence was apparent to the Rogue. And they were both from the Holy City, and they were younger than anyone whom he had dealt with. All of these made them substantially formidable quarries, almost impossible to beat. But if they could be defeated, their energies would provide Wrath with unimaginable strength. And it will most definitely trickle down to him, the essence of the energies drawn from these two. It was both an exciting and a gruelling task to undertake, he knew. But the prospects of such power… Ahh... yes, such power requires such risk-taking… 
 
    On the second night, when the moon sent forth a sliver through a cloudy sky, a thought had hit him. He had been sitting on a stony mound, and the conception spawning from that thought had caused him to be dizzy with an eagerness to get started on his task. His mind raced on with the carving of his scheme, from point to point to point, and between ploys and tacks and scenarios. The picture was being painted, and he could see the grand strokes and the finer grains of it. He knew how he would tackle the challenge. I need a guise. 
 
    Thus, he spent the next few nights in the fabrication of a semblance that would have many advantages. One of the focal points would be that people would be stricken with fear at the mere sight of it, and they would all clear out of the way. Another point was that the physical attributes of it would present him with the tools necessary for the killing, and so, he didn’t really need to carry on his person any additional equipment. And it seemed imperative to being able to possess the speed and dexterity in carrying out the task, for he was, after all, advanced in age and had lost most of his muscular functions. A temporary shift in his physical dimensions would solve that problem, along with the other distinctions he had mentally outlined. Yes… this will work. I will take the form of another… 
 
    The Rogue knew that the process will take a while, and the longer it took, the better the result. The initial stages would require the recital of the dark spells he had learnt over the years, invoking the spirits of the dead to pull his life energies away from his body—not too far away, just enough for his body to be in suspended animation. And that would also mean he would need to lay down on his mat for the entire duration of the process of transfiguration; which he figured could be as long as twelve days. And during this phase, he would be totally vulnerable to the perils of the outside world. I would need to amplify the Spell of Seclusion, and it will help if I could get to a more concealed space… 
 
    The next few nights, he was akin to a wandering vagabond. He felt that he was only idle for a full half-hour each night during his business of probing for a safe zone and, of course, during each day. But he felt energetic and had been tireless in his enterprise. He finally came across a cave, quite shallow but suitable. The Rogue felt that he would need to perform a penance, for he would need not be able to report to Wrath for the next fortnight. That’ll anger him, some. But He will understand the need for it. And the result will be the gratifying bit for Him. 
 
    He started a fire, sat across it, and pierced his thumb with the blade that he had been carrying with him… the one that he had won in a prize-fight, all those years ago. He let a few droplets of his blood fall into the flame and smear the crackling and bursting wood. There seemed to be sparks flying off from the spots of blood – Wrath’s assent to the endeavour! The Rogue felt revived at last, and he commenced his transfiguration procedure as soon as he had the area scouted and had deemed it fit for his purpose. And for some time, his consciousness had been driven into the abyss of nothingness. 
 
    The abyss is a strange place, he felt. It is neither a place where the traversing is those of the living, nor of the dead. It is neither of the light, nor of the dark. In some respects, it is a neutral zone. Neutral in the moral sense, not in the energy sense. Energies do not actually possess morality, no… They do not. And in the abyss… time… time does not exist. A day of the Earth, or the span of the age of the universe, who’d know how much time had passed when one is roaming here? It is an ocean, with differing intensity of waves. 
 
    But the colours here are always the same. Most people say that it is greyish-white, but they are mistaken, or they are liars! It is actually mauve, and there are a thousand shades of mauve here. These are the shades that burst forth when the cosmos was first created. And in the abyss, it rains, ceaselessly. That adds to the beauty of the place, which is an anomaly, for the abyss is a place that one comes to under trying circumstances, and once here, one assumes a sangfroid bearing. The reins that had guided them to this place could no longer conduct their function.  
 
    Therein is the trap: one would grow fond of this place, and then refuse to leave. In fact, many have done so, and they have all become transient beings who could not move on in any direction, until the time came for the destruction of the universe and for the new cycle to begin. In that time, one will be dropped into a trench that is so dark and very deep. But the energies here… they do not warrant emotions, for they are another form of energy, and they charge on the extrinsic orbits of morality. Thus, fear does not exist in the abyss. Only a sense of wonderment and placidness. That is the trap… 
 
    But I know… the truth of this place. It has a false door, a trap within a trap. It feeds on the energies of one who bides in it, funnelling out the life’s potencies out to the firmaments, the seas, the soil. The abyss plays the role of a mesmeric mantis, who hypnotises the prey, calming it to a point of fearlessness. With the prey’s alertness considerably subdued, the mantis sinks its mandibles onto it...  
 
     The Rogue awoke. He gasped for air, aware that his tongue had now popped out onto his lower jaw. He was uncertain of where he was, or how he got there. And he felt that he could not move. He seemed to be gazing at… the ceiling of a cave. He blinked several times in rapid succession, trying to focus on the image. The smell of the mustiness of the cave came into his nostrils in a nauseating manner. He thought it was best to leave things be, to settle himself more fully, before attempting to move. He was calm, the tranquillity of the abyss had followed him here. But the effect did not last for long, and the Rogue soon became cognisant of his sense of self and of the task he had been dictated to carry out. He groaned at that, but the sound that came from him was resonant, a deep rumbling. 
 
    The Rogue got up and stretched himself. Nightfall is almost here… 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    When the news of the presence of a Bengal tiger was first brought to Siddhanath’s ears, he was atop one of the sandalwood trees. The supervisor of this estate had been making his rounds with his flunkey, and the two had been in quite an animated discussion. They hailed him from below, and Siddhanath made the hurried climb down. “Yes? What is this about, then?” 
 
    “Well, well… You must be the last person in the entire village to know! There is a Bengal tiger on the loose! No one knows from where it came, and what is its intent. But everyone does know that they do not want to end up in its jaws, and neither would you! That is why we came out here… to warn you of it. Who knows where it might be lurking…” the supervisor said. 
 
    Siddhanath rubbed his forehead and dabbed the towel he had wrapped around his neck to it. He looked at the supervisor when he said, “A tiger? That is unheard of in this part of the world. Who claims to have seen it? Not the cobbler out at the market square, who’s constantly engaging in some form of peccadillo?” 
 
    The supervisor snorted. “Well! I hope that the tiger gets rid of him first, along with a whole bunch of people on my list… if only the tiger could read.” The three of them snickered. He continued, “No, there have been several people who have seen it. Of most importance are the members of the night-watch family out at the village’s outer limits. In fact, all of them have seen it. And they say that the tiger is white.” 
 
    Siddhanath’s eyes went wide. “A white tiger? That is even less probable—”  
 
    “Yes, they say that it is a white tiger. They claim to have seen it. And I, for one, believe them,” the supervisor said. The manservant looked indifferent to the conversation, and so he was satisfied with the staring at a lone buzzard up in the sky. He clicked his tongue against the back of his teeth, trying to draw its attention, for whatever reason, I could not fathom, Siddhanath thought. 
 
    “The manager says that we ought to secure the perimeter of the fields, especially those at the first and second sectors. If the tiger should roam in those areas… you know, make it as its home, for God knows how long, then… we’d have to close off the area, bring in the game-hunters until they can… Well, until then, we could not work there,” the supervisor said. Siddhanath knew, of course, that those sectors were right next to the tributaries. Thus, the lands there were fertile, and the trees grew tall and strong.  
 
    “Yes, that’ll be disastrous for most of us,” he concurred. 
 
    “Well, let’s get to it, then!” the smiling supervisor led the way, with his manservant dragging his feet behind. The sun was almost at its zenith, and the heat was doubling in its intensity. But they all knew that this would need to be done, at any rate that was priced, for the stake was too great. Losing a day’s income is itself a…well! 
 
    Within several minutes, they reached the border of the first sector, which was fenced with wooden panels about five feet in height. At some length away, it seemed that the panels were six feet high, but then they lowered to match the previous height beyond that point. They looked at both directions of the wood-panelled fence: the distance from where it came, to the expanse to which it was vanishing off. But it was Siddhanath who asked the question, “Do you suppose that the tiger could jump over this fence?” 
 
    “Oh, boy. I sure hope not! Do you know if… if we have to re-fence the entire place! It will take a whole week to get it done,” the supervisor said. The flunkey seemed to be examining the panels that were directly before them. “There’s no way for us to know for sure. We’ve never encountered a tiger before. Deer, boars, snakes… those are the norms. Even I have encountered some of those, as well as other types of beasts whose names I do not know. Guess we’d have to take a gamble with this tiger.” 
 
    Siddhanath peered through the gaps, said, “Well, if I recall my lessons correctly, a tiger is a solitary beast. And it needs a territory of its own that could be quite large. How big a space you think is in there?” 
 
    “Large enough for a tiger, I am sure. We’ve to decide… now. Of what we are to do. I can get a team working on getting the fencing higher. Like I said, it will take a week. And there’s the cost of the materials… the manager will not like to hear that. Unless…” 
 
    “Unless, what?” Siddhanath asked. 
 
    “I am guessing that it will be cheaper to get a game-hunter ourselves instead. Right now, hunt the damned beast! Now before later, when the damage is done and when it had made this place its home, and we’d have to take the brunt of it…” the supervisor said, rubbing his chin. 
 
    “That’s not a bad idea…” Siddhanath said. “Not bad at all. Some of the folks out there on the purlieu of this sandalwood field, I know that they are meat-eaters. And that they hunt. There’s also the rumour that one of the families own a British weapon… a rifle? Is that what it is called?” 
 
    “Yes… ahh… you’re on to something there, boy! Those kinds… they would like the opportunity to hunt down a tiger, put out its fur for display. Stating their bravery for the others to marvel at! Yes, they’ll buy into the idea. Now we need only to be convincing one person, and the entire scheme to get rid of the tiger will be underway…” the supervisor said. 
 
    “Yes. The field manager. I will talk to him, if you’d prefer.” 
 
    The supervisor thought for a bit, with the manservant watching him intently. I wonder what he does, this manservant… 
 
    “No, let’s go together. Now. You’re done with the inspection of that tree earlier, I imagine? Good, let’s go to the meal shed. He’s bound to be there.” 
 
    “Fine. Lead on, Sir.” 
 
    They walked back on the path they had crossed, traversed the tree on which Siddhanath had been perched, and moved further down the path. In fifteen minutes, they were at the site where the employed would take their meal breaks under the shade of a straw-roofed tents. Shri Devakar was spotted to be writing in his journal—seemingly the day’s stock count. The three of them approached him, but he turned them away, for he’d like to be undisturbed for the next few moments, as he was analysing the numbers and translating them into revenue and profits. 
 
    So, they edged away to the water canteen and took sips of water. Siddhanath was observing the workers who were eating their home-cooked food, carried in their copper-trimmed containers. They seemed to be perspiring, for the winds were not present today, and the heatwaves came in rapid successions. And he swore that he found that some of them have tanned rather badly—their skin had seemed to become leathery and… A tanned skin… leathery… Siddhanath paused, gripping onto something that was hazy, partially hidden from his train of thought. He knew something, his mind was trying to tell him something, pinpoint on an unstoppable machinery… or a person? The Rogue… 
 
    He flinched as the memories of the Rogue came to the foreground. He thought of the past, of the deal he had made with him. And the result of that deal was the life he was living now. A perfect life, with the one whom he loves more than he loves himself. And there is this piece that does not seem to fit… a strange feeling that something had been playing out right under his nose, and that he had not been aware of it. 
 
    “Come, boy. The manager is calling us,” the supervisor said. 
 
    They spelt out the plan they had concocted out there in the fields to Shri Devakar, who did not interrupt them. He had been sipping on his tea, gazing from one to the other, and when they had laid out their idea and awaited his feedback, he took a large gulp of the tea and banged the metal cup squarely on his work desk. 
 
    “So… you two men think that we should kill this thing?” he asked. His voice sounded unfriendly. 
 
    “Well… yes, Sir. We think we should employ the hunters…” the supervisor said, glancing sideways toward Siddhanath, expecting support. Siddhanath nodded that he approved the thought. I am, however, an underling. The field manager may not heed my opinions, anyhow. 
 
    Shri Devakar sighed, picked up his cup, and slammed it down again as he found it to be empty. “You two… you two know that we are in the midst of the Navratri? And on the eighth day, we will have the Durga Ashtami—the worshipping of the Goddess. It will be utterly insensitive to do this… killing…” 
 
    Siddhanath and the supervisor locked eyes for a moment. “I am sorry, Sir…but I do not think that I see the relevance of that to—” the supervisor began speaking but was abruptly cut off by the manager.  
 
    “Fools! This is the day of the worshipping of the Goddess, of her weapons and her mount. And she rides on the mount of a tiger! What would the villagers think if I were to issue a killing order for this tiger! And they say that it is a white tiger... that it is unique and rare. The encircling twenty villages will speak of my evil deed!” 
 
     The supervisor looked apologetic. “I am sorry, Sir. I did not think of that bit… We were looking at the fencing as you’ve told us to, and then we thought that the—”  
 
    “I know what you would have thought! Better judgement is what I am asking of you. And of you, Siddhanath! You mentioned that you are well-versed in the movements of the planets and the seasons. And of deities!” 
 
    “Yes… yes, Sir. I am sorry,” Siddhanath became meek. 
 
    “Well… find another way with the tiger. Go!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    Siddhanath hurried home, fighting against the strong winds and the drizzle that was being blown sideways. It seemed that the weather, too, had decided to be uncertain; the hot and humid day was swapped completely with one that was wet and filled with gloom. He was now completely drenched, and he found it hard to lift his feet off the muddy ground and brace forward. He removed the towel from around his neck and periodically wiped the droplets off his eyelids and brows. With persistence, and a rising fear within, he managed to reach the front of his hut. To his horror, he found the door open. 
 
    He rushed in and found that the kitchen utensils and some pieces of clothing – metal plates and tumblers, and a white dhoti and a shawl – were stashed at the corner furthest away from the door. Next to that was their straw bed, and on it, lay Kausalya, curled into a ball under the blanket. He ran to her and was relieved to see her well… and… alive.  
 
    “The wind! It was strong! I couldn’t… the door, it broke off! I tried to fix it, but it didn’t work. And it was becoming cold, so I snuggled under the blankets on the bed. I got scared, dearest!” 
 
    He hugged her, then affectionately kissed her forehead. “The baby… how is—”  
 
    “She’s all right! I didn’t exert myself. After a moment of trying to fix the door, I thought it’ll be better for me to leave that to you… so I got here to bed,” she replied. The wind seemed to be howling. 
 
    “Well, that’s a good thing! You did the right thing,” he said. He cuddled up to her, arching his belly away from hers. “Cold?” 
 
    “No, not really. It is just… loud! But you’re here now! And I am brave once again.” She smiled, and he found her to be more beautiful than ever. He kissed her lips, and held her close, patting her back to calm her and to invoke sleep. The wild storm provided a sense of comfort, in its way, and soon, they were both drifting off into a deep sleep. They were not used to sleeping at this time of day, but there was nothing much to be done either. Kausalya, on a day with calmer weather, would have been at the pots and the stove, cooking something. But the pots were all on the floor now, rattling and chiming with the oncoming gale. 
 
    Heavy winds soon brought with them a heavy downpour. The entrance to their house had a puddle forming, to which the two were oblivious now. The eventide this day was of a shade of grey, and the rain made the transition from day to night ever more unobservable. The chillness of the wind was a good pacifying agent for their sleep, however. Siddhanath was thinking of his situation, whether a third-party looking from the outside would deem his life to be a success. And why not? I have a beautiful wife for whom I have deep affection… And we will have our firstborn in a matter of months! That’ll enhance our trudging through life. And I did promise her that we will return to our families… when we have laid a sturdy foundation. Which will mean that we would need two children, at least!  
 
    When the first blow came, Siddhanath’s awareness was so enervated that he was not aware of the attack. Nor of the intruder who was in their midst. He was groggy from the deep sleep he was in, and his senses were slow to kick in. But the second strike changed everything. He felt excruciating pain from his abdomen, and a searing heat rising at that part. He grabbed at it, found it to be wet. He dreamily brought his hands to his face, and saw… blood? He smelt it and confirmed it with an alarming impulse: my blood… I am bleeding! 
 
    Then came a thrust toward the bed, and Siddhanath was flung to the floor. The entire room seemed to be swirling, and when he ached to get to a sitting position, he found that the floor was wet too. Then he remembered the rain, of the sleep that had befallen him and his… Kausalya! His eyes went wide, and he pushed himself off the floor as quickly as he could. He twirled about in place for a few seconds. And then he saw it… the fearsome white tiger… 
 
    The black stripes on white fur was of such contrast that the very arrangement of the bands against the body of the huge cat was enough to send a shudder down his spine. He froze in place, staring at the huge, brilliant golden eyes that was staring right back. The tiger made a series of growls, which gave the picture that only its upper and lower parts of its mouth was in motion. It was poised for a pounce at any moment now, and it started to lower its body.  
 
    Siddhanath became aware that he had been clutching his midriff, and he raised his hands, with his bloodied palms facing the tiger. He did not know if that was a smart move, with the scent of the blood now readily flowing into the tiger’s senses, it could also mean an invitation. Oh God… Shiva! What is this! What a situation you’ve placed me in! He saw the tiger lifting its shoulders, and he knew that it was about to pounce on him, possibly aiming at his neck… to plant its long fangs in me… 
 
    He assessed if he should move backward, and the amount of space he had to manoeuvre, and the distance to the exit of the house. But I would need to check on Kausalya! My God! Whatever has this beast done to her?! Siddhanath, from the corners of his eyes, saw the belt of tools he used while up on the sandalwood trees; it was about a yard away. But it would require him to jump across to it—there wouldn’t be enough time to just dart across to it on foot. I need to leapfrog across the bed, and would have to be careful on how I land… I need to be facing the tiger, and not show it my back… 
 
     He cautiously flexed his knees slowly, attempting to not draw the tiger’s attention to it. I would need to be quick! He timed himself for a countdown, then leapt into the air. The angle he dove toward the belt was the quickest, he knew. He came crashing onto the floor now, his elbows and shoulders taking quite a hit, and he let out a grunt. He hadn’t turned to face the tiger yet, but had successfully placed a grip onto an instrument, which he pulled out hastily. It was a gimlet, and he was glad to have had it sharpened just the day before. He held onto the T-shaped tool with his arm stretched outward. And with the traction gathered during the jump and the minimal twirl he performed on the ground, he proceeded to swing around toward the terrifying creature. 
 
    He was too late… by just a fraction of a second. The great paws of the tiger, with their five-inch-long claws drawn out, were about a foot away from his face. Siddhanath perceived a sluggard of a tiger which had decided to be here today, for the animal’s foot that was flying toward him in the air seemed to be rigidly placed at that spot for several seconds. He felt that the tiger was here to present a dark-humoured play, and that it was a feeble being, not a brute as the villagers had been saying. 
 
    But then Siddhanath knew that he was mistaken. It was not the white tiger that had been moving in slow-motion, but himself. His mind slowed down the activities in the vicinity. He believed that that is what takes place when one is to meet one’s end—the dénouement of life comes at such a slow speed, which seemed to almost decelerate the end, causing, instead, time to move backward, away from that moment. 
 
    The final blow hit him across the right-side of his face, smashing him down to the ground. Again, everything seemed to be moving at a snail’s pace. He took in the images that his eyes had been randomly latching onto: the wrecked door which was still trying to cling on to its hinges, the darkness of the night outside, the fallen appliances, traces of water pools within the house, the rusty chest that he had procured from their immediate neighbour – which they had been using as an improvised cupboard for storing their clothing – and the wooden floor he was now on. He seemed to have entered a tunnel, with the images beyond the centre, beyond the focal point, looking hazy. And the tunnel seemed to become smaller, and the haziness on the periphery growing. The tunnel ultimately collapsed on itself, and he fell into a pit of darkness. 
 
    The last thing that Siddhanath’s senses had picked up before passing out was the sound of a loud crunch. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWELVE 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Rogue took flight from the village as swiftly as a desert mongoose coursing after a beetle. Haste is my greatest weapon now… though I am spent from the change I have made, I know that I do not have much time. I would need to distance myself from this village as quickly as I can. 
 
    Yet again, he cursed under his breath that he could only travel under the cover of darkness. My enemies, he thought, would cover three times the span that I could, for they are able to move through the day, as well as being more able than the weakened state I am now in. But he rushed on, often tumbling over brush and other undergrowth of the desert-like environment. The air was intensely arid tonight, and he only had a single flask of water; he didn’t have enough time (and the presence of mind) to gather the necessities, and he wanted to travel light. Had to travel light… 
 
    He was regarding the merits of either consuming the water in sips over the course of the next several hours, or to quaff it all now and carry on with his journey. He had been in a similar situation before, when he had captured the little princess of a famous sheikh in the western lands – a girl of five, he recalled – and had her held for ransom. He was younger… way younger… than he was now and had sharper wits. His decision-making was not delayed, and he always had the tenacity to correct a course of action should it go wayward. Nowadays, survival is key… and haste the weapon. With key and weapon, he marched on the dirt path, surrounded by isolated trees that seemed to have started shedding their leaves. 
 
    The Rogue made a rapid pit stop, removed the cap of his flask and steadily drank the contents. He discarded the empty flask onto the side of the path, ran another quick assessment of the situation, then moved onward. Haste, speed. He glanced skyward, leftward, rightward, and to the back. The fear of being followed had been growing on him, and he knew why—he had left the boy to live. Spoilt, yes, but he will live. He thought of what Wrath would think about that, for he hadn’t contacted Him since the affair at the village. In all, he had not summoned his master for twenty-two days. I would need to do it tonight, though. Perhaps He will grant me safe passage through the way… 
 
    There came to his view a series of low-levelled bael trees ahead, to which he adjusted his path. Once at the enclosure, he dropped the sack that he had been heaving, and felt the immediate reduction in the strain he’d been experiencing. A moment of catching his breath, then he was scrutinising the place. It seemed weird that there were no signs of birds or other animals here. Nor are there bats! Which is peculiar, indeed. The Rogue thought about using his inner sight to ascertain the reasons for this, then decided it was better to perform the rite for the invocation of Wrath instead. And by enquiring into such matters with Him would give rise to an impetus to gaining such knowledge from the nether-realms. If the Master is in a mood to answer my queries, that is… 
 
    The Rogue looked out to the dirt path, pleased with the fact that no-one was on it. He then began constructing the necessary scene for the ritual: the chalking of the ground to the shape of the constellations of the sky, the placement of the calabash bowl at the head, the seven drops of blood held in a small glass case (given to him by Wrath Himself, though the origins or the type of blood were unknown to him) placed at equal distances around the circle of constellations, and the chanting of the dark conjuration before stepping into the circle. He did all of these with the attention to detail that is required, lest Wrath would not be able to be present there on that plane with His full vigour. 
 
    After an hour, the ritual was to begin. The Rogue looked at the ground, at the symbol he had crafted. The trees surrounding him had cast their shadow onto it, and the image he beheld reminded him of the stripes of the tiger whose body he had transmuted into. He held his breath, then walked into the band. The vista beyond became fog-like, black and blue, and seemed to be ablaze like a heatless flame. He was now at the entrance to the nether-realms, and it was at this spot that Wrath and himself would meet for a conversation. The Rogue sat cross-legged before the bowl, and he placed the package he had been bearing into it. The dark blotches on the surface seemed to look like the naevi on the neck and shoulder of his dead mother, and he tried madly to chase that memory away. 
 
    He squeezed his eyes shut and continued the incantation. In a few moments, the breeze around him became warm, and he felt the temperature rising. The skin on his face and his bare chest tingled with the calefaction, and he knew that the doorway to the realms of Wrath had been swung open. The realm which I know nothing about, the Rogue thought. The atmosphere, in a trice, had the redolence of decaying corpses and burning flesh. It had a most unpleasant effect, and he pulled his head back several inches. Loud steps rasped in front of him, and he knew that the master had come forth. Slowly, he opened his eyes. Wrath did not appear in his usual bear-like form… the presence in front had a shape that seemed to be fused between that of man and a serpent. It was misshapen at several places, with mounds of hardened bone and flesh bulging at arbitrary angles. The scales on His face and nape were greenish-blue, and it made Him pop up like a half-produced peacock. 
 
    This was the first time that the Rogue saw Him in another manifestation, and what it meant and what it would entail, he could not make sense of. He would wait for his master to speak first, as that was part of the rite. But Wrath did not say anything but blink absently at His disciple through snake-like eyes; the transparent layer over the eyes moved up rather slowly. A moment later, the Rogue spoke, “Greetings, Master. O Benevolent One… It has been a while.” 
 
    Wrath seemed to clear his throat, though He did not move his hands with their long fingernails—they dangled at His sides. The words came out slowly, but the familiar boom of His voice was evident. It was not in any way associated to a hissing that a snake might do, but was the tense auditory expression that the Rogue had come to recognise, “Where have you been?!” 
 
    The Rogue cleared his throat too. “Master? I have been working on the enterprise You’ve entrusted me with. I have been doing Your bidding, Master…” Dread started its crawl down his spine. Who would ever know what Wrath’s behaviour will be? What will He do next? He shifted his gaze away from Wrath, aware that the gaze being returned was not affable. 
 
    “You were… doing my bidding? Is that what you were doing? You filthy sprite!” the snake-face accused. Light puffs were emanating from his body. And He had on the loincloth which he always donned. “You have made me wait…” Wrath said. 
 
    “My Lord… I had to make some arrangements… before I could carry out the task You have presented me. I transformed into a tiger, Master. And that took a while… my spells are not as powerful as—” the Rogue offered a retort. 
 
    “I know what you’ve been doing! You worthless imp! But see here! See… this,” Wrath had turned his body sideways, showing his exposed ribcage through rough lacerations on his chest. “Without… nourishment, I have to take on a lesser… existence. The bear-form… that of a mammal… was the highest mark of my physical manifestation.” He paused, visibly gasping for air in between His speech. He continued, “I… that materialisation allowed me to be on the extant on both realms… with the verve of the best of men, themselves. But now…” He lifted his arm limply to His head and let it drop, “This is how I can appear! I had to drop down a level… to that of a serpent. The cold-blooded beings… they… are less powerful. But they are survivors. So… with your absence… I have had a need to survive…” Wrath eyed His disciple carefully. 
 
     The Rogue gulped, knowing that he had caused some distress to Wrath with his not having remained in communication with Him through the nexus. Of course, it would have displeased Him… you fool! The Rogue was angry at himself. I should have cast the nexus once before the transfiguration process… He got down to prostrate himself on the ground, arms stretched out above his head, the palms clasped together in a prayer-like gesture. 
 
    “I am terribly sorry, My Lord! I did not mean to do that! If I have caused you harm, do forgive me, just this once!” the Rogue implored. 
 
    “Harm! You think that you… an imp of mine… a fleck in the existence, could cause Me… harm!” Wrath laughed, and the spectacle seemed to be maniacal. “Fool…” He said, rubbed his lame hand on his serpent-like mouth, which was just an opening on His rigid face. “I cause you harm… not you to Me…” 
 
    “Yes… yes, of course, my Lord! Of course,” the Rogue lowered his voice. He knew that Wrath was aware that he had begun trembling. 
 
    “Get up! I need to see you when I ask you this one question,” Wrath said. 
 
    The Rogue scrambled to his feet. “Yes, Master?” 
 
    “Is that… the unborn?” 
 
    “Yes, Master. It is.” 
 
    “And the mother? Did you rid of her the way you’ve been instructed?” Wrath gave his baleful glare. 
 
    The Rogue nodded in the affirmative. He looked down to his feet, gulped. “Yes.” 
 
    “Well… there are some orders you could carry out, then…” the glare continued. He stepped several paces forward to the bowl, halted and momentarily seemed to contemplate something burdensome on his mind. He stared ahead at the Rogue. “You… would need to… feed me.” 
 
    “What?” the Rogue batted his eyes. 
 
    “Feed!” Wrath’s voice boomed, and it seemed to have echoed back to the enclosure that the ritual had erected—the sound waves bouncing off the invisible fold from the chalked circle that was on the ground. 
 
    The Rogue froze, and he felt that his palms were sweaty. This was the first time that he had been instructed to do that, to feed his Master… bring the meal up to his mouth so that He may gorge on it. And he knew the reason for this was that Wrath was not able to feed himself; he needed assistance. This was a necessary repast, for it will replenish the energies within Him, providing Him with the imperative ethereal force that will… make him bear-like once again… 
 
    The worst thing that I could do now is to delay this, and wait for Him to ask me a second time... That will enrage Him beyond anything! No… No! I need to do this, the Rogue surmised. He stepped forward, brought up the package gingerly and placed it on the other palm. He exhaled, then began unrolling the stained fabric. The foetus looked… irascible… 
 
    The Rogue looked up at his Master, who was about a yard away. He took a step toward Him, and the fact occurred to him: This is the closest I have ever been to Him… And I hope that it is the only time… 
 
    “Now… feed,” Wrath said. 


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    As per the scriptures, only babies, children and saints are not to be cremated—they are to be buried. Siddhanath sat down under the sun at the cremation grounds. His eyes had been sunk into his head, and he had a ghoulish look due to the lack of sleep. He felt lifeless, and Shri Devakar had to seize him by the shoulders and pluck him to his feet. “Come… son. You are to do this. Everyone is waiting,” he said. Siddhanath persisted with his vacant look, though he did hear what was being uttered by the field manager. “She is… waiting,” Shri Devakar added, finally. 
 
    Siddhanath looked up at him, began tearing again. His mouth let out a dull mewl, and he fell into his employer’s arms. “I can’t… I don’t know why...” he said between sobs. He was shaking so badly that Shri Devakar thought that he was convulsing, thus he pushed Siddhanath away from him so that he could study him. He sighed when he found that it was not an epileptic fit. 
 
    “I know… I know,” Shri Devakar said as he hugged Siddhanath again. “We are all here for you, child. I am here… in the stead of a father.” He felt that he had to be exposed, that if there was a time for him to say such things to Siddhanath, it would have to be now. He needs to hear these things. That somehow… life goes on. And that there are others… there will be others, in his life, still. 
 
    Siddhanath gently pulled away. “Yes… I know, Sir. I… I will do this, now…” he said. He cleared his nose, rubbed his eyes, and walked away from the tree to the centre of the grounds. The surface here had a different shade, from the countless pyres that had been cast here. Now, there will be another to add to that list, he thought. How many families would have to…? How much pain…? 
 
    He looked at the wrapped body on the dry wood pyre. He was glad that he could not gaze at her lifeless face, that the assistants of the priest of the Ganesh temple had carried out the deed of swaddling her as promptly as they could, once Siddhanath had placed on her forehead the last bindi and he had requested them to have her adorned in the red saree that she had been fond of; the one which he bought with his first earnings. He was then escorted to the river nearby to be immersed. Three times, as per the custom. 
 
    The priest came up to his side but did not say anything. He looked around at the crowd before them, acknowledged that some of them were mere spectators to the ritual—they were the usual devotees of the temple, and had come by to observe, as though an extravagant performance was about to start. Of all the rites of passage that he conducts, the Antyeshi, or the ‘last sacrifice’, was the one that he least enjoyed. The bitterness is just too much, he said to himself. 
 
    Siddhanath unfastened his dhoti and tied it again. He was sure that everyone else surrounding him would have felt that his actions were that of a laggard. “Oh, don’t you worry about what others think of you, beloved!” He knew that that will be what Kausalya would have told him. Would have… Another teardrop burned through his right eye and found its way to the corner of his lips. 
 
     He realised that this had caused whatever shred of childlike naiveté to be expelled from him. He was no longer a child. He had now experienced something that even most adults had not experienced yet: the loss of a wife and child, though not born to them. Never born to us… 
 
    Siddhanath turned his head to face the priest. “Ready?” the priest asked, and Siddhanath nodded. The priest stood in front of him, took his arm gently and placed it on his own shoulder, and told him to repeat the chant that he was about to utter. “All right.” 
 
    They circled the pyre three times, reciting the mantra for the safe passage of the soul to the next life. The priest had also been sprinkling some clarified butter onto the pyre, and when they had come to a halt after the third round, he instructed Siddhanath to stop moving. The priest then proceeded to the part of the pyre where the feet were facing and drew three lines with the butter—signifying the Lord of Death (Yama), the Lord of Time (Kala, or Kala Bhairav), and the dead themselves. Siddhanath watched the actions of the priest and thought of the antinomies of his life’s story. I ran away from the Holy City, and now the Lord of that city is beseeched for the final rites of my beloved Kausalya… 
 
     The priest got up now, still chanting in the ancient language of Sanskrit. He looked about him, then grabbed an earthen pot which was filled with to the brim with water. He took a billhook that had been beside the pot. He walked toward Siddhanath and present it to him. “Place this on your shoulder and walk around thrice,” he said. He helped in placing it on his shoulder, then pierced a hole in the bottom of the pot with the billhook. The water started dribbling out onto the ground. Siddhanath started walking. 
 
    No thoughts came to him. He was like a mindless spirit, seeking the worlds for a purpose. He looked at the crowd gathered there, at the pack of dogs, at the evening sky. But there was nothing in his mind to chew on, nothing to process. His attention came hurtling back when the priest raised his hand to stop him. “Enough. You’ve made the three rounds,” he said. “Now, drop the pot onto the ground. Make sure it shatters.” 
 
    Siddhanath just let it slide off his shoulder but was surprised to see that the pot broke to bits, the balance of the water within it made the spot wet. He knew that the ritual was coming to an end soon… I have seen it many times at the pyres of Manikarnika… 
 
    The priest looked around the crowd, then at his aide who held the piece of wood which would now become a torch. He summoned for it, smelt it, then, with a flint from a box, lit it. He handed it over to Siddhanath. “Again, walk around three times. Counter-clockwise. No, hold this with your left. Once you’re done with the third, hold it backwards, like so,” he showed Siddhanath how. He then said, “Once you have it that way, touch the pyre with the flame. Just gently, do not force it hard, do not try to pierce it. And then… walk away, and don’t look back. That is important—do not turn, do not glance back at the pyre. Just walk away to the other side, to the temple some distance away, and wash your feet from the pail of water I have placed there. Got it? Good. Now, go.” 
 
     The final round proved to be the most difficult to complete. Siddhanath knew that after he had completed the ritual and started his walk out of the grounds – without looking back – there would be no opportunity for a future for him, in any shape, size or form. He took slow, delayed steps around the pyre. Some grains of thought found their way to his cognitive foreground now: his unborn child, of Kausalya’s smile, of whether to head back to his family in Kāsi… But what will I say to her family? To her father? This… 
 
    He was met with the raised hands of the priest again. The priest nodded. Siddhanath knew what he meant—time to move on... He turned the torch to face the pyre, touched one of the wooden parts of it with the flame, then dropped the torch altogether. He clenched his fists and marched away from the place.  
 
    Ahead, he could see several carrion-seeking birds on the branch of a tree. He felt a tremor of grief striking him at his gut again. What cruelty is this? Oh God! The viciousness of it all… Why did You give me so much, and then take it all away? 
 
    Siddhanath, too tired to weep, rubbed his palms together and warmed his face and chest. He reckoned that he had not slept for three days now, since the… attack. He could not forget the fuss he’d woken up to, after he had been knocked unconscious by the tiger. There was a mob in his home, and they’d taken the trouble to clean the place up. He had come out his daze and asked to see Kausalya. The crowd seemed unsure as to how to tell him, so one of them just pointed to the door that was hanging by its hinges. “She’s out there,” he had said. 
 
    Siddhanath dashed out of his house, found another group of people clustered at the corner of his wife’s vegetable plot. And he saw her on the ground… the top part of her body detached from that of the lower. And her innards hanging out from below her ribs, which gave the notion that some of her internal organs had been pulled at. The screams that came out of Siddhanath that morning would have woken up the dead. 
 
    Now, he walked away from her. To an unknown future. But he felt that there was one whom he could look to, who’d be able to help aid in his… measure of vengeance. Pishachamochana… please help me…


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    The military campaigns of Tipu Sultan, son of Haider Ali, could be encased within the manual of his devising: the Fathul Mujahidin. The manual outlines matters pertaining to military discipline, the number of soldiers that is required in any particular regiment, and, most notably, the manner of handling the rocket artillery. The manual deep-dives into scientific and practical techniques of handling the rocket launchers, and the required angle from which the rocket must be launched, so that the rocket will curve and go in the desired direction—and ultimately, to the desired target. Tipu Sultan had made it mandatory that each of his soldiers was to receive the manual, to those who were fit and literate enough to read it. 
 
    Siddhanath had crossed the bridge along the Vegavathy river at Kanchipuram, just days after the Battle of Pollilur. He caught raw anecdotes from the passers-by he had spoken to, and he could sense from their narratives that Tipu Sultan had carried out an ingenious attack against the British.  
 
    “Never have the British suffered such a defeat,” he heard one of them say.  
 
    Another had boasted, “Well, I was witness to it all, as I was motionless on top of that coconut tree yonder, and I saw the glory of his ride out to meet his enemies!”  
 
    Yet another had said, “The Sahib had called out to me when he saw me darting out of the hut, and instructed me to hand him some water, and I felt that God Himself had spoken to me!” 
 
    Regardless of the twisting and the coiling of facts, Siddhanath was a spectator now of the aftermath of the engagement. He saw the corpses of the dead British soldiers, with their red jackets and muskets, piled up in a mound at the corners of the three major throughways of Kanchipuram. In other places, he observed another sort of pile—those of the used iron-cased Mysorean rockets. At the other end of the road, he could see faint smoke rising from a building. Upon some inquiry, he came to appreciate that it was one of the British East India Company’s ordnance stores, which had been blasted up by one of the rockets from Tipu Sultan’s army. 
 
    In all, the scene that was in front of him from the wake of war, evinced his inner mood accurately. I feel destructed. I am already dead. He beheld groves of trees, of many types and shades. And in between them, there was surely some presence of death. At least of decay. He felt as though he was meant to come here, and to witness this place in its dismal self. See if you could relate to it, Siddhanath… 
 
     He felt something—a feeling that was once strange and foreign. But now, it was an all-too-familiar one. He could sense the presence of the Rogue. Right here, in this city. He felt it through the pricking he was experiencing, a causal factor associated with one’s only aim at seeking something, oftentimes relentlessly. And he had been relentless, and he had been seeking. And now, I have found you… You can’t run from me now! Not until you’ve dealt with me… 
 
    He placed the vessel he had been carrying onto the back of a bullock-cart that had passed by, the driver having granted permission to ride with him. He envisioned being able to spot the Rogue somewhere along the road.  
 
    A contradictory thought emerged in his head then. But… the channels go both ways, don’t they? He would know that I am here, too. And he’d be cautious, luring me away from him, casting a net to have me entangled in some other mishap. Because that is how you operate, you piece of filth! You are lower than a snake. 
 
    The road wound around like a snake, too. It traversed through the villages, showing the amassed hovels of the poor, and the abodes of the wealthy. He saw the Kailasanathar temple, with its white sandstone walls adorned with human-animal carvings. It was an interesting concept, though. By illustrating such a fusion, the portrayal is that man is the ultimate animal, and is capable of all animalistic function and behaviour. The only auxiliary mechanism is that relating to cognition. And imagination. Such as the ability to imagine the pain that I will surely inflict upon him with my wrath…Wrath! You are an abetter to his ill-mindedness… Should I come for You too? 
 
    The jinker cranked on the road for some distance, and then, abruptly, came to a jolting halt. The driver turned and spoke in a language of the south; of which Siddhanath could only comprehend some of the words. But he believed that he understood what was being said: that the place of worship he’d been seeking was in the direction of where the mountain ranges led. About a week’s walk away. Siddhanath nodded, clasped his hands together, and beseeched the driver to allow him to continue his riding with the cart for some more hours. 
 
    They rolled onward again, and they entered another part of the city of Kanchipuram. Mendicants and monks were evident here, primarily because the more affluent citizens were here. The buildings had been constructed in a close and tightly-fitting manner here. They could travel a shorter distance to get their alms, Siddhanath reasoned. At one stretch of a road he saw, much to his bewilderment, a monk, draped in an ochre robe of the monastic order of the Buddhist sect, but he had a built of a competitive wrestler. He seemed that he could lift an entire bull off the ground and walk several feet forward with it!  
 
    Such are the paradoxes of life… I am yet to be sixteen, and I have witnessed the death of my child and wife. And here I am, on a path to kill the one who had brought me such wretchedness… 
 
    Siddhanath was silent throughout the journey on the cart. Close to dusk, he thought he saw some lines of housing that seemed to be not so cheery, and the population here appeared thinner. “These are now occupied by the widows of the sepoys employed by the British order,” the driver said. “You would need to go to the last house there, where it is not a widow who resides there, but a mother who had lost her child.” 
 
    Well, that will work for me nicely. I, too, have lost a mother, Siddhanath thought. He thanked the driver, handed him the last of the sweet cakes he had, and commenced walking to the house. It was a lonely-looking hut, and he was glad to see that the old mother was in the yard outside, apparently working on her crops, that made all but two rows of it which was sufficient to feed her through the coming season of drought. 
 
    After an introduction and some small talk, she was delighted to have Siddhanath stay the night.  
 
    “You do look like the son I lost. Maybe God decided to show you to me, so that I may once again perform the duties of a mother,” she said. Siddhanath thought at the convolutedness of that, that God should take away her son and place him here in his stead, temporarily and without any form of affinity to her.  
 
    He thought it would be best not to show his unease in her home. Again, with the utter differences in language, he could only grasp bits and pieces. But gestures and hand signals were used often, and he understood that supper is being prepared, and will be ready soon. There was the water-well beyond her home compound, which was used by the families around the area. He went to that space, brought up a pail of water in it, and splashed some on his face. It is warm… He poured the rest of the water onto his feet, hoping to reduce the ache. 
 
    The old woman had spread a banana leaf out on the floor for him, with pots of rice and spicy gravy (composed of high-protein pulses and carrots) at its side. She had a copper plate out for herself, on which she seemed to already have placed some rice and curd. She waved to Siddhanath to sit and to start eating, and he was too wearied from the journey, and had grown too brash to show any humility, he promptly did as instructed. The old woman seemed to have a tear roll down her face. Perhaps her son was just like me. I guess, just like me as I am now: a wanton embodiment. The meal was done, and the twilight hour had passed. With darkness closing in around Kanchipuram, the old woman retired to her mat at the porch of the house. Siddhanath was given a place within the hut, and he was soon staring up at the straw-covered ceiling.  
 
    “I would need to get in touch with someone from the north. Some questions would need answering, before I could go looking for him,” he said silently. He thought that the ideal place to look for one such person would be at the temple he had passed earlier. With the recent victory of the Sahib, there would be celebrations and orisons conducted at the temple. And northerners would most likely to be found there – whilst on their trip down to holy Rameshwaram to pay homage to Lord Ram after he had won his battle further south. This was another victory, which the folks will take to mean something deific… Lord Ram had come here again to cleanse the lands… 
 
    Siddhanath arose early the next morning, just before sunrise. He packed his belongings, dabbed himself lightly with the water from the well, and did one set of the sun veneration yoga. Energised enough to make the journey out to the main commercial square on foot, he bade the old woman farewell, and told her that her son is at peace in the afterlife, to which she wept quietly and nodded, “Yes… I know.” 
 
    By noon, he sank down onto the grounds of the mandir of Kailasanathar. The ten-mile walk had drained him to the bone, and he was glad to be under the shade of a huge banyan tree at the temple’s lawns. He appreciated the fact of the difference in temperature between the shade and the sun; they were quite distinct. Siddhanath spent the rest of the afternoon remarking the types of people who had been coming and going through the temple, watching them intently. His aim was single now, and he channelled all his focus on it. The detection of the Rogue… 
 
    Just after he had cremated Kausalya, Siddhanath sought out a man who had a vile reputation; and he lived deep in the interiors of the sandalwood fields. Walk for two days, and you will see unfamiliar trees, which look pale and dead, but they are still living. There will be a small river, which appears black and the water seems to hold no sacredness. This you must follow for another half-a-day. You will then see him, this elusive man. The majority of the populace seemed to know of him, at the very least, of how to get to him. This man whom Siddhanath met was known for his brewing of a stock which gives psychoactive effects and is deemed to elevate spiritual experiences. The ascetics and holy men swear by it, he told him. 
 
    After the brew was poured and handed to him – and it had the most unpleasant of stenches – Siddhanath downed it in one swallow. The brewer, with raised apprehension to what he had done, began slapping his back, trying to force the consumed liquid out. But Siddhanath stopped him, and with the continued thrusting of his hand, he felt the effects of the drug hit him suddenly. He collapsed backwards, facing the clear skies of blue and white. Surrealism took over, and he began painting the sky with his mind’s colours, the palette of which surprised him, for he never thought himself to be artistic at any level whatsoever. He next experimented with sound, and whether each boom and clap could pour forth a shade of colour of its own; it did! 
 
    A bursting of colours began fading away, and there was this one red dot which seemed to be gyrating at the corner… he focused on it, and… it was the bindi on Kausalya’s forehead. Siddhanath moaned with despair then, and the drug responded appropriately. The sky became dark in an instant, and it was night. Kausalya’s face faded, too. But the bindi remained, and it continued rotating, moving to the middle of the frame now. A bright, white lightning seemed to have hit the scene, blinding Siddhanath for a moment. He recoiled and raised his hands to his eyes. Then, the brooding face of Pisachamochana came from the void. He still had His mocking smile on Him. But it was not static as that in His temple in Kāsi – this manifestation seemed to have His mouth and eyes opening and closing, which made Him look even more terrifying. 
 
    Siddhanath screamed, but Pishachamochana laughed amusingly. So! You have decided to play with fire! You do not have the worth to handle it, truly… You should not have meddled with Him. 
 
    Siddhanath was silent. He wasn’t prepared for a lecture now; he wanted to press on with the painting of the atmosphere. But the Terrible Demon-God would not let him. I have some tidings for you, little one. I did warn you once before, but you did not heed My words! He grinned broadly and continued. But fear not! I heard you… of your appeal to Me, and I will grant you some tidings. His whereabouts… is what you seek. 
 
    And in that surreal vision, the bearings of the Rogue were made known to Siddhanath. He was not sure whether to trust it, but he was without purpose, and there was no harm in pursuing it. Consequently, he ended up here in Kanchipuram. 
 
    The sun had set now. The final rays were fading, and the crowd began dispersing from the mandir and from the commercial square. Shopkeepers and ware-cart owners were seen to be shutting their establishments. Even the birds took to the skies and left that part of the city, for the crumbs of bread would not be forthcoming now. 
 
    Siddhanath got to his feet. He rubbed his knees and stretched his arms outward. He followed the throng out of the temple and through the square, being shoved at all directions in the process. But then he caught a glimpse of something… or someone, achingly familiar. And that figure was not moving, but just stood there, facing him. Siddhanath stopped in his tracks, regarded the face of the Rogue, though the man looked more youthful and more spirited. They were just feet apart. 
 
    “I have known… for some time now, that you would come for me, my dear,” the Rogue said. 
 
    Siddhanath glowered at him, breathing deeply and loudly. “You should have hidden away from me…” 
 
    The Rogue smiled. “Why? Sooner or later, you’d catch on. I could not do this forever. Neither could you. But why not give the good-side a win? Let the balance tip over there, for once?” 
 
    “You have a lot to pay for…” Siddhanath was controlling his anger. 
 
    “As did you, my dear… But, but I do guess that you did pay for it, in the end. You did pay your debt, in your next life…” 
 
    “In my… in my next life! What are you prattling about, you filth!” 
 
    “Well, well! I thought you would have figured it by now! No? Well, let me shed some light on the darkness. Let me be your guru!” the Rogue laughed, shaking his head. “If you recall, my dear… You pulled off your sacred thread and had it cast into the fire. You were already known as the twice-born then. And the very act of taking your thread off is… would only happen when you are dead! But you weren’t, and you went on to make a life of your own with… her. So, when Wrath took her away from you, my dear, you’ve already had your debt paid! The accounts are settled!” the Rogue said. “But look here!” he pulled his collar away, revealing a part of a thread: “I, too, am a Dvija! Something which you would not have known…” 
 
    Siddhanath had been looking down at his clenched fists. Paroxysms of rage had been mounting steadily within him as the Rogue spoke.  
 
    “You speak of tipping the balance? Let me help you in that regard… for you may have taken my Kausalya away as payment… but… the life of my unborn child… that’s just… bad debt which must be written off!” He darted toward the Rogue, who did not move; he seemed to almost welcome the attack. And Siddhanath knew just where to aim. With the mounting traction of his sprint toward the Rogue, with the whole world bearing witness, he swung his arms out, and planted his long fingernails onto the jugular of the Rogue. He kept running several feet further, with the Rogue still entrapped in his grip… until he heard a loud crunch… 


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Shiva temple at Thruvidaimaruthur in Tamil Nadu is a structure of magnificence: the grandeur of the sculptures and artistic carvings captures the hearts of men, women and children, forcing them to be amazed by the four splendidly-built gateway towers known as gopurams, which have the carvings of some ten thousand figurines, each with grand colours and lifelike mien. Known as the Mahalingeswarar Temple, the main deity is Shiva, represented in the form of a lingam. 
 
    Several kings from different eras, and thereby, from different kingdoms, have had a part in the construction of the temple which is composed of several buildings. The main altar and the immediately surrounding shrine is estimated to be some two thousand years old. The Chola kings have seen it fit to etch some facets of history and literature onto the many pillars and columns surrounding the temple, in the ancient language, Tamil. The inscriptions are now slowly being eroded by constant rain. 
 
    On the top end of the major columns, one could spot a grotesque-looking animal, akin to a lion with wings, or some semi-aquatic creature with elephant-like legs. These have been placed on purpose by the architects and builders of old, for fear that the beauty of the temple would be too overwhelming that one might curse it through the act of non-belief—not merely doubt, but a deeper sense of non-belief. The lion has its mouth agape, with its tongue sticking out, fangs poised for a quick attack if provoked. 
 
    I am like that lion now, broken and ugly. But utterly dangerous. With nothing to lose. I have been quiet and patient, and I have stopped the cycle of breath for the devil. I must admit that I did enjoy killing him, his blood oozing onto my skin, and I could sense his life’s warmth evaporating. He died with the knowledge that none could have saved him, not even Wrath. Not even Death. Wrath… I will give anything to see you in the flesh, to strangle you with my bare hands… 
 
    The legend surrounding the Mahalingeswarar Temple is one that is unique in all the nation. The temple has links to an absolution, in which a prince of a royal court had to seek the assistance of Shiva in lifting the curse that is inherent from his carrying out a murder. There are many variants to the story, of course, but the underlying backdrop of the story of Brahmahatya – the act of killing a member of the Brahmin caste – is somewhat of a constant. And there is an idol portraying the act of Brahmahatya within the temple grounds, within one of the sanctums, which made the temple one of a kind. The reason for this was relatively unknown to the masses, and the fact of its origin had now been turned into a fabulous myth. 
 
    They say that I can be cleansed of my curse at this place. When I immerse myself into the pond within the temple compound, I shall arise purified. The Lord of the Universe Himself will absolve my sins. O Lord! How low have I gotten to! I am an empty shell, a husk with no seed, and as though I am the Earth without the inkling of the wonderful firmament… I am soulless… 
 
    Siddhanath dragged his feet around the first shrine, walking under a poorly-lit passageway, which gave the feeling that it was a small cave, and the deity of this shrine, Mookambigai – a representation of the consort of Shiva – was at the far end of the path, at a place which is known as the womb of the temple, the Garbagriha. Though he was now in the south of India, the figure of the goddess had components and aspects of the northern regions. He acknowledged the intention of the builders, creating the effect of marvel to the aspect of God. Or, at the very least, to create fascination about the concept that the universe had been brought forth, and is being governed, by an intelligent energy source. And once the cycle is approaching its end, the energy source will collapse everything and restart the pattern of existence once again. What better way than to build large structures and create silhouette effects using light? he thought. 
 
    The demarcation of the shrine was cleverly concealed, but Siddhanath could easily spot it. His father had instructed him with whatever knowledge he had on the arts and designs of temple structures, though the detailed knowledge of masonry and construction is a closely-guarded secret of the guilds of architects and builders. This knowledge, however, had been transferred onto palm-leaf manuscripts, and in northern regions of the country, the manuscripts were housed at the repository of the Manikarnika Ghat. 
 
    The Brahmins were the experts on the theory of artistic representation of the form, posture and character of the many gods and goddesses in the Hindu culture. They derive this extensive knowledge from the four Vedas and other scriptural works, passed on from father to son. As such, the Brahmins were the architects of the present-day temples, and this would have limited the individualistic self-expression of the builders themselves who could not just chisel away at the stones to carve figures and other such elements as they please. In this temple, however, there were sections where the Brahmin's control was not present, such as the carvings of Ganas, mythical dwarf-like humans with huge bellies, on several columns and in some of the spires. 
 
    Siddhanath knew that the Ganas took on the role of attendants to the main deities. But he had his eyes locked on one of them, which gave an eerie sense of recognition. It had a moustache and its eyes seemed to be glaring straight at him. Siddhanath took it as a sign of prophetic significance. He knew exactly who that Gana was, and it was as though it was coaxing him to engulf himself with the rage once again. But he also felt a calmness, which he attributed to the sense of familiarity of one he had known quite well. Pishachamochana, you did see me end the life of the bastard Rogue, did you not? 
 
    His mind had been sluggish since his committing of murder. It troubled him a little that he did not know Rogue’s true name—in fact, there was very little that he knew of the Rogue. He was appalled at the obscure figure, and the impact that he had in his life. He had started an avalanche, which had picked up a momentum so huge that even the wheels of God could not have altered its course. What will be the repercussions of this? Will I know when it has ended... that it is the end? 
 
    An elderly man clad in a dhoti came by his right side and said, “Young Sir, you seem like someone from the north. Am I right? Good. Why do you seem unsure of the steps around the place? And do you not know that it is not the prayer time? Would you like me to be your momentary guide?” 
 
    “No. No, thank you. I know what I am doing,” Siddhanath answered, looking disdainful. He became aware of the stubbly hair on his face; his facial hair was thicker than it had ever been. Signs that I am almost an adult. Almost. And I have committed the ultimate sin… 
 
    “No, you look lost. None should look that way in the presence of God, of Shiva. I will not charge you any money, young Sir, if that is your fear. Why, I have not been a guide to anyone before either!” 
 
    Siddhanath stared at the man, did not utter anything. The man had several large rows of the holy ash spread across his forehead. Silence is what I need now, for the world, and for myself. He looked away, at the other end of the cave-like passageway, heard the rumblings of what must be rain outside. 
 
    “Look, it is raining out there. And we are stuck here, the two of us. And there is the Gurukul of the shrine. A little chat with him on the history of place, of the artisans and devadasis that the good king had around the grounds. And we could also munch on some of the sweet offerings, that’ll do you some good. Will nourish your frail body, no doubt.” The man folded his arms; was apparently waiting for a response. 
 
    “Really, I am fine. I need to be alone now, please. I would like to meditate. That is why I have come here to this shrine of the goddess, I want to connect to Her on the spiritual plane. I was told that I could infuse myself onto the Holy Mother.” 
 
    “Oh, all right. Why did you not say so before?” the man looked grim. He was not certain if he should leave Siddhanath abruptly, as that would give the impression that he was only interested in talking to someone new to the area; that he would have proffered his recital onto the common folk several times over, and that they took the liberty of avoiding him at all costs. Presently, he placed his right palm onto his chest and said, “Anyway, I am pleased to have met you. My name is Subramanyan, and my clan is that of the temple’s deities’ painters. My family has been here for a hundred years.” 
 
    “I am pleased to make your acquaintance. I come from the north, as you have observed. My name is Siddhanath.” He was careful not to mention his caste or creed. He was aware that the people in the south were Dravidians, and that they had divergent systems of life. 
 
    “Very good, young Siddhanath. Very good!” 
 
    “I may be need of some assistance in getting to the pond, the one they say that will cleanse the soul of sins?” Siddhanath was glad that he could keep the other interested in the conversation, as he would not be leaving soon, for the rain seemed to have grown heavier. The cosiness within the passageway had heightened. 
 
    “Well!” Subramanyan was beaming now at the prospect of elucidating the unknowns to the newcomer. “There are actually five ponds within the temple grounds. I believe that the pond you are referring to is the Karunyamirdha Theertam. It eradicates sin and dissolves bad karma. So it is said.” He found that he could not elaborate on the subject beyond that. But he thought he’d point to where the pond was, and said, “It’s in that direction.” Then, “You have committed such a sin?” 
 
    “I have.” 
 
    “Oh. I see.” 
 
    “I must leave now. Thank you.” 
 
    “What? It is raining rather heavily now! You will slip on the way down the steps!” Subramanyan gave a start. 
 
    “I do not mind falling down in that manner, Sir. I have already fallen in life, down through many flights. This fall will not harm me, nor does it scare me.” Siddhanath was looking out through a rectangular opening in the left wall, with the splashes of raindrops slowly giving birth to a puddle on the ground below the opening. “There is some peace in this weather. There is calmness in the storm.” 
 
    “I hope you are aware that you are bare from the waist up, just as I am. You will be down with a fever by tomorrow. Such foolishness. Hmm! Youths, indeed!” 
 
    I care not for conversations anymore. My beloved, my Kausalya! If I could only have you in my arms now. To see you… 
 
    “Thank you…” Siddhanath could not recall the man’s name. He then came to realise that he did not care for names, either. Nor to interact with anyone. With that thought firmly held in his mind, he darted out from the passageway, moved with cat-like motion through the high arches, narrow corridors, and ultimately, out through one of the entrances, or exits (he could not tell which). He could now see a huge tank of water, which was clearly manmade. And at the edge, there were steps leading to the water, such as those in his city of birth, Kāsi. He pondered on whether the surface of the steps would be as slimy and slippery as those back home. Well, that does not matter. 
 
    He was under the minimal cover of the protruding ledge above him, which shielded him from as much rain as it could manage. His feet, right up to his knees, were wet now. And cold. Right opposite him, he could see several other pilgrims and visitors under the enclosure of the main temple structure, the one with the huge statue of Nandi and the Shiva Linga. 
 
     He stepped out into the rain, biting his lips inward to his mouth and clenching his fists. He kept his gaze at the pond. I shall be liberated soon, the sins removed. The rain seemed to be coming down at a steady rate, though there was no wind, which would have made it worse. It does not matter; he kept on whispering that. He was soon at the last step, the large volume of water just a foot away. He stopped then, loosened his grip of his fists and lightly waved his fingers. 
 
    Siddhanath took a deep breath and stepped into the water. He was deep to his hips when he shut his eyes and bent forward to completely immerse himself. The outward pressure of the water had the effect of numbing his awareness of the bodily functions within. He felt the chillness of the water that reminded him of the mighty Ganga, which his wife and he had crossed about a year ago. He stepped forward several paces, knew that his head was about a yard under the surface. And he did not come up. Chose not to come up… 
 
    My sins are cleansed… 
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