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AND SO IT ALL BEGAN...

			As often happens, it all started with an old friends get-together. The meeting took place on the terrace of a small but cozy restaurant, one of those places that nestle in the old city park. From the very morning, the day had turned out to be amazingly clear. On such a lovely day, only the ardent teetotaler would not want to grab a drink on this occasion, and frankly, without any occasion at all. As for the drink itself, it could be a mug of good beer, a glass of aged wine or just plain dry, and the bar offered stronger drinks as well. 

			“And what’s the occasion?” you may ask. 

			You should know that there was an occasion and not just some ordinary Valentine‘s Day... An engagement was being celebrated. As they say, this is not a minor event for the majority of society. 

			Not many people were invited and this close company occupied several tables in a row. Long tablecloths, flowing down to the floor, dazzled with their whiteness, the food was diverse and, judging by the frequency of empty plate changes, was well-cooked. 

			Those present did not suffer from a lack of youth or ardor and all of them, without exception, feasted, danced and had fun. Toasts with good jokes poured out as if from a horn of plenty, and the people eagerly drank for fulfillment of the best wishes.

			The stars of the event—Jack and Christie (it’s time to become acquainted with the main characters of our story)—were glad to share their happiness, meet their guests and enjoy the good weather. 

			Without doubt, there were gorgeous women among the guests, but the bride excelled everyone with her enchanting beauty. She was grace itself. She sparkled with an inexhaustible supply of energy that is inherent only in a happy and carefree youth. The endless blueness of the sky reflected in her eyes and her black-as-embers pupils shone brightly, gentle as velvet. Such eyes can do anything with you and make you forget about everything, if only their owner honors you with even a bit of her attention. But hope for this attention would be in vain, as someone has occupied the girl’s heart for some time now. From an endless number of admirers and suitors, she has chosen for herself one—the most reliable and loving man. It was not necessary to be a medium in order to notice how adoring Christie was towards her chosen one—a handsome and courageous brown-haired man. Jack was a little taller than average, and even the least sophisticated eye could recognize he was a boxer by his slightly flattened nose.

			Variegated, square umbrellas protected the guests from the rays of the high noon sun, from time to time hiding between the curly clouds, which were herded through the sky by a light and barely perceptible breeze. Wild pigeons gutturally and gently cooed in front of the terrace, randomly moving along the pavement on their thin red paws, flitting around every now and then for reasons known only to them. 

			It seemed that everything around was permeated with an atmosphere of prosperity and love. The weather, the umbrellas, the pigeons... In addition, if you had the proper imagination, you could spot a couple of cupids adventurously riding the curly clouds, accurately striking young hearts with sharp arrows of love. 

			A different and more realistic couple worked among the guests, not cupids with bows and arrows, but rather photographers equipped with three-inch-pipe-diameter camera lenses. They worked hard, capturing various angles of the most spectacular moments of the celebration. The guests, in their turn, played along, trying to project their best sides for the memorable photos. 

			Meanwhile, the liquor bottles emptied slightly faster than it took the waiters to cross the distance between the wine cellar and the terrace. But to be fair, we should take into account the time spent on the return trip. 

			Toasts rained down one after another. They raised their glasses for love and a strong marriage, for health, for parents and just for friendship. Finally, they began to drink for a successful honeymoon, because what kind of couple they be without going on a honeymoon?  And what kind of honeymoon would it be without an exciting trip filled with exotics? 

			At one point, the honeymoon destination became the center of discussion around the table. India--so distant and mysterious, so big and enigmatic. It persistently beckoned wine-infused heads with its colors, image, nature and customs. India--hospitable and gracious, ready to welcome everyone who wished to visit its open spaces, a continuously replenishing and never-ending list of tourists, newlyweds, athletes, wanderers, businesspeople and others seeking unfamiliar places and excitements. We even allow ourselves to assume that many of our readers would be glad to switch places with the stars of the event. To be able to quit their engagements in an instant, to leave work, to stop visiting clubs and races, to stop going to the cinema and other pleasures of urbanization, just to board a plane or a ship and see yourself on the way to India. This is not surprising, since everyone needs a vacation, even a short one. We did not invent this concept.

			The guests were discussing a distant country with growing interest, and as usual, all those who were staying home had to delve into the details of the journey deeper than those who were actually making the trip. 

			“How long will you be away?” asked one of Christie‘s buddies. He was more into the spirit of the journey than the others, and endlessly praised the venture, his spacious Hawaiian shirt corresponding to the subject of discussion.

			Christie was enjoying answering everyone’s questions about the upcoming trip. Finally, the inquisitive friend got his turn and she gladly began to fill him in on the details: 

			“That’s a good question... We are planning a six month  vacation, more or less... But we’ll see how it turns out. We bought one-way tickets and have not set a return date yet. We’re going by sea and have . We have grand plans for when we get there: riding elephants, hiking in the mountains, anything we want... We’ll figure it out there and then...”

			“When do you fly out?” the friend was already tipsy and, as you can see, not following the conversation so carefully.

			“We’re sailing on the “Victoria.” They say their cruises are the best. It’s a marvelous ship: twelve decks with all the luxuries. Along the way, we’ll dock at the Philippine Islands and Ceylon. Then we get off in Kolkata and the ship will continue without us. We are planning to return by plane, and you are kindly invited to attend the slides presentation.” Christie pronounced the end of the sentence a little louder so the invitation would not go unheard. 

			But Ron—which was the name of her friend—did not calm down. Christy began to wonder why he had so many questions. They were becoming a bit of burden for her. Still, the besotted friend did not back down.

			“I can only envy you: the liner, the ocean, India... So many  excitements. This is a great idea: first a honeymoon and then a wedding...” he suddenly changed the subject of the conversation and pointed at Jack who had turned up nearby. He had a new thought, which he shared with a slightly tangled tongue. “A long absence can negatively affect your career, Jack. Professional fighting is not a joke and requires constant training.”

			Jack caught the essence of the remark with the corner of his ear and decided to answer a question he had asked himself quite recently:

			“I don’t know, Ron,” he said to his friend. ‘sooner or later, everything will come to an end.” He noted that the people around him were waiting for further clarification and added, “After my return home, maybe I’ll get into real estate or open my own club. I mean, I can’t stay in the ring forever. It‘s time to think about hanging up my gloves. To consider retirement.”

			“Retirement, shmetirement... Your soul is in the ring, Jack,” another friend disagreed. Apparently, he was also a boxer. “What will you do without the ropes?”

			“Watch yourself, Ben! How often did I resort to using the ropes? Am I forgetting something?” 

			Jack was pleased that his comrades were in no hurry to write him off, although he had already made the decision to bring his sports career to an end.

			But Ben, like the others, was already quite drunk and could not accept the idea that a man like Jack would leave boxing so easily.

			“Using the ropes? No, not often. I need to remind you how many champions returned to the ring after they left the sport. I know you. You’ll come back too.” 

			Deep down, this version would surely suit Jack. Every athlete wishes to stay in shape, to perform and be victorious for as long as possible. 

			Jack had already taken off his jacket and unbuttoned the top buttons of his shirt. All the wine and the warm day were having an effect on him. He sat on an empty chair and the memories of his fights in the ring suddenly surged up and overwhelmed him. His whole career, made up of many individual moments, flashed before his eyes. Looking back, he understood that sometimes the success of an athlete depends on so many small episodes strung together. That and exhausting workouts, long gym sessions, long-distance running and key fights. 

			All of this might never have happened. He was about thirteen when, out of sheer curiosity, he and his friend glanced into the door of the gym as they were hanging around after school. They saw fit older men, and boys just like them, training hard. By that time, Jack was already thinking about getting into some kind of sport and proving himself. The glory of the great athletes, whose names constantly sounded on the radio and TV screens, stirred the boy’s mind and gave him no rest. 

			In the gym, he saw people training hard, preparing to become champions. The boxing ring especially mesmerized Jack. It seemed like a kind of brightly lit podium to climb in great honor. 

			One thing we can say with full certainty: the young man’s sports career began just like anyone else’s—in the most ordinary way. Yet Jack turned out to be an outstanding athlete.

			Having signed up to the sports club, he arrived the very next day, half an hour before the beginning of his training. And this was not a one-time occurrence. It became a constant ritual—to arrive early and wait for the coach to open that gym door lined with battered dermantin. 

			Jack quickly got acclimated and after a while he stayed and worked out for hours. He became part of the atmosphere of the club and clung to it. Even  when the coach pressed him to go home, to rest after the prescribed two-hour training, he was in no hurry to leave. Not wanting to part with his gloves, Jack followed the training of older boys and adults from a nook. He eagerly absorbed their experience and skills, constantly imitating various strokes, moving around the ring, enthusiastically memorizing the techniques and combinations he liked. 

			Sometimes he got lucky. More experienced and even venerable boxers would ask him to spar with them. Such moments were bliss for the boy, who quickly mastered the basics of the sport. Being a gifted pupil, Jack spent five to six hours in the gym’s boxing ring almost daily. He was quick on the uptake and made notable advances in his skills, confidently leaving behind those who had come to boxing before him. After just two years, his coach began to enroll him in official competitions—first youth matches and then ones for adults. 

			He remembered his first fight, down to the smallest detail. It  took place in a professional ring. That day, being a total youngster, he beat Tim Bury by knockout in the fifth round. It’s not that Tim was an award-winning boxer, but other athletes were skittish about meeting him in the ring and approached him with full responsibility. On a good day, in the right mood, Tim could cope with any opponent whatever his rank. There was not much chance for a beginner—even one as promising as Jack—to confront such a man. Anyone familiar with the real power balance between the boxers of that time would confirm that. 

			Jack was determined before the fight. But things did not work out for him and the advantage was not in his favor. At the very start, he managed to miss a few straight blows, which made his head heavy. Meanwhile, just as a heavy hammer directed by a skillful hand hits the anvil, Tim‘s fists drummed on Jack‘s body, not giving him a break, knocking his breath away. As a result, Jack‘s attacks were unsuccessful and his movements constrained and slow. He tried to block his opponent, but in vain. His gloves dissected the air with no effect, rarely hitting their target. In short, Tim excelled him in every aspect and it seemed the outcome of the match could be predicted with full confidence. The crowd in the stands gradually lost interest in what was happening in the ring. In anticipation of the next fight, people increasingly glanced at the scoreboard, where the clock pointers methodically counted the last seconds of the round.

			Nevertheless, from the beginning of the fourth round, Jack decided that by whatever means he had, he would turn the tide of the fight. He mobilized everything he had. By Tim‘s swinging arms and leg movements, Jack managed to catch his fighting style. This discovery immediately made his life easier, helped shake him up and set a pace. Jack‘s defense became more confident. He began to anticipate the actions of his opponent and act ahead of the curve. His thoughts and movements became a single whole, his body, trained as a well-functioning mechanism, obeyed the commands emanating from his brain unquestioningly. 

			As a result, Jack‘s punches became more accurate and hit their target. Tim tried to maintain his advantage. He continued to press Jack, but Jack became lighter on his feet and his movements accelerated. At some point, he managed to get out from under the right hook, which caused Tim to weave slightly, dissecting the air with his glove. His chin was uncovered for split a second and the rest, as they say, was a matter of technique. 

			An instant rearrangement of the legs, and the oncoming right hook imprinted so tightly on Tim‘s cheekbone that he had no choice but to collapse, and then rise from the ring cover on trembling, poorly-obeying legs. To the great surprise of the public, this happened after the judge had announced the fixed nine counts, and, with the hand wave, he called the fight on a count of ten. Later, Jack often thankfully recalled how the coach had meticulously forced him to hone his favorite punch. 

			He had another memory, similar to that one, of his fight for the title of absolute champion, which happened much later. By that time, Jack had already managed to defeat many well-known boxers in the ring. Naturally, these victories brought him great joy, but they were quite predictable for the already honored master. By this time, Jack‘s skills had reached such a level that already by the end of the first round, the boxer reads the opponent, understands his capabilities and, as a result, imposes his fighting tactics and dictates his own game. Nevertheless, it was that first fight with Tim Bury that Jack valued most, as it was the first time he sensed the joy of a great victory. This enabled him to gain a foothold in the professional ring with full confidence. After defeating Bury, Jack finally gained a belief in himself and became an equal among equals in the elite club of professional fighters. A club not fit for everyone, its path running not along the red carpet, but rather through many difficult years of training, fights and injuries. 

			Now, Jack‘s thoughts returned to reality. He was pleased with the smiles of his friends, the happy face of Christie and the anticipation of their upcoming vacation. Until very recently, he had fully adhered to his strict training regime, tour schedule and fights. But now he had reached a time for more leeway and the upcoming trip would be a well-deserved recreation. 

			Finally, the event was brought to its logical ending by the serving of dessert. After coffee, some of the guests parted from the stars of the evening with good wishes and headed towards the exit. Everyone was a bit tipsy and made plans for the nearest future. They agreed to get together later on. After all, it was not nearly midnight, and it was a pity not to continue such a memorable day with a good cocktail. 

			One man was dining at one of the tables a bit away from our company. He was alone and looked older than middle age, a little over fifty. He was tanned, robust and dressed in a loose suit, which successfully hid its owner’s heavy figure. His headwear, a light suede hat with a wide curved brim, covered a good part of the table. His appearance indicated that various circumstances of fate had not passed him by, nor had they always treated him with kindness. A scar protruded from his left cheek, probably a stab wound sewn up by a not very skillful hand. His tenacious gaze rarely reflected emotion and his straight posture led one to assume that he was a man of strong character. 

			At some point, this man began to pay attention to the noisy, feasting people nearby. When the conversation came to travel and to India, his face became somewhat livelier, and his eyes, moist. From time to time, he nodded slightly or shook his head, as if agreeing or disagreeing with what he heard. Finally, when most of the guests managed to take their leave, the man made up his mind about something and slowly rose and approached the company of young people. With a friendly smile, he reached out his spade-like palm to shake Jack‘s hand.

			“Excuse me,” he said, “but I just happened to hear your conversation. Allow me to introduce myself: I am Mike Corrie. And may I congratulate you on such a significant event. You are a wonderful couple, a perfect combination, and your marriage will certainly be happy and successful.” 

			His smile transformed his restrained and almost stern face. Suddenly he looked open and companionable, and Jack immediately felt sympathy for him. 

			“Thank you. Today is our day; we are glad to see everyone and, of course, we accept your congratulations,” he replied.

			“I heard you are sailing to India, a droll country. The memory of my young years connects me to it, as does my scar.” Mr. Corry‘s forefinger involuntarily reached out to his face. 

			“You know, we hesitated between choosing Europe or India for a long time. Finally we settled on India, the more exciting and exotic,” Jack confessed. 

			“You will like India; there is no doubt in that. Beautiful country, ancient cities, rich history...  And the Indian people are amazing. Each state has its own way of life and centuries-old traditions. There are a lot of places to visit and lots to see, a real expanse for tourists.” 

			“Thank you. In a few days we are booking tickets and then—off we go.” 

			Mr. Corry nodded, grabbed Jack‘s elbow and asked him a question with an insinuating but straightforward courtesy. This was probably the reason he had made Jack’s acquaintance in the first place. 

			“Tell me, Jack. Could you take on one task? It’s quite important for me, But let us say, not too burdensome for you? Of course, not without compensation.” 

			Jack, not rushing to answer, waited for further clarification.

			“Would you be so kind as to free up some time to discuss this issue?” 

			Seeing that Jack was not eager to react to the proposal, Mike continued, “I assure you, this will not be a burden for you. And as for me, you’ll save me from having to travel to another part of the world.” 

			Jack continued to have doubts. He could not quite understand what exactly this amiable man, who had showed up out of nowhere, was asking him to do. Meanwhile, Mike gently continued to insist.

			 “Once again, forgive my lack of tack, but I would be very grateful if you would agree to hear me out.”

			Jack, still trying to see the point of this unexpected proposal and help the polite stranger, finally agreed. 

			“Okay... Mike. This is unexpected... But let’s meet for coffee here at eleven tomorrow morning. You understand that I won’t promise anything in advance.” 

			“Thank you for your understanding,” Mike nodded. “We’ll discuss it tomorrow.”

			“Should I come alone?” asked Jack. 

			“Why? You’ve chosen a wonderful life-partner. I will be glad to get to know you both better,” replied Mike. 

			The company at the young people‘s tables finally thinned, leaving the waiters who were cleaning the tables and collecting the tips. After the conversation with Jack, Mike returned to his table to finish his meal. But it seemed to us that he was more busy thinking about his recent conversation and tomorrow’s meeting. Anyway, he barely touched his plate.

		

	
		
			
A NEW ACQUAINTANCE

			At noon the next day, Jack and Christie, following through with their promise of the day before, arrived at the already familiar restaurant. They caught Mike over a cup of coffee, the morning newspaper lying on the table in front of him. Noticing the young people, he got up and waved his newspaper with vigor, as it was full of dazzling pictures from yesterday‘s celebration.

			“Jack, I never suspected you were a celebrity. The newspapers are writing about your engagement and that you are going to leave the ring. Look, it seems the only picture missing here is mine!” 

			The smile once again changed Mike‘s face, turning it from its usually stern one into a genuinely friendly and cheerful one. Jack, who had already noticed this feature in his new acquaintance, felt relieved. 

			“These reporters... You say one word in the evening, and it appears in the paper the next morning. It is true, in general. Thanks to Christie and our marriage, I have finally reached a strong decision on the matter.” 

			“Well, well. Perhaps you’ll change your mind in the end,” said Mike.

			“Maybe. I’ve thought about this before. You know, you have to leave at the right time. And I want to try my hand at something new.” 

			“This is fascinating. Somehow I never was into sports. Let‘s have breakfast, and I’ll tell you about my request,” suggested Mike.

			While the waiter served their order, Mike continued to discuss sports and athletes. Christie enthusiastically joined into the conversation, showing her knowledge of boxing. She remembered the names of famous boxers as well as their role and significance in the development of boxing as a whole. The debate became interesting, but somewhat lengthy. Jack was familiar with this topic firsthand and slowly began to yawn from boredom, so Mike turned the conversation back to the matter for which they had gathered.

			“My request is rather trifling. The story began with events that took place over twenty years ago. In my youth, I traveled a lot and visited India. I was about your age then, or maybe younger, but recollections of the years spent in the East would fill a whole book perhaps. I don’t know if it would be a thick book, but it would be an interesting one for sure.” 

			Mike grinned with the corner of his mouth, apparently remembering something amusing. Then he continued:

			“I got to know a fellow back in those days in Kolkata, an Indian man of Bengal origin. His name was Jay Vipin. I have not heard any news from him in a long time; our connection somehow broke off. After my departure, we communicated quite often. But as time flew by it became less and less often. We were in contact mainly on important matters. Distance and years do not contribute to close communication, although once we were thick as thieves and sometimes risked our lives getting in trouble.

			Therefore, a month ago, when I received a letter from his son, Karim, I knew the news would not be pleasant. My friend had passed away and left me some documents. Karim did not dare to send them by mail. He wondered if I could come and pick them up. Are you following me?” asked Mike.

			“Yes, we are,” confirmed Jack. “But where is this leading?”

			“Well, it’s difficult to undertake such a long trip and I don’t think there is great importance in these documents. Honestly, I thought about writing to him and telling him I won’t go. I am not familiar with Karim. He was born after my departure from India. But yesterday, when I heard you talking about your honeymoon trip, I felt differently. I experienced a storm of emotions and even a certain nostalgia for the old days. Youth and recklessness fades over the years, leaving behind only the dreams and memories... 

			“Victoria, the ocean liner you plan to sail on, moors in Kolkata and I thought this might be an opportunity. I would like to ask you to bring me the documents bequeathed me. I hope this request will not cause you much trouble,” concluded Mike.

			“Probably not,” said Jack.

			“Good. There are tickets for the cruise in this envelope. Spacious cabin, upper deck,” Jack pushed the envelope away from himself with a protesting grimace on his face. Mike noticed this and objected. “No, no. If you refuse to accept the tickets as a wedding present, then I will not ask you to do anything. I am pleased to do this, and believe me—it comes from the bottom of my heart.” 

			Christie only shrugged in response to her husband’s questioning look, and Jack, as a person who does not have the habit of doubting something, made a positive decision. 

			“Good. I think that when we arrive in Kolkata it will not be difficult for us to collect these documents. We will meet this Karim and pick them up,” he promised.

			“Thank you. I am looking forward to it,” said Mike.

			“But your gift is too generous. We could do it just to help out an acquaintance,” added Jack. 

			“Let‘s not talk about this. Sometimes I like to act intuitively and spontaneously. It pleases me. I am glad that you are undertaking this matter. Especially since I met such a wonderful couple,” said Mike. 

			“We are also pleased to meet you,” Jack assured him.

			“Here’s my card. Please contact me on your return. I would be glad to hear about your trip. Let me raise my glass again for a happy sailing,” suggested Mike. 

			Christie took a sip of wine and Mike‘s card got her attention. 

			“Blazer Avenue. I think I know this street. There are only a few plots,” she said. 

			“My house is the only one in the area that does not stand behind a fence. I don’t like to hide from people, despite the fact that I live pretty much alone. I just have a house cleaner who is also a cook and a gardener. 

			“You don’t say. I always wondered about the owner of the largest manor in the city! So you are a very wealthy gentleman,” said Christie. 

			“Don’t exaggerate, Christie. My wealth is not so great,” retorted Mike. “I got lucky after returning from India. I bought up several inexpensive plots of land that nobody thought of as promising then. Later their price jumped up and my investments increased in value.”

			“Tell me something, Mike... We’ll drop by your friend of course, but before handing over the documents, he will probably want to make sure that we represent you for real. You should probably provide us with some sort of note.”

			“You’re right, Jack. I should have thought about that. But a note probably won’t do the job. You know what?” With these words, Mike removed a silver ring from his left hand ring finger. There was a quaint coat of arms on its surface encrusted with gold.

			“There you go. This ring will serve as your visiting card. This coat of arms cannot be faked. It belonged to a once-powerful dynasty and none of its members have survived to this day.”

			Jack took the ring and began to examine the engraving with interest. On its round convex surface, a skillful artist had depicted a tiger sitting on a throne. With its right paw, it pressed a long sword to its chest and stretched forward its left paw holding a voluminous, tightly-stuffed pouch.

			“Very delicate work. Look, honey,” Jack handed the ring to Christie. “Mike, I will bring it back with the documents.”

			“Agreed,” replied Mike.

			“And what is this mysterious dynasty?” asked Christie.

			“Little is known about it,  but it’s probably more valuable as a symbol than as a jewel, otherwise it would not have fallen into my hands. I won it in a game against a man who was in dire need of money. If it had great value, he would have already sold it. 

			“Interesting,” said Jack.

			“Yes. Unfortunately, that is all the information I have. How reliable it is... I’ve never met anyone who can explain it.”

			Christie wanted to find out as much as possible about India, and began to question Mike, who seemed to her a seasoned traveler. 

			“Mike, tell us about the place we’re going to. It sounds so interesting.” 

			“With pleasure, although I haven’t been to that part of the world since I returned home, more than twenty years ago.” 

			“You weren’t attracted to it, or is it just a case of ‘without a need there is no reason’?” asked Jack.

			“How shall I put it? I am not a sentimental man; I have traveled the world and that is enough. My home is here. So, let’s talk about India. It’s a huge country with a rich history, ancient and beautiful cities, temples and traditions. 

			“You will see Kolkata immediately upon arrival. Be sure to visit the cities that stand along the Ganges. Varanasi for example, which is located about halfway between Kolkata and Delhi. This city is more than three thousand years old, considered one of the main religious centers of the country. Tourists flood to it all the time and a huge number of pilgrims arrive there. According to legend, the God Shiva, himself, built this city. Perhaps the most significant temples of India are located in Varanasi. Buddhists come to perform religious rites and seek retreat to another world. Would you like to hear how this happens?”

			“Yes!” replied Christie, and Mike continued his tale.

			“The main thing there is the belief that the waters of the sacred Ganges bring purification. The rite itself takes place as follows: it is customary to lay the dying or the dead on the ghats. Some of the believers, sensing the approach of death, come to the river and wait for their end to come. The ghats are the stone steps leading to the banks of the river. They burn the bodies of the dead there so they can disperse the ashes over the Ganges sacred waters.”

			“The Ganges is a big river, isn’t it?” asked Jack.

			“The Ganges is a great river. It crosses at least half the country from west to southeast. Many famous cities are located on its shores: Varanasi, Patna, Kolkata, Kanpur... Let‘s start with Patna. The city itself is small but ancient. The fortresses there are over a thousand years old, and its walls rise directly from the water. An impressive sight, breathtaking... As if you are in contact with antiquity. Patna is also a great pilgrimage center; believers flock there from all over the country.”

			“What else can you tell us?” asked Christie.

			“A lot more,” promised Mike. “Once I was in Madurai. Beautiful town. It has countless temples and many restaurants, and I haven’t said anything about the nature yet. Wild jungles, the highest mountain ridges on the border with Nepal. I think that after Kolkata you should move up the Ganges and visit at least a few of the cities on the river.”

			“Have you been to Agra, Mike?” asked Jack. 

			“No, I’ve never been there. But you should go. Agra was the capital of the country once. The ancient Taj Mahal was located there. You know, I rarely left the jungle, except to make some arrangements. Usually when I needed to accompany wagon trains with animals to the place of departure or to transfer them directly to customers. You should not go deeper to the northwest, into Punjab. There is still Sikh unrest there and things are not so calm after Indira Gandhi’s assassination,” warned Mike.

			Jack tried to recall something regarding this. 

			“Sorry, Mike. What was the story of Gandhi‘s murder? I am not up on politics and am not familiar with this matter.” 

			“It‘s a long story. In recent years the demands of the Sikhs to make Punjab into its own state, independent from India, have radically increased. This trend is not new and its roots go back many centuries. The Sikhs were always passionate about becoming a separate territory, no matter which authority they were under. Their aspirations have remained unchanged to this day. 

			“The authorities in Delhi didn’t like it. And like the British and the Mughals1∗ before them, the Sikhs did not limit themselves to campaigning. They carried out a number of high-profile attacks in both the Punjab and beyond. A lot of blood was spilled. And  the interesting part is that the Sikh militants directed most of their operations against their own compatriots. They periodically carried out executions of civilians and attacks on government officials. In this way, the extremists tried to cause people of other faiths to leave the Sikh territory, as they directed their struggle against the government in Delhi.

			“After a series of such attacks, the government made the only decision it could. It ordered the capture of the leaders of the Sikh conspirators and the end of the riots. The Sikh headquarters was located in the main religious temple of the capital of Punjab—the Amritsar. According to eyewitnesses, the main Sikh shrine, called Golden Temple, is a magnificent architectural heritage. This, But did not prevent the combat wing of the movement from establishing its headquarters in the shrine and accumulating a large weapons arsenal. They turned the temple into a well-defended fortress and from there carried out both the ideological and the military leadership of the conspiracy.” 

			Jack caught himself thinking that Mike’s story evoked in him a genuine interest. In just half an hour, he and Christy had learned so many new and unexpected details about a country which, until recently, they knew only as a geographical location on a map. Meanwhile, Mike went deep into the details. 

			 “The operation to liquidate the headquarters of the conspirators was called “Blue Star”. As I already said, the temple building was reliably fortified and the people in it were well armed. Army troops were called in and, as it became clear later on, they were quite large forces.

			“I must say that they did not pick the most suitable day for the attack; it was a Sikh religious holiday. Now imagine that on this very day an army suddenly attacks the Holy of Holies, no more and no less. 

			The militants who were entrenched in the temple had no intention of yielding, even to forces that outnumbered them many times. The army had an order not to delay the operation, so they decided to use artillery. As a result, along with rank-and-file militants and separatist leaders, many people who accidentally ended up in the wrong place and at the wrong time and were not involved in the conflict, were killed. At least several hundred men. 

			The Sikhs reacted in kind and began to attack the army units. In the end, the uprising was suppressed. The most ardent activists were eliminated or found themselves behind bars.”

			“And what about Gandhi?” asked Jack.

			“The Sikhs could not forgive Indira Gandhi for the desecration of their national shrine. After all, she was the head of government and the person who gave the order. I should note that almost half of her personal guard consisted of Sikhs.

			“The defense of the fatherland is a matter of honor for every Sikh man. Heads of special services constantly advised Gandhi to withdraw the Sikh guards from her entourage, but she did not want to do so. How could she remove the Sikhs from her personal guard, when they made up a significant percentage of the Indian armed forces? It would have shown that she divided the people into friends and foes, and this was not according to her principles. It turned out that Gandhi was playing a game of roulette with her own life, although she herself did not think so. She sincerely considered the Sikh guards to be her fellow allies...”

			“It is quite understandable,” a woman‘s solidarity awoke in Christie.

			“Maybe it is. But everyone knows the sad ending of this story, at least for Indira,” continued Mike. “Everything that happen a few months after the defeat at the Golden Temple, the elimination and arrest of the surviving resistance leaders, was supposed to happen. Sikhs are a special nation. You need to know the psychology of the Sikhs and understand that if a Sikh warrior believes that if someone has done them an injustice, their religion says he must do everything he can to punish them, even at the cost of his own life. The Sikhs saw Indira Gandhi as responsible for violating their national freedoms and values in Amritsar, and for the desecration of the holy temple.

			The upshot was that two Sikh guards from Gandhi’s inner circle shot her dead. One of them, a certain Beant Singh, had served in his post for eighteen years and had accompanied her everywhere. But it was published that the reason for his constant presence was that he shared Ghandi’s rare blood type.”

			“And that was all?” asked Jack. 

			“Yes, basically, except for the fact that the Sikh guards were shot dead on the spot when other guards heard the noise and came running.” 

			“It is a sad story, tragic and, somehow, very Indian,” Christie summed up sadly.

			“Yes, these events can form the basis for a new Indian movie,” replied Mike. “I never thought about such a comparison before. But the history of the United States has several similar examples, though the motives were different.

			Today, Indira‘s son, Rajiv Gandhi, stands at the head of the government. He is making every effort to smooth out the Punjabi syndrome, which is a real purulent abscess in the country. After the death of Indira, the most severe anti-Sikh riots began to crop up here and there. She had been popular everywhere and the people longed to revenge her murder.” 

			“Do you think the Sikhs have stopped fighting by this point?” Mike‘s story carried Christie away. “Is it OK that we’re bothering you for so many details? It turns out that we are going to a rather curious country. We never suspected this.”

			“Of course, no problem, ask away. I find this topic interesting myself, but have nobody to talk about it with. The people currently around me have little interest in India. As for the Sikhs and their battle, the FBI recently released data on an assassination attempt on Rajiv Gandhi, which was planned for his recent visit to the USA. Five of the conspirators were arrested in New Orleans, where extremely powerful explosives were discovered. This indicates that the Sikh diaspora takes a most active part in everything related to the Punjab, and this participation is not limited only to financial or moral support. 

			As for the activists in the field, I don’t think they will calm down quickly and stop the struggle. The Sikhs’ faith in their centuries-old religion and their irresistible desire to free themselves from foreign dominion are too strong.”

			“The new prime minister is likely being guarded as never before,” noted Jack.

			“Yes, you are right. Not so long ago, the police and foreign intelligence forces formed a special unit for the highest state officials’ protection. It’s called the ‘special Security Unit’ and reports to the chief inspector of the police, but I think this is only a formality. If necessary, they also recruit the commando.”

			“Commando... This has quite a whiff of romance. My grandfather served in a similar unit. Only it seems they had different name back in the day,” recalled Jack.

			“Indian special forces, or commandos, for the protection of senior officials, is another unit. They are called the ‘Black Cats.’ They also perform counter-terrorism functions and are directly involved in the operations of the ‘special Security Unit”,” concluded Mike. 

			“Ok, that’s it! We’re not going to Punjab,” summed up Jack. “ Anyway, it’s at the opposite end of the country, far from Kolkata. You are very well-informed about the affairs over there.”

			“Only in a general sense. I follow the news. I want to keep up and to stay up-to-date. You never know, maybe I’ll have another chance to visit those parts.”

			“Tell me, Mike, are the Sikhs an ancient nation? I admit, we are learning interesting things from you,” asked Christie.

			“Pretty ancient, yes. I cannot say how old, all I know is that the in the Middle Ages, the Punjab territory was an independent state. Even the Mughals could not capture it because the Sikh army was well organized and of strong spirit. The Mughal Empire had its eyes on the Sikh territories for more than one hundred years. Hence the dreams of the Sikhs to restore their former independence.”

			“But what about the Brits?”

			“Yes, only the UK troops ever succeeded in colonizing modern Punjab. This happened according to a well-known scenario that repeatedly reoccurs during history.”

			“What do you mean?” 

			“As a rule, it is difficult to weaken the country from the outside. It’s much easier and cheaper to do it from the inside. In such cases, foreign ‘well-wishers’ skillfully inflame conflicts between local rulers. Gradually, due to internal strife, the state weakens and becomes a tidbit for those who have their eyes on its territory. By the way, these principles continue to work in modern history. Take Afghanistan, for instance, or the separation of Finland and Poland from Russia as a result of the revolution and the First World War.”

			“Tell me something, Mike, how do you know so much about the organization system of this... security bureau?” inquired Jack.

			“How, you ask? Well, I try to follow the news and read between the lines. If you analyze current information and compare the names of the heads of certain departments, you can get an idea about the structure of existing organizations. But I could always be wrong.” 

			The interlocutors chatted a little more on trifles and got ready to say goodbye. A short meeting over a cup of coffee turned out to be useful learning session for future travelers. Without expecting it, they had received a lot of interesting information about the country they were going to visit. Quite satisfied with each other, both sides parted. 

			Leaving the cafe, neither Mike, nor Christy and Jack noticed that during the entire breakfast they were under close surveillance. An unremarkable young man, who was sitting nearby, sipping his coffee and staring at passers-by, had not missed a single word from the next table. 

			He came out the cafe, following Christie and Jack and got into a sedan waiting for him nearby. An Indian man in a white turban was sitting behind the wheel. The young man took a seat next to the driver and began telling him something, animatedly gesticulating the whole time. It looked like his increased temperament would allow him no rest. The Indian man, on the contrary, seemed completely calm. He listened to his companion’s tale in silence, took a paper bag from his breast pocket, and poured its contents, a white powder, onto a square of cardboard. After dividing the powder into two lines, he snorted one of them through a cigarette mouthpiece, and handed both to his neighbor, who brought the mouthpiece to his nose with a habitual movement. As soon as the procedure was completed, the Indian man turned the key in the ignition and within a minute, the sedan disappeared without a trace in the stream of passing vehicles. 

			After breakfast, Mike returned home, and we do not know anything about his activities in the following days. As for our heroes—pre-departure arrangements and chores were waiting for them.

			Christie was busy with the content of her wardrobe and thoughts on what to pack. Jack tried to put his economic affairs in order. After all, a six-month absence required some preparation. He had to follow the payment of bills, arrange the car‘s parking and deal with a number of minor and insignificant matters that he could not leave to chance. Finally, the day of departure arrived—the day when their suitcases were packed, their arrangements made and their taxi ordered. 

			

			
				
					1	∗Mughals - Muslims of North India and Central Asia, who formed the Empire on the territory of modern India, Pakistan and Bangladesh from the beginning of the 16th to the 18th century. A/N

				

			

		

	
		
			
NOT ALL PLANS WORK OUT

			Mr. and Mrs. Milovich bought tickets for the Victoria cruise almost six months before the departure date. Stefan was the only son of Serbian immigrants from Montenegro who moved to England shortly before the great depression. He vaguely remembered his early childhood, mainly from his parents’ stories about their first and very difficult years in their new homeland.

			In the veins of Rosie Milovich, a native Englishwoman, whose family traced its history from the time of the ancient Celts, flowed a mixture of Irish, French and, it seems, other blood lines, as well. Stefan and Rosie were the same age and met at a dance party after graduating from college. At that time, it was customary to have more fun more often than today‘s young people. After a short but stormy romance, the lovers decided the time had come to strengthen their feelings with a marriage. Thirty years had passed since then. The Miloviches did not have children but had managed to save some of that first passion that had thrown them into each other‘s arms. The spouses still did not get bored with each other or suffer any downturn on their relationship. Apparently, their passion has remained the main component, which has held their union together.

			As a rule, the Milovich couple went on vacation once a year. Stefan inherited a prudent attitude to money from his parents and preferred to travel within the borders of Europe. But this year, everything was supposed to be different. Their close friends had already taken a cruise on the Victoria and could not stop boasting about the breathtaking sights and the wonders of the ship’s cuisine. The photos and slides, which they displayed at every opportunity, especially impressed Stefan. 

			After some thought as to where to spend their next vacation, the Miloviches became the owners of tickets for the next ocean cruise. They wanted middle class cabins which are usually bought up first. Therefore, Stefan made the purchase well in advance. But there was so much expectation and anticipation of the long voyage, the visits to the exotic islands of Oceania and the distant ports where stops were planned. In the past, the Miloviches had not ventured further than France. The closer their departure came, the more desirable the trip became for them and this topic featured more and more often in their conversations.

			Time went by and there was just a week left before the cruise ship set sail. One day, close to seven o’clock in the evening, Stefan was preparing to close the store where he had worked diligently for the past twenty years. The sales-women had already left, and all he had to do was to lock up. Usually, he would pick up Rosie on the way, and if they did not have anything planned, they went straight home. Stefan was in a good mood. In recent days, sales had increased so much that the owner hinted that Stefan‘s labor would be reflected in the quarterly bonus. 

			Stefan grabbed on the doorknob and was about to insert the key when a late customer appeared like a ghost out of nowhere and stood on the doorstep. He almost collided with Stefan, face to face. Stefan was about to say that the store was closed, but the man had already managed to slip past him with airy ease. Stefan decided not to let this spoil his mood and, putting the “Closed” sign on the door, returned to the counter. 

			The buyer, a tall Indian man in a turban, quickly came to the checkout. He put a bottle of Coca-Cola on the counter and said politely: “This is a nice evening, Stefan.”

			Stefan was surprised. How did the stranger know his name? Still, he kept a straight face and issued a receipt.

			The buyer pulled a pound from his pocket and silently handed it to Stefan. Stefan put the bill in cash register, but the buyer was in no hurry to leave.

			“We’re closing,” Stefan said softly.

			“Yes, Stefan, you are closing. And then you’re going to meet Rosie…” the stranger did not stop looking Stefan in the eye. His gaze was somehow very confident. 

			Stefan did not like these words. The familiarity and excessive knowledge the eastern gentleman possessed were alarming. What the hell does he want? He asked himself. He’s never been here before. 

			“If you need money and plan to rob us, I do not advise it,” he said. “Our store is equipped with cameras and they will figure out who you are very quickly.”

			“Oh, for God‘s sake. I just need to talk to you.”

			“I’m listening.” Stefan decided to spend another minute on the stranger.

			“You need to get sick for a week or just to call in sick.”

			“Why should I do it? I’m healthy,” Stefan answered decisively.

			“Because I have been instructed to make you an offer that you cannot refuse,” the stranger was clearly not going to give in.

			“I’m not discussing any proposals with you right now. I’m closing the store; come back tomorrow,” Stefan was beginning to lose patience.

			“It will take just a few minutes. I would not advise you to rush without listening to the essence of the matter,” the stranger continued to hold Stefan‘s attention with his gaze.

			He was not going to leave and it was starting to annoy Stefan. He realized he wouldn’t quickly get rid of this obsessive customer.

			“Say what you need, I’m in a hurry,” he finally agreed.

			“You need to get sick for a week or just to call in sick. There is a doctor who is ready to examine your ailment. Your fee will be five thousand pounds,” said the buyer.

			“And if I refuse?” asked Stefan.

			“And if you refuse, I have been instructed to tell you that although at the moment nothing threatens your health or the life of your wife, no one can vouch for that in the future.”

			“I need time to think about this,” Stefan said.

			“Good. I‘ll come back tomorrow. If you agree then, we will reissue your cruise tickets to other people. After all, you cannot sail in poor health. We will pick up the tickets from you. And do not doubt the seriousness of our proposal.” 

			The man left. The Coca-Cola bottle remained on the counter as a reminder that the Indian and his offer were not the fruit of Stefan’s imagination. 

			Two days later, Stefan called his boss to say that he was ill. He hastened to assure him that he would soon be back at work because now he was forced to abandon the long cruise. 

		

	
		
			
THE VOYAGE

			The ship, anchoring in the water, appeared to the travelers long before their taxi drove up to the port. Victoria was one of the largest and most luxurious liners of its time and from a distance resembled a large white iceberg. The sides of the liner with the majestic bends of the contours were pleasing to the eye and its long hull, over three hundred feet, cast a shadow on a good part of the pier. The height of the deckhouse above the waterline was equal to the height of a twenty-story building. The liner‘s twelve decks had spacious luxury cabins, swimming pools, a VIP lounge, casino, movie-theater and dining rooms. The porthole windows and stainless steel handrails dazzled in the sun  and the anchor chains were striking in their thickness. A ship of this class is a small city with a large number of staff, ready to serve you twenty-four hours a day and to make the stay of passengers as pleasant as possible. But let us leave this to the judgment of those who had the opportunity to take advantage of this amazing and perfect miracle of shipbuilding.

			Before sailing, both the port building and the entire pier were teeming with people. The departing, some calm and some not so much, boarded the ship under the vigilant attention and farewell calls of those who came to see them off. The excitement and anticipation of the voyage to another part of the world affected their state of mind, which in itself seemed an extraordinary and exciting phenomenon. And, of course, each of the passengers on board the Victoria experienced this event according to his or her personal temperament and perception.

			Quite a diverse crowd boarded a ship. Young couples seeking a romantic trip, families with children and small groups who wanted to spend a vacation together. Add to all of this the gatherings of senior citizens who regularly go on sea cruises. 

			When Jack was still on the pier, he noticed an elderly lady hiding her beautifully coiffed head under an umbrella. She had a self-determined look as she sat in her wheelchair, pushed by her youthful companion. This lady seemed to Jack very active and sociable. Her vigorous and expressive face reflected the entire gamut of feelings she was experiencing at any given moment. She looked more than presentable. Her suit, bought not in the latest fashion house, was elegant but somber, and not a single “fashionista” would refuse her lace hat, which sat so well on her grey curls. Every now and then, remarks about the fuss around fluttered from her lips. She  gave instructions to her companion, who, wearing a dandyish sea cap on his head,  continued to roll the wheelchair forward with a straight face. In this way, moving slowly along with the rest of the people, they approached the accommodation ladder. 

			“Michel, darling, please find the senior officer. And don’t forget to make sure they deliver our luggage to our cabin, not to someone else‘s. It would be nice to get settled already. Do you remember when we lost a suitcase on one of our flights and only received it a few days later? By then, we had already gone out to buy what was missing! It’s good we’re not flying. I think this time everything will work out, and there will be no problems.” 

			Michel, a slender young man with surprisingly regular features, confidently continued to advance in the crowd, listening to his companion‘s instructions with half an ear. Apparently, the excessive volubility of the woman, who was his aunt, his mother’s sister, not fatigue him at all. From time to time, he genially answered her, keeping the conversation going and directing it in different ways. At the same time, Michel did not lose sight of the porter next to him, rolling a cart loaded to the top with luggage. 

			“Yes, Aunty. It is good we chose a ship, not a plane... I’ll talk to the bellhop to keep track of our things.” His even tone restored his companion‘s peace of mind, at least for a little while. 

			Gradually, an endless stream of passengers moved from the pier to the ship. Our heroes, having gotten through the customs inspection, went up to the deck right after Mrs. Thorenson, for this was the name of the old lady. Several steps behind them, the young man who was watching the young people during their breakfast in the cafe, was relentlessly pushing through the crowd. Next to him was his companion—the tall Indian in a white turban. 

			 A row of sailors in white ceremonial uniforms, led by a senior officer, welcomed the new arrivals on deck. With each new group, a sailor separated from the line and accompanied the guests to the door of their cabin. 

			The owner of the white turban sent his companion with two small suitcases (which looked more like travel bags) to occupy their cabin. He, himself, remained on the side, noting which cabin Jack and Christie were given.

			The interior of the liner was not inferior to the best palaces in Europe and, upon closer inspection, could be compared with the Vatican museums or even the Versailles and the Hermitage. As soon as they stepped on deck, the surrounding beauty immediately impressed the passengers. The corridors of the ship were inlaid with expensive, rarely repeated varieties of wood and high-quality copies of paintings by famous authors. The parquet floors were lined with intricate patterns, and carefully covered, majestic lifeboats were fixed along the sides of the decks, as if waiting for the command to launch. Undoubtedly, the best people in their business applied their talent and skill to the design of each part of the liner‘s own specific style.

			Finally, after the passengers were settled in their cabins and the mooring lines were lifted up, what promised to be wonderful cruise began. The cabin which our newlyweds got, as Mike had vouched for, turned out to be unusually spacious, decorated in the style of the medieval caravels, on which the noble Spanish conquistadors sailed to the shores of America, returning with holds fully loaded with gold. The furniture was entirely made of valuable varieties of wood. Doors with wrought iron handles, assembled from pink maple, decorated a tall, up-to-the ceiling wardrobe. A massive table with carved legs depicting figures of the Titans took up the center of the cabin. A light canopy crowned the head of the tall and immensely wide bed in the bedroom. One would want to admire all this, rather than use it. The interior of the cabin induced in its residents a desire to travel back in time and feel the romance of the Great Armada. Dumbfounded but happy, our heroes came to their senses after several minutes, getting used to the atmosphere of the new dwelling. They really felt like medieval grandees sailing along the golden path. 

			After a short rest, the young people decided to get a more thorough acquaintance with the ship. The remaining passengers, probably with the same desire, also poured out of their cabins and the idle crowd began to walk about the decks, studying the internal structure of the liner with interest.

			“Look how crowded it is here. It’s like a day off on a metropolitan boulevard,” said Jack. 

			“Well, this way we won’t get bored.” Christie was noticeably amused.

			“Yes. They won’t let us get bored here,” Jack agreed, looking closely at the passengers.

			Proceeding along and across the deck of the ship, the passengers satisfied their initial curiosity as far as possible, and the equally important need for food and drink gradually replaced it. So, after a little while, obeying their natural instincts, people smoothly moved to the restaurant where a choice of food and drinks that could match the imagination of any gourmet, was offered in abundance.

			During the voyage, the weather was clear and the ocean was relatively calm. Waves no more than three feet high frolicked overboard, which for such a whopper like “Victoria” was a mere trifle. The liner cut through the thickness of the ocean by its chiseled nose and moved forward with incredible ease. Inside the ship, no one could feel the pitching at all and if it were not for the waves around it and the white breakers, with long tails foaming behind the stern, it might seem that the ship was floating through air without touching the water. 

			The following days passed calmly. Some passengers spent time sunbathing near the pools, and drink-lovers took a fancy to the bars that could be found on each deck. The thrill-seekers tried their luck at roulette or on the green cloth tables in the air-cooled casino. The voyage was gaining momentum and life on the ship was rapidly entering a streamlined course by unobtrusive, but very decent, service. In addition, the respectable public, wasting no time, mastered the above-mentioned attractions at their full and limitless disposal with enviable enthusiasm. 

			As for Jack, one of the bars caught his fancy and he often sat there with a glass of beer after a game of tennis. He was relaxing, sitting at the marble counter, sipping fragrant beer and deliberately stretching out the time, inhaling the purest sea air with full lungs. It was good to realize that, at least for a while, there was no need to think about the pressing matters that remained far back behind the stern of Victoria, which heading towards to the very heart of the ocean with every passing hour. 

			From the second day of the voyage, intensive rivalry took place on the tennis court. Jack, who was taking a break from sports and spending his vacation idly, could not resist beginning each day with a trip to the tennis court. He was not strong as a tennis player, but losing to middle-hand players was not in his plans. The battles were held with mixed success and, when he won, Christie, who usually accompanying him, rejoiced like a child. She reacted emotionally to everything that happened on the court and acted as a second, giving her husband a towel and water in between games. Jack was in excellent physical shape and compensated for his lack of skill by a manifestation of character and a desire to prevail. He raced along the court with enthusiasm, and although his movements were not distinguished by filigree technique, natural coordination did not fail him either. It was quite easy to restrain the attacks of his opponents, while his retaliatory strikes reached their target more than once. 

			The games looked spectacular and attracted the attention of the other passengers. It was interesting to watch players exhausting each other with ingenious combinations on the court. The beautiful blows, the intensity of the struggle and the long rallies impressed the crowd.

			Here, people made acquaintances and formed groups. But these gatherings were unstable and their composition changed according to the interests and whims of the vacationers. Therefore, gourmets and food-lovers usually lingered in the restaurant and casino. The employees already knew their regulars by name and card battles continued long after midnight. 

			Mrs. Thorenson, already familiar to us, made it everywhere. She could often be found in a casino playing roulette, in a bar with a cup of strong coffee or among spectators watching a game of tennis. Michel usually accompanied his aunt and they were rarely seen separately.

			During one of the games on the tennis court, a curious incident occurred. Jack desperately battled a young red-haired American whose ancestors had moved to his new homeland from Ireland. He had the strongest right kick and was always looking for an opportunity to put it into practice. Every time he managed to smash, Jack had no choice but to follow the ball with his sight as it flew past him at the speed of a bullet and then take a position to start the next rally. Having missed several powerful blows, Jack chose the tactic of keeping the opponent away from the net and tried, as often as possible, to send the balls to the back line. Such a game left him more time to prepare attacks and defenses, and it was difficult for the redhead to carry out his crown blows.

			During one of the rallies, the opponent managed to send the ball into an empty corner with a crushing smash. Jack rushed forward in a desperate attempt to parry the blow, But alas, it was not possible to get the ball. After a powerful blow, the ball bounced off the cover with cannon speed and flew through the side barriers straight in the direction of Mrs. Thorenson. As luck would have it, the old lady‘s curiosity, coupled with her interest in the game, made her move to the very edge of the playing field. A collision between these two in no way interconnected objects seemed inevitable. The ill-fated ball was already a few inches from the lady‘s face when Michel, who was, as always, nearby, intercepted it with a short and precise movement of the hand. 

			At first, the players and the crowd froze in shock. The redhead who sent the smash cringed from his inability to change anything. Foreseeing the consequences of such a hit literally fettered people around the court and something unpleasantly creepy flashed in the general consciousness. But as we already know, nothing of the kind happened and, recovering from a daze, the people tried with genuine interest to determine where the ball went. 

			Michel took a short pause. Then, without changing his position, he unclenched his fingers and let the object roll onto the court. Those present responded with approving remarks and light applause.

			“Good reaction! Bravo.” 

			“This one could make a great goalkeeper!” 

			Compliments of this kind are always pleasant. Nevertheless, Michel remained standing with a straight face and answered all the praises with a slight nod. Finally, he portrayed a smile on his face.

			“Thank you,” he answered restrainedly. 

			“Let‘s play more carefully,” Jack whispered to his opponent, “so as not to hurt someone in the crowd...” 

			After that, they resumed the game and the incident was forgotten, except for leading to Jack‘s acquaintance with Michel and his wonderful aunt. 

			Meanwhile, after a few days of sailing, most of the passengers, and along with them our heroes, were well versed in the internal structure of the ship. The size of the liner never ceased to amaze, and if someone had set a goal to go around all its bars, pools, decks, casinos and restaurants in one day, he would hardly have had enough time for that. On the way to Kolkata, Victoria managed to visit several ports. The mooring in each such place lasted for a day or even two. Upon arrival at the next port, vacationers went ashore in a friendly crowd and did not miss the opportunity to walk around and gain new impressions. 

			During one of such stops, an Indian who is already familiar to us, along with his constant companion, made sure that our heroes had left the ship and managed to get into their cabin. They opened the door with a pre-selected picklock. They did a thorough search of the premises, but it brought no results. After an hour of vain labor, the unlucky thieves sat down to rest.

			“What shall we tell the master, Zinar?” the man in the turban asked his companion.

			“I say that you are panicking early, Gray. We are not in Kolkata yet.”

			Gray, this was apparently the nickname of the young man, twitched his lip nervously. He had hoped for quick success and, being an extremely impatient person, grew discouraged by the lack of result.

			“But I saw with my own eyes that Mike gave that guy the ring!” he blurted nervously.

			“So he carries it with him. We’ll have to come up with something more cunning,” Zinar answered patiently.

			“But we’re not going to rob him openly, are we?” asked Gray.

			“We won’t. But he does not put the ring in his swimming trunks when he jumps into the pool. So our chances are increasing.” 

			Zinar took a bag of cocaine from his breast pocket, built two lines and shared them with his companion.

			“Do we continue to observe him?” suggested Gray.

			“You are quite perceptive, Gray,” answered Zinar.

			Apparently, he was the senior in this pair and allowed himself, albeit infrequently, to tease his companion. Gray patiently accepted his jokes. To tell the truth, he was a little afraid of Zinar. Despite his normal physique, he was of incredible physical strength. But even this did not scare Gray so much as his mystical ability to suddenly disappear and appear unexpectedly, out of nowhere. 

			In the following days, they carried out a relentless surveillance over Jack, but still this did not bring the proper result. Either luck accompanied the newlyweds, or Zinar and his companion were not the most skilled in their field. In any case, until the end of the voyage, the ring continued to rest in Jack‘s trouser pocket. 

			On one clear sunny day at the end of the three-week voyage, having crossed two oceans and several seas, Victoria entered the famous Ganges Delta. The distance from the beginning of the delta to Kolkata itself was 93 miles. The delta‘s arms here were so deep that even giant ships like Victoria had the ability to move upstream without any problems. When only a few miles remained before entering the port, many passengers gathered on the upper deck for better view of the city panorama revealed before them.

			It would be wrong if we did not touch on the history of this wonderful land in the most general of terms:

			Kolkata has been around for three centuries, as it was settled on the banks of the Hooghly River, one of the three main arms of the Ganges Delta. The delta itself is rightfully considered the largest river delta in the world and combines more than two hundred different rivers merging with three main ones. From ancient times, Indians considered the Ganges a sacred river, descended from heaven. In confirmation of this, the rains in this part of the world are so abundant that the height of the water in overflowing rivers sometimes rises to 50 feet. As a result, turbulent rivers flow, sweeping away everything in their path and causing terrible floods, which are almost impossible to control. 

			The territory adjacent to the delta is the most densely populated in the country. This land has always attracted people and the states that existed here have managed to flourish economically and culturally. Buddhism was founded here, on the banks of the Ganges in approximately 500 B.C. 

			But since nothing is eternal, the Persians replaced the barbarian Huns, who came here from the west in the fifth century, followed by the Mughals and the British. In the twelfth century, the Mongol Khans managed to dominate and from the middle of the sixteenth century, the Mughals under the leadership of King Babur invaded. By the way, the Mughals did not call themselves “Great.” The Hindus called them simply Mughals, but they enslaved the Maharajas of Hindustan and turned into their vassals. They got the name of Great Mughals somewhat later by the British who arrived in these parts. Having established a protectorate, the Mughals did not consider it necessary to oppress the local population and retained the power of the Maharajas, who remained feudal lords in their lands. They just had to share the tribute they collected from their subjects with the khans as their vicegerents. This situation more or less suited both sides, only the peasants and craft people had to work harder, because they now had to meet the needs of not only their rulers, but also their masters—the Mughal Khans. 

			King Akbar, a descendant of King Babur, occupies a significant place in the history of Mughal domination. Akbar the Great was one of the greatest warlords of his time. Before he turned twenty-five, he had already won his significant victories on the battlefield, like the glorified Alexander the Great. During his short life, Akbar the Great did not lose a single battle and managed to annex many Hindu principalities to the Mughal Empire. But as they say, nothing lasts forever.

			Full-flowing rivers helped thousands of armies move quickly around Hindustan, and refugees, in turn, to escape from them. The fertile lands, rich in natural resources, did not give rest to foreign invaders, who for centuries had considered these places a tasty tidbit. Frequent inner feuds contributed to the fall of the Mughal Empire. Later, the Persian Shahs captured part of India, and, in turn, became subject to attacks by Afghan tribes. The British, originally represented by the East India Company, finally expelled the Mughals. As for the earlier period, a Muslim sultanate with its capital in Delhi flourished in this territory from the twelfth to the sixteenth centuries. 

			A group of people gathered around Mrs. Thorenson, listening with interest to our lady who, armed with a road atlas and her own knowledge, shared this historical excursion with them. Meanwhile, as Victoria closed in on the harbor, the enchanting panorama of the city opened up to them, more and more distinctly. 

			“History is an amazing and alluring thing. Imagine how the population, states and sovereigns have changed over the centuries,” the elderly lady concluded her story. 

			“How Interesting. If only we could get in touch with the atmosphere of that time a little bit and see how it happened,” Christy said dreamily.

			Jack, wanting to support her and cheer her up, promised that they would soon go ashore and be able to see everything for themselves. 

		

	
		
			
KOLKATA - CITY OF CONTRASTS

			Finally, to the delight of travelers, the liner moored in the port of Kolkata. This stop would be for several days, after which the ship, along with most of those on board, would set off on its return journey. The ship became an undoubted decoration of the embankment and, as at each of the previous stops, aroused the keen interest of local onlookers. Many of them came specially to the pier to take a closer look at this true miracle of shipbuilding, and perhaps one of the best examples ever launched by shipyards in the United Kingdom. Immediately after arrival, our heroes, in the company of Mrs. Thorenson and Michel, headed to the city. A taxi rank was based near the port building. Next to it numerous rickshaw carts waited patiently for passengers. But the new arrivals did not dare use such an exotic form of transport and hired a taxi to take them to the city. 

			Kolkata, a city of many millions, presented itself to travelers as an extremely lively place. The streets never ceased to swarm with an endless stream of people and vehicles. Driving along some of the narrower streets was quite a challenge. Different obstacles on the roads  forced the taxi driver to maneuver between trolleys, trucks, rickshaws and cyclists, not counting the cows, which few people paid attention to, resting in the middle of the street. 

			But none of the travelers was in a hurry. Everyone was here for the first time and used the opportunity to observe the city with interest from the car window. Much was unusual here: houses of different eras and styles of construction and the urban crowd, a diverse mass of people who did not want to stop their chaotic movement for a minute. It looked like a huge human beehive. In the endless stream of people, it was not difficult to distinguish the Bengalis and Biharis from the Chinese, as well as the Pakistani refugees who found themselves in Kolkata because of the armed clashes between Islamists and Buddhists, which periodically broke out in the north-west of the country. 

			As a rule, the first floors of buildings were occupied by small shops, with goods exhibited directly on the street in anticipation of  customers. From the window of the taxi that was moving at a snail‘s pace, it was possible to observe how passersby stopped near the counters to ask the price of an item they liked, and then, after bargaining, make a purchase. Stalls with traditional clothes alternated with vegetable stalls stacked with all kinds of tropical fruit. The rows of fish stands boasted a variety of seafood huddled in boxes with ice spread around them. The scales of these rare creatures, outlandish for a European person, shimmered with all the colors of the rainbow, and tourists who arrived from afar involuntarily lingered at the counters to take a better look at the unfamiliar specimens. The viscous and moist air was stuffy and filled with the smell of sandalwood, cloves and  other little-known spices generously consumed in the east. The smell of grilled meat persistently spread from the numerous braziers and barbecues exposed right on the sidewalk and everyone who wanted to treat themselves could watch the  culinary process  and evaluate the quality of the offered product without interference.

			On the second day after arrival, our group of friends went for a walk in the city. Victorian buildings dominated the center of Kolkata. After all, the city was under the authority of the British mandate for almost three centuries and an indelible mark was left on its development. It is known that the founders of the city were the pioneers of the East India Company, who received permission for the construction of the port from representatives of the Mughal dynasty. Subsequently, the company spread its influence not only to the territory of the delta, but practically throughout Hindustan. According to legend, Sir Job Charnock, an employee of the East India Company, carried out the initial laying of the city. It is believed that the port was built in the year 1690 and Kolkata managed to celebrate three hundred years from the date of its foundation. The construction of the city involved significant difficulties, and its builders cut down more than one hundred hectares of wild forest and drained giant swamps swarming with mosquitoes and merciless malaria. Surely, the founders could not even begin to imagine what an important place the port would occupy in the development of the region. Since its founding, the city repeatedly passed from hand to hand in the wars between the Bengal princes and the British, but at the end of the so-called Seven Years War, the British became full owners of the delta. They turned Kolkata into a powerfully developed center, and by using it as a deployment area for both military and economic purposes, they spread the imperial protectorate throughout Hindustan. 

			A guide hired by one of the agencies gave these and other historical details of the city to our friends. Truth be told, near any of the historical sites they could hire a guide for half the price they paid the agency. Nevertheless, Christie was adamant in this matter and insisted on a conscientious approach to matter.

			Often, the chic, sophisticated buildings and palaces located along the main streets  seemed to have faded since the end of the mandate. Probably, independence and autonomy do not always have an equally positive effect in all areas.  , not all architectural heritage and national treasures passed to descendants have due importance for contemporaries. Since the British left, the economic flowering of Kolkata has slowed down. Nevertheless, even in its somewhat neglected state, Buddhist temples and Victorian buildings showcased the skills of their creators and amazed the guests of the city. 

			After several hours in the fresh air, all decided it was time for lunch. The smells of fried food and spices coming from the small restaurants beckoned visitors to enter their wide open doors and look inside. One of these establishments attracted our friends. The cool hall had a high ceiling supported by columns and colored murals adorning the walls. Jack went straight to the kitchen to find out what treats they served. His companions were less scrupulous and settled down to wait at the table. 

			To begin, the guests were brought a jug of lassi, a cool drink made from coconut milk and fruit. After that, they ordered a traditional curry, offered for every taste: from pineapple chicken to meat ragout with rice. While waiting for the food, Michel began to question Jack about his sports career and Jack tried to satisfy the curiosity of his new companions without too much bragging. He alternately recalled former rivals and championship matches, and continued with a couple of funny stories that took place in the ring and beyond. For example, once he forgot to set an alarm at the right time, overslept and was late for the match. Fortunately, the commentator who was supposed to review the battle did not lose confidence and  entertained the audience with jokes and anecdotes for forty minutes until Jack arrived. 

			Then Jack remembered another funny story. One of his friends, a heavyweight boxer who weighed close to three hundred pounds, never packed his sports bag by himself. His mother-in-law did it for him. One fine day, after arriving for a workout, this friend settled down in the locker room, opened his bag and began to rummage through it. Snuffling heavily, his face became tense, his cheeks turned purple and his eyes became fierce. Then all those present heard the famous phrase that became sacramental after this incident.

			“My mother-in-law…” (here he added an unflattering description of his wife‘s mother) “didn’t put my boxing gloves in the bag!” 

			Naturally, the locker room exploded with such laughter that everyone who was in the gym came running. This incident remained the talk of the town in the club and beyond for a long time. 

		

	
		
			
MODERN ROYAL GUARDIANS AND DESCENDANTS OF THE JANISSARIES

			Let us leave Kolkata; take a break from this wonderful city, with its many residents and distinguished guests, and shift our attention 930 miles to the northwest, to the capital of the country, New Delhi. 

			Let us also imagine we have the opportunity to look inside the office, located at the end of a corridor on the last floor of a building, occupied by the Ministry of Internal Affairs. As a symbol of reliability and despite the high floor, solid metal bars are installed on the windows of each office. 

			The paradox of such buildings, whether they serve democratic and dictatorial regimes throughout our vast planet, lies precisely in these forged metal grilles and these thick massive walls and all the technical means used by law enforcement agencies to strengthen their own security and protection. Although the security and protection of ordinary citizens is sorely lacking. Unfortunately, this reality occurs in most countries that consider themselves not just examples of modern democracy but its pillars. We will not even mention the other countries. 

			But let us return to the office at the end of that corridor, since, as a rule, living people with their motives and actions are more interesting than buildings and departments, no matter how majestic and significant they are. In this office, two men were sitting on opposite sides of a table that stretched out almost the entire length of the room. The number of cigarette butts in the massive, cast ashtray shaped like a lion‘s head with a large, terrifying open mouth and luxurious mane, was clear evidence that the meeting had already gone on for a long time. During the discussion, men periodically made notes on the map unfurled in front of them, which was densely covered with arrows, circles and other obscure signs by the end of the meeting. 

			The head of the office, wearing a uniform with senior police officer shoulder straps, was Colonel Kharazan. His interlocutor was dressed as a civilian, although his strict posture and terminology showed he was a military man. Lieutenant Colonel Parnauk served as Head of Planning at the newly created special police unit, or as it was called later, “The Special Protection Group.” The interlocutors leaned over the map that contained an enlarged plan of the Delhi Raj Ghat Complex2∗ and the street blocks surrounding it. 

			Both officers had occupied their posts relatively recently. Colonel Kharazan had received a promotion to his rank along with a transfer from his province to a new place. As a graduate of the police academy, the then twenty-year-old Lieutenant Kharazan was distinguished from the very beginning of his service by his diligent work and impeccable adherence to the letter of the law. It was not possible to persuade him to violate his duties or break the law to which he had sworn an oath. His previous place of service was in the state of Punjab, where Kharazan was engaged in the fight against growing Sikh extremism. He turned out, as they say, to be the right man at the right place. One time, thanks to the personal initiative of a young officer who managed to reach the stars of a Major, valuable information was obtained about the intentions and plans of the Punjabi separatist’s combat groups. This information played a decisive role in planning Operation Blue Star and served as the evidence for the indictment of the militant Sikh leaders. As a reward, he received an extraordinary promotion followed by the appointment to a new post. Kharazan was relocated to New Delhi with the rank of Colonel in an attempt to infuse the central police apparatus with fresh blood and to strengthen its troops.

			Due to the political situation in the country, the topic of conversation in the office was most relevant. The one hundred and seventeenth anniversary of the birth of Mahatma Gandhi, the father of the nation, was near and the officers were discussing security measures and the protection of senior government officials during the ceremony. To begin with, they examined the minute-by-minute schedule of arrivals: the Prime Minister, the President and a long list of important persons. Many local and foreign guests were invited, which not only added responsibility but also complicated the task. Instead of considering  methods others had used in the past, Kharazan and Parnauk tried to find their own solutions for this matter. To begin with, they determined a number of safety belts and the final route of the government motorcade. Then the officers outlined the locations of the posts and, accordingly, the number of units involved, some of which would involve undercover agents. 

			Finally, having stopped making notes in the notebook and on the map, Kharazan decided it was time to summarize: 

			“So, dear colleague, let us go over the numbers?”

			“Let‘s try.” Parnauk was pretty tired and considered the plan complete.

			Kharazan nodded and began flipping through his notebook. 

			“Two and a half thousand police officers on the outer cordon. Your men will form an inner circle and will assist in tracking down possible incidents and filtering out suspicious people on the outside radius. Plus, we have to identify potential points of sniper fire along the course of the motorcade.”

			“As you remember, we already took this into account. Special Forces have taken control of the buildings along the route and checked them thoroughly. Roof exits are locked, attic windows boarded up. We will deploy anti-snipers and observers on the highest rooftops a day before the ceremony,” reminded him Parnauk.

			“Yes. Of course. We are paying particular attention to the area in front of the memorial. We will deploy there the most experienced people. It’s easy to go unnoticed in the crowd and a trained assassin will try to approach as close to his mark as possible,” said Kharazan.

			“Yes, exactly. It seems that we covered everything.” said Parnauk. 

			Kharazan nodded in response and began to remove the map from the table.

			“All these measures are good,” said Parnauk. “Just this morning, we received information about an assassination that is being planned. One of the little-known Sikh groups has set out to eliminate the Prime Minister at first opportunity.”

			Colonel Kharazan was surprised. “Do you have the details or the identities of specific performers? Why am I only hearing of this now? We’ve been sitting here for so many hours!”

			Parnauk hesitated with the answer.

			“What’s the difference? We still have to prepare to the max. And we have no specific details. We don’t have enough agents to cover all the small groups scattered around this separatist environment. But one thing is certain - the hitman is already on his way to Delhi.” 

			“Did you warn the head of personal protection?” asked Kharazan.

			“Not yet.” Parnauk admitted. “Didn’t have time to do it.”

			“The situation is far from good. As they say, once a wolf—always a wolf. I understand how difficult it is to keep track of every small group at the moment...” 

			Parnauk had no choice but to agree, and Kharazan continued. 

			“The situation has become a little more complicated. The separatists have become  decentralized and the connection between them is broken. They operate on the principle of separate cells, absolutely autonomous from one another. How can we follow every fanatic in this state of affairs? How can we infiltrate an undercover agent? It‘s a pity we didn’t finish them off.”

			It seemed that Parnauk disagreed with this statement.

			“And throw the country into civil war? Allow the pogroms of the Sikhs here and the Indians in Punjab? I support the prime minister on this matter. Gradual, point-by-point isolation of the remaining radicals is better. And those who are dissatisfied will understand by themselves what is better—a bad peace or an open war.”

			This time Kharazan choose not to expand on a sore subject. Two solutions of regional ethnic conflicts prevail in society. Colonel Kharazan was a police officer. He belonged to the hawks and believed that in such matters it is better to go too far, and to sleep calmly afterwards. Parnauk, on the other hand, believed in a more restrained and pragmatic approach. He based his attitude on not only professional experience but on the principle that one should not rush to use excessive force before making use of all other methods. He preferred to keep one hand in front, with the carrot extended, while the other grasped the stick behind his back, in case the carrot was not attractive enough.

			“Nothing to do, now,” continued Kharazan. “The forces will be deployed according to our scheme. We already carried out the briefing of unit commanders. Of course, I will bring the information about the sniper to the detachments.”

			Parnauk lit another cigarette and reached into his briefcase.

			“I believe we’ve covered everything regarding this issue.” 

			Another folder lay on the table. “The next regards bribes and corruption in a number of ministries. We have received nothing less than irrefutable evidence.”

			“We have to be sure. I would not like such cases returned for further investigation,” noted Kharazan.

			“Since you are cooperating with the Ministry of Justice, I will transfer these cases to you for review,” said Parnauk.

			“Well, I’ll take a look and consult with the prosecutor.” 

			“There is one more issue...” continued Parnauk.

			Kharazan perked up a bit.

			“Go on... I like your work style,” he stated with a touch of humor. “Your men dig deep.” 

			“It was customary to complete tasks to the end at my previous position. Therefore, we work as we were trained.” having received an affirmative nod, Parnauk continued. “We have noticed various financial transactions serving the calculations of one of the government projects. The funds for these operations, passing through several subsidiaries, and possibly shell companies, as well, are deposited in one of the Delhi branches of the BCCK Bank3∗. This bank is not widely represented in India.”

			“Does it matter which bank serves these financial transactions?”

			“In theory, no. Are you familiar with this structure?” 

			Kharazan paused; he disliked situations in which he did not have all the information, but without remembering anything specific, he replied with what he did know. 

			“Mostly from newspapers. They print all kind of news. In my opinion, they have problems from time to time. To the best of my knowledge, this bank is not represented at any significant level.” 

			“So, let me report. Your information is not entirely accurate. Although only five branches represent this bank in India, it is actually quite a solid structure. We had to dig a little into its history. It leaves quite an impression. During the entire development of the world banking system, until now perhaps, no bank has managed to grow from a small modest enterprise into a widely ramified financial system in such a relatively short time. Today this bank has representative offices in dozens of countries on almost all continents.”

			“Who runs this bank? And what is the problem?” asked Kharazan.

			“This is where the Pakistani trace begins and questions arise.” Parnauk leafed through the folder and found the necessary extract. “A certain Agay Riad Abudi runs this whole kitchen. In some places, he is called Agay Suhab. Although he was born in Iran, he is a Pakistani citizen. His parents immigrated to Pakistan when he was just a child. A most interesting personality. Several years as an ordinary bank employee were enough for him to gain experience in managing large financial structures and Abudi decided to become an independent. Then this young, but apparently talented, banker creates the United Bank Ltd of Pakistan (UBLP). After just a few years of existence, this bank has become a leader in Pakistani financial flows turnover.” 

			“How do you explain this?” asked Kharazan.

			“We can only guess how, being a beginner in such a complex business, he managed to get the most influential clans of Pakistan, and even government departments, as his clients. Nevertheless, he succeeded. This is an indisputable fact. But despite its obvious successes, the bank was nationalized. And this despite his connections and the fact that Agay Suhab did not skimp on funds to help maintain the ruling regime. Even the Bonzes from the ruling party, who were his personal friends, did not save him. As they say, ꞌA hedge between; keeps friends greenꞌ. If you remember, Pakistan nationalized the entire banking system, including UBLP.”

			“This gets more and more interesting,” Kharazan said as he waited for further details.

			“Exactly. Agay Suhab, who by then had acquired a taste for big money, did not accept the current turn of affairs. And this is the most interesting part. In 1976, a short period after losing UBLP, Abudi creates a new structure—the BCCK Bank. This time he registers as an enterprise outside of Pakistan and does so in two places simultaneously: Luxembourg and the Cayman Islands. The BCCK is currently headquartered in London. The source of the funds that made up its primary capital is unclear. According to one opinion, a couple million dollars were received from the Bank of America. Maybe, and it is anyone‘s guess, Pakistani dividends timely withdrawn from the country played a role here. According to other opinions, Sheikh Zariad, the head of one of the clans close to the rulers of Abu Dhabi, invested in the bank’s opening. 

			In any case, Abudi has not used the Sheikh’s monetary reserve, but rather his reputation. Rumors are spreading in wide circles that his bank relies on the Sheikh’s endless petrodollars, and investors are rushing in, hoping to get closer to the ghostly riches. The bank is now estimated at about twelve to fifteen billion dollars, and has more than 60 branches. Most of them are in Britain. And, as you rightly noted there are two branches in Delhi.” 

			“Meanwhile it sounds like the beginning of an intriguing story.” Kharazan was trying to understand what this information had to do with their present case. “One thing is clear—this Agay Suhab is an uncommon person. To create two banks, one after another and practically from scratch, and achieve billions in turnovers in a relatively short period... I really don’t know who else could have been capable of this.” 

			Parnauk paused and then continued. 

			“Our Russian colleagues are inclined to believe that Pakistani secret services may be involved. And they provided us with information that all funding for the Afghan Mujahideens is also carried out through BCCK.” 

			“It turns out that your Agay Suhab plays all his instruments at the same time. Quite a trickster. The Russians have their own interests in our region, which are clear to us. But what do we have against this structure?” Kharazan seemed began to understand where his guest getting at. 

			“Perhaps, ‘all his instruments’ is not quite an accurate definition. I would say, ‘He certainly does not play in our orchestra.’  We still have to prove the leak and misuse of public funds. The rest, including the legitimate activities of the BCCK, is also not entirely clear.” 

			“Will you continue to dig? Do you need any assistance?” suggested Kharazan.

			“Not yet. We are working. There is no evidence of Mr. Abudi conducting illegal activities on our territory. The bank’s branches in India generate relatively small financial flows. The transactions of individuals and companies passing through these branches are not suspicious. So at the moment we have only non-targeted transfers of public funds.”

			“How did your people get this information?” asked Kharazan.

			“We do our job. I would not like to reveal my sources in this case. Many of them are dependent on their positions and risked their careers to help us,” answered Parnauk.

			Kharazan corrected himself when he realized that Parnauk did not want to compromise his professional principles and reveal the names of his informants.

			“You misunderstood me. Rather poor choice of words, to be exact. What prompted you to begin the investigation?”

			That’s easy. We received information from the British, off the record of course. One of their private agencies was checking unjustified transfers of budget funds at the request of the Ministry of Finance. And they found out that the money has been taken into the shadows, by rather primitive operations, and sunk on BCCK accounts.”

			“How did it happen? Why do we need to discover such things by way of foreign agencies?” asked Kharazan.

			“We did not receive any signals before that. Simply put, nobody turned to us for help. You know, of course, that economic activity is not quite within the profile of my department.” answered Parnauk.

			“They don’t trust us!” Disappointment was heard in Kharazan‘s voice, indicating that he had not yet gained sufficient experience in the back corridors of political intrigue. 

			“Yes, the current situation smells bad. Nevertheless, we must not forget that this is a consequence of blunders by former heads of security services and the Ministry of Finance. After the cabinet reshuffle they were still a bit feverish, so they reinsured themselves.”

			“I know who you mean,” said Kharazan.

			“What should I do with this information? They may not like it up there if we dig too deep.” 

			“Do nothing for now. This data needs to be verified. And we need to understand what stands behind it: politics or profit?” answered Kharazan.

			“Okay, I’ll hold this case back.” Parnauk returned the folder to his briefcase. “We need to figure out if Pakistani or Western intelligence services are behind Abudi, or if they’re using him as a dummy. You never know. First, they nationalize one bank for cover. Then, having created the appearance of innocence for their person, they help him reach international levels with the help of a new financial structure.” 

			“I understand the task.” Kharazan stood up from the table. 

			Parnauk got up after him.

			“We’re finished for today. Where do you have your lunch?”

			“I’ll skip lunch today. I’ve gotten so much news. I must go instruct my eagles.” 

			“Good luck.” Parnauk sent him on his way.

			The officers parted and each one went about his own business. Colonel Kharazan, the second deputy director of the Department of Homeland Security, went straight to his boss‘s waiting room. 

			

			
				
					2	∗ Raj Ghat Memorial Complex - the Mahatma Gandhi‘s (the first president of an independent Indian state) cremated remains burial place, and later of Indira and Rajiv Gandhi. A/N

				

				
					3	∗ In 1992, BCCK, having existed for about 25 years, declared its bankruptcy, having lost from 25 to 30 billion dollars, which consisted mainly of private depositors” funds. A/N

				

			

		

	
		
			
MEETINGS, SCHEDULED 
AND UNEXPECTED

			On the third day of their stay in Kolkata, Jack decided it was time to fulfill his obligations.

			“We should pay Mike‘s friend a visit,” he reminded Christie. 

			“I think we’re not far from his quarter. It’s good you remembered,” Christie‘s smile was enchanting as always. 

			“Something’s not right here.”

			“What do you mean?” 

			“Mike‘s request. It’s a strange story. I think there’s a secret behind it.” 

			“I don’t know. Something worries you?” Christie didn’t understand what Jack was getting at.

			“Absolutely not. I’m just curious,” he explained. 

			The next day, having hopped into a rickshaw, the young couple headed to the required address. After a long meandering through narrow streets known solely to heaven and the rickshaw driver, they were dropped off near the right house. The quarter looked quiet and quite respectable. Trees planted on either side of the sidewalks turned streets into shady alleys. The houses looked neat and lush flowerbeds bloomed behind beautiful fences. 

			A high cast-iron fence surrounded the house they were looking for. A thin electric wire on Textolite insulators ran along its upper edge. High voltage signs warned of its presence every few meters. The house was not much different from those nearby; only the height of the fence aroused a desire to spy on what was happening in the depths of the courtyard. But the trees planted there drowned it in shade. Jack reached a gate decorated with cast flowers and pressed the bell. They did not have to wait for long. A servant appeared a minute later and asked the guests the purpose of their visit. Hearing the master‘s name, he carefully examined the visitors once again and then let them into the courtyard. 

			The two-story building with symmetrical wings on each side looked monumental. At the same time, high windows and wide marble steps, tapering upwards, lent it some grace. There was a spacious garden with smooth cinder tracks, perfectly dividing the trimmed lawn into intricate geometric shapes. Climbing the stairs in front of the guests, the servant asked how to present them and Jack handed him Mike‘s business card. indicating a sofa upholstered in silver silk, the servant invited the young couple to wait.

			They had enough time for a quick look around them. The furniture was limited to the most necessary and was fashioned in the oriental style. The carved bas-reliefs decorated the walls up to half its height and the carpets on the floors looked more like paintings. The paintings themselves, mostly family portraits, hung on the walls and along the stairs leading to the second floor. 

			Their attention was drawn to a large canvas displayed among the many portraits. It depicted two handsomely-dressed young men facing each other and about to begin a duel. They held their hands on their saber’s hilts, waiting for the signal to draw. Many people were gathered around, their gazes directed at a beautiful maiden standing to the side. She was holding a kerchief above her head, ready to drop it as the sign for the battle to start. 

			The adjoining hall was divided into two parts. In one, the walls were hung with weapons, in the other with hunting trophies. Curved daggers and sabers alternated with heraldic shields and crossbows, while firearms made up a solid collection of antique guns and pistols. Stuffed birds, roe deer, antlers and a huge bearskin were exhibited in the second half. These items suggested that avid collectors and hunters lived in the house.

			Soon the owner of the house joined the guests. He turned out to be a sympathetic young man, taller than average and with pleasant features. His smooth bluish-black hair was neatly parted in the middle. He was extremely affable, expressed himself with the utmost clarity and his soft and clear speech did not leave the interlocutors in doubt about what was said. 

			“Greetings... Mike?” interrogative notes sounded in his greeting.

			“I’m sorry, I’m Jack Beijeren. This is my wife Christie. We are here, indeed, on behalf of Mike.” 

			“Very nice. Karim Vipin.”

			Jack shook his friendly outstretched hand.

			“Christie has been advising me for a long time to order business cards. But I do not see a great need for this.”

			“Mike told me you would stop by. Welcome. How has your trip been?” 

			“Thank you, we had no problems,” answered Jack.

			“I confess that Mike‘s card confused me a little. And I thought that he had decided to arrive, himself.” 

			“Perhaps he was delayed by some business.” 

			“It is a pity, I would be glad to meet him. But I am also glad to meet you. Mike‘s friends are my friends too,” the warmth with which the young man addressed his guests allowed them to feel less constrained and soon the awkwardness of the first minutes of their meeting completely disappeared.

			“Mike told us to show you this ring. To establish complete trust, so to speak.” With these words, Jack handed Karim the ring he had received from Mike. 

			“Yes, yes. I know this coat of arms. It is difficult to confuse it with any other. My father and Mike were great friends and partners. The memory of my father is the most precious thing I have from him. He was a punctual man and managed to instill this quality in me. Before his death, he bequeathed part of his documents to Mike, and since I am the executor of his will, I have the honor to give them to you.”

			A servant brought a pot with aromatic coffee on a gilt tray. Karim, as a sign of respect for the guests, poured the hot drink himself. Then he removed a key on a silk cord from his neck and handed it to the servant.

			“Marja, do you know which envelope we are talking about?” 

			“Yes, sir.” 

			“Be a dear and bring it to us.”

			Marja went out, and Karim began to question his guests about the ship and the voyage.

			“Tell me, is the Victoria as magnificent as it’s presented?”

			“Yes. Absolutely. It should be ranked as one of the last wonders of the world,” Christie answered with passion.

			“How interesting. And what do you think about Kolkata?”

			“The city is striking in its abundance of architecture, population and vehicles. You know, we barely told him your address and the rickshaw driver headed here without hesitation,” said Jack.

			“The Communists ruled our state for many years. They vowed to cleanse the city of rickshaws, a relic of an archaic past. In addition, they built a metro in Kolkata and we have excellent taxi services and buses. Nevertheless, every once and a while there is a wave of strikes and the trade unions do not stand aside. So it looks as if the rickshaws will be left alone for a long time,” Karim explained. 

			“Yes, progress intermingled with vestiges of the Middle Ages. An interesting combination,” Christie smiled her charming smile. Apparently, this simple discovery amused her. 

			Meanwhile, Marja had returned with an envelope. The old paper, darkened with time, was sealed shut with wax. The young man twirled the envelope in his hands, put it in a flat leather case and handed it to Jack. 

			“It‘s a pity Mike didn’t come for this himself. My father valued his friendship...” 

			“Mike told us about your father,” remembered Christie.

			“At one time, he rendered our family an invaluable service, and my father asked me not to forget about it.” 

			“You have a wonderful house. Is this an ancestral nest?” asked Jack. 

			“Not quite. I remember my grandfather‘s house. It was nowhere near as luxurious as this one. My father bought this house before his wedding. His occupation was tracking and catching wild animals for various zoos. It was not a bad business and he stuck to it as long as his health allowed. He wanted me to take it on but I don’t like the woods. After buying the house, my father put a lot of effort into it. It’s interior was done by him.” 

			“It‘s very cozy,” confirmed Christie. 

			“Let me show you around,” suggested Kari. “My father collected a large cache of ancient weapons and I do my best to continue his endeavors. Take a look at this.” 

			Karim led the guests to the wall of weapons and took down a pistol with a flintlock.

			“The officers of the British army were armed with such pistols at the beginning of the eighteenth century. And this gun is also ancient,” Karim pointed to another weapon. “It was manufactured in India. Take a look at the pattern on the powder pan. This is incuse on silver. In the old days, beauty was as important as function. Warriors from noble families and illustrious warlords went to battle with weapons that were often trimmed with rare gems. Feel free to take a closer look.” 

			The young couple did not wait to be asked twice and began to take the specimens they liked off the walls. With the permission of the owner, Jack cocked the guns and examined the elasticity of the bent Mongolian bow. He was interested in how the shutter mechanism worked and shifted some samples from hand to hand, examining them in every possible way. Christie liked everything too. How could she not? It’s not every day that you can hold so many wonderful objects in your hands without walking into the museum. 

			“Gorgeous. This saber seems to be a rather valuable specimen,” said Christie as she took it from the wall. Two large oval-shaped diamonds were inlaid along its hilt. They not only decorated it, but also made it more comfortable to grip. 

			“Yes, you’re right. This weapon is a treasure and has a unique history,” clarified Karim.

			“Can you share it with us?” asked Jack.

			“Of course. Many items collected here have their own destiny; they carry within them not only their history, but also their special energy. This saber really has a story, and every time I talk about it, I get a little excited.

			“Long before the city of Kolkata was founded, a Maharaja lived at the site with a beautiful daughter. She loved her father and was just as faithful as she was beautiful.  , her kind and complaisant character was known far beyond the borders of the principality. The Maharaja had been widowed early and dearly cherished his only daughter, who was as similar to her mother as two drops of water. The girl grew up knowing nothing of rejection as her father tried to fulfill her innocent whims and wishes as best he could. 

			“Meanwhile, an heir of a no less noble family was growing up in the neighboring principality. As fate would have it, one day the young people met at a festival. Since both of them were young and beautiful, their feelings were aroused at first sight. Their parents’ territories bordered each other, so they were able to see one another every day. They met secretly and continued until what was supposed to happen, happened—a new life began growing inside the maiden. As soon as the young man found out, he turned to his father and asked for his blessing. The father was delighted with the happiness of his son and immediately ordered to prepare everything for a trip to the neighbors. A messenger was sent ahead to announce the visit. 

			“The very next day, without delaying the matter, the father and son set off, accompanied by a fully-dressed retinue. Upon arrival, the servants of the Maharaja welcomed them, but ushered them into one of the small halls in a side wing of the palace. The guests were surprised and even discouraged. Given the purpose of the visit and its importance, they were entitled to a more honorable reception. Nevertheless, the bride‘s father was already waiting for them, and after exchanging greetings, the guests explained the purpose of their visit. After hearing them, the Maharaja replied with a polite but firm refusal. 

			“It turned out that from the day of her birth the maiden had been promised to the son of another family. Violation of the contract would bring shame upon the Maharaja’s clan. While negotiations were underway, the maiden stood behind a partition that allowed her to observe what was happening. Hearing her father‘s words she realized that she could lose her love forever. Holding back her sobs with difficulty, she threw herself at his feet, confessed everything and begged him to change his will. 

			“The heart of the Maharaja was not made of stone and it was hard for him to see the suffering of his daughter. Her life was more precious to him than his own. The Maharaja asked the young people to be patient and wait until he spoke with a third party. Only after this would he know whether he could decide in favor of the enamored couple. 

			“They parted on this note and the guests headed back home, taking with them promises and hopes for the success of this union. The bride‘s father, in turn, went to negotiate with the bridegroom‘s family. All three principalities bordered each other, so it would take a rider a short time to get to the neighbor’s estate. 

			“It should be noted that these were wild times and it was a rare year that went by without some kind of civil strife. The troops of the Maharaja engaged in skirmishes on a regular basis. Young men of noble families competing with each other in valor and the martial arts. The bridegroom of our maiden belonged to a clan distinguished by its belligerence, and its members were known as skillful swordsmen. The men of this clan earned the right for their name–Ajit, which means “invincible.” 

			“After arriving at the house of Ajit, the maiden’s father began to negotiate. The situation was delicate and one had to be a subtle diplomat to navigate successfully. Breaking a marriage proposal was an unprecedented affair, threatening shame and dishonor to both sides. How could the bridegroom’s clan allow the Maharaja to terminate the marriage agreement without punishment?

			“Barely delving into the essence of the request, the Ajit clan  became furious. For them this was unacceptable and they stated this to their guest. It was not an easy conversation. The Maharaja tried his best to convince the offended and angry clansmen that circumstances had changed and asked them to show benevolence. But his exhortations did not find understanding ears. Finally, the desire to win, and, even better, to destroy the opponent, took over. The younger Ajit offered to challenge the young man to a duel to decide between the two applicants for the maiden’s hand and heart. 

			“With a stone in his heart, the bride‘s father returned home. The poor maiden was impatiently awaiting his return and burst into tears upon news of the upcoming duel. Everyone knew how the young Ajit had perfectly mastered all kinds of knives, from a katar dagger to a khanda sword. Eyewitnesses told that not once the young Ajit had managed to defeat several opponents in battle, many of whom were known as excellent swordsmen. The maiden‘s father pondered for a way out of this situation. But what could he do? He had given his word and did not want to break it. 

			“My dear girl, you know that my love does not allow me to deny you anything. Nevertheless, this is an extraordinary case. If you are dear to this young man, he will have to fight. Do not cry. Get ready to accept your fate as the gods set it.” 

			“And so it was. They sent a messenger to the young man‘s house with notice of the upcoming duel. The Maharaja decided it would be better if the young man spent the night before the fight in his home so he would be rested. The young man agreed and arrived the day before the duel. Before turning in for the night, the Maharaja led him into the armory, handed him one of his sabers and said:

			“My son—please let me call you that—look at this talwar4∗. This is the best weapon ever crafted by a blacksmith. Nothing can compare with this blade in terms of strength and flexibility, and its weight is only slightly heavier than a knife. This saber has been serving the men of our clan for several generations and I want you to take it into the duel tomorrow.”

			“The young man bowed in gratitude and the Maharaja continued:

			“I see in you the happiness of my only daughter and her future children. Peace and good relations have always been honored in our family. We never attack first or declare war. Nevertheless, this does not mean that we don’t know how to fight those who decide to force their will on us. I want you to defeat Ajit and I give you my blessing.” 

			“With these words, the Maharaja handed the young man his family saber, hugged him tightly and sent him off to bed. The young man accepted the gift, But instead of sleeping, devoted the night to practicing with it.” 

			At this point, Karim invited the guests to follow him and returned to the hall. He stopped there in front of the picture of the duel. “This canvas records this very event,” he said and continued his tale. 

			“A small clearing on the border of the two principalities was chosen as the site for the fight. At the appointed hour, representatives of the three families gathered there. The Ajit and the young man‘s clans arrived, accompanied by a large number of warriors. As for our Maharaja, he came with his daughter, accompanied only by a few servants. Preparations for the battle were short and after agreeing on conditions, the maiden threw a scarf into the air, a signal for the duel to begin. 

			“Legend has it that Ajit, armed with a magnificent khanda,5∗ haughty and completely confident, was the first to attack. As he approached his enemy, he began to rotate his weapon with lightning speed, his arm half-bent at the elbow. He did it with such speed that it looked as if there were a hoop the diameter of a cabbage hanging at the end of the weapon. Our young man stared blankly at Ajit‘s approach. Not a muscle flinched on his face. Taking one step slightly longer than the ones before, Ajit made a sharp lunge and extended his arm with the speed of a released bowstring, the sword aimed at the young man‘s head. This was an unexpected and unusual move, since this kind of weapon is mainly used for chopping rather than stabbing. The young man, without moving from the spot, batted the enemy‘s blow aside with a barely noticeable movement of his saber‘s tip. A retaliatory attack followed, and without any resistance, the talwar pierced the armor of the enemy through and through. The strike went straight to the heart and the fate of the enamored was decided. Subsequently, the Ajit clan repeatedly attacked the neighbors’ land, seeking revenge for the death of their offspring. But that is a different story...” 

			“How romantic,” Christie sighed, fascinated by the story. “Tell me, Karim, how did this saber end up in your house?”

			“Well, you see, those young lovers were the distant ancestors of my mother. It so happens that my mother was the only child in the family and, in the absence of a direct male heir, this talwar was presented to my father as part of her dowry. 

			“This is our family heirloom and its legend will remain for as long as our family continues to exist. As for this picture, it only confirms the veracity of the story.” 

			“And where is your mother now?” asked Christie.

			“She died when I was twelve years old.” 

			“I’m so sorry, it‘s probably hard for you to talk about it,” Christie shook Karim’s hand.

			“Yes, it was not easy at first. But my father managed to make me think as little as possible about her death. He sent me to a school where classes ended late at night so there was little time for grieving. In the summer, my father and I went to the jungle or the mountains. He always tried to teach me new skills, so now I can handle anything that comes my way.” 

			After two hours in the company of Karim, Jack decided it was time to say goodbye.

			“We are glad to have visited you, Karim. But it‘s late and we still have to return to the ship.” 

			“Send my regards to Mike when you meet him, again. And don’t hesitate to turn to me for anything; you know the address.”

			The young people left the house very moved by Karim’s hospitality. He accompanied them to the gate, and after parting handshakes, they found themselves on the street. 

			By this time, it was already dark and, although located not far from the city center, the area was poorly illuminated. Light from sparse lanterns barely broke through the branches of trees and cast bizarre shadows onto the sidewalk. They were not in rush and Jack suggested they walk for a bit and then stop the taxi or, at worst, a rickshaw. They strolled in silence, still impressed by the acquaintance with Karim. A few minutes later, Jack noticed someone suspicious following them at a distance of no more than ten steps. Deciding that it was better to be sure, he told Christie to cross the street with him. Then they turned around a corner and Jack glanced around unnoticed. The man did not lag behind; there could be no question that he was on their track.

			Without giving a sign that he’d noticed the surveillance, Jack deliberately spoke loudly and released the hand that Christie was holding. The street’s visibility varied from better to worse, depending on the location of the lanterns. When a taxi appeared, Jack put Christie in the car with relief. 

			“Honey go back alone. I’ll walk a bit and join you later.”

			“Will you be long?” asked Christie.

			“No, no. You won’t have time to get bored.” 

			“Good. I’ll rest and read a bit,” Christie smiled.

			“Good thinking. I’ll be back for supper,” Jack promised her. 

			The taxi drove away, with Christie  not understanding why she had to return alone. The street did not grow more crowded, and Jack decided not to clarify the situation. A spot under the nearest lantern seemed to suit him. Noticing that his prey had stopped, the man slowed down and a couple of thugs appeared near Jack. The poor light made it difficult for him to see their faces. One of them came close and issued an eloquent tirade in the local dialect. Jack, for whom everything said was complete gibberish, only shrugged his shoulders. The man made an attempt to grab his arm but Jack knew it was better to keep his distance and moved aside to avoid any kind of maneuver. 

			Jack tried to understand what these ugly men wanted from him. His intuition told him that this meeting was not accidental. Another man made an attempt to grab his hand and pull away Jack‘s briefcase. Jack took another step back. In his past he had participated in street fights. He tried to avoid these incidents due to their cruelty and unpredictability. Sometimes knives and brass knuckles appeared out of nowhere and  one had to take extreme action and not feel sorry for the opponent. With this in mind, Jack turned to diplomacy. 

			“Wait, buddy. You’re confusing me with someone else. I don’t have more than twenty bucks in my pocket and only some old papers in my briefcase.” 

			There was no reaction to his attempt to negotiate. Apparently, these were persistent men. They  continued crowding their victim, their eyes on the case. Jack took the third step back. This clearly did not portend a peaceful continuation of the conversation. At some point, Jack felt, or caught with peripheral vision, one of the attackers preparing to strike a blow to his head. His reaction was instinctive—his fist whistled past the thug’s ear and landed a painful blow to his shoulder. In the ensuing fight, the case slipped  from Jack‘s hand and fell to the ground. One of the bandits picked it up and tore it open. The case was empty. He rummaged his hand through the bottom, but found nothing. The man threw a couple of harsh phrases at his accomplices and they frantically launched another attack. 

			The situation took a serious turn. It’s not easy to confront three hefty hooligans alone. For the first few minutes, Jack just defended himself. He still hoped they would come to their senses and leave him alone. But when it became clear that they had no intention of letting up,  he picked up his boxer’s fists and knocked two of them out. The one who remained on his feet saw that Jack had no intention of retreating and took out a knife. They closed the distance between them. The blade flickered in the air and its gleam did not bode well. Deciding to minimize the risk, Jack backed away and prepared to escape.

			Jack was in good physical shape, but the night’s adventure had ceased to be a game to him. Not wanting to aggravate the situation, he picked up his pace and hurried away. A bus stopped ahead, to collect passengers. A few sprints—and Jack jumped on. His pursuers lagged behind and disappeared. The bus had managed to travel about half a block when Jack, looking through the back window, noticed a car appear out of nowhere. The thugs jumped in. The doors of the bus remained half-open, with Jack keeping them from closing with his shoulder. As soon as the bus slowed down to another stop, he jumped out and dived into a gateway. Reaching the end of the courtyard, he met a stone wall over six feet high. Jack had to jump up to grip the top with his fingertips. It was a matter of a moment to pull himself up and jump over to the other side. 

			Jack found himself in a neighboring courtyard and circled the house. He came upon the owners lounging on a spacious porch enjoying fresh fruit and evening coolness. A lamp on the veranda illuminated the emerging guest. As if nothing was unusual, Jack bowed to these people, decided that silence was golden and pointed from the wall through which he had just climbed to the gate. Then, without waiting for a response, he left the courtyard and ended up on the street. He rambled around the city until he came across a vacant taxi, and after half an hour, he was back on the ship. He made his way to the cabin, trying to attract as little attention as possible. Christie, by virtue of her balanced character and her habit never to worry ahead of time, was patiently waiting for her husband. In order not to be bored, she was leafing through a book she had brought from home.

			“Hi dear! I’m back!” 

			“Good. How are you?”

			“I’m all right. Would you mind checking your handbag. Is the envelope for Mike still there?” 

			“Isn’t it in the case?” an enviable calm marked Christie‘s voice. 

			“No. I moved it to my pocket. And before you got into a taxi, I slipped it into your purse,” said Jack. 

			Christie opened her purse, and there, indeed, was the envelope. 

			“Yes, here it is. What happened to your face?” Christie pointed to a bleeding abrasion on his cheek. “I thought I left you in more presentable form. Are you missing the ring so soon?” 

			Christie‘s smile completely erased Jack‘s memories of the recent incident. 

			 “No, honey. It’s enough to take a few steps away from the center of town here, and it‘s not as safe as it seems at first glance.” 

			“What should I do with you? At least I hope you won!”

			“Don’t you doubt it.”

			“Good boy! Come here, my Robin Hood,” and Christie, armed with a damp napkin, began to clean the scratch on her husband‘s face. 

			

			
				
					4	∗ Talwar is a saber with a curved blade and a disc-shaped pommel, with an anatomical handle. A/N

				

				
					5	∗ Khanda is a double-edged sword with a triangular tip, used mainly for slashing blows. A/N

				

			

		

	
		
			
UNEXPECTED MEETINGS CONTINUATION

			The Victoria, which hosted our heroes on board with such cordiality, remained in port for several more days. Passengers visited the city daily, trying not to miss anything worth seeing. Sometimes they traveled far beyond the boundaries of the suburbs and returned only late in the evening. The city palaces and temples aroused genuine admiration in their eyes. As a rule, everyone shared their experience at dinner, telling what they saw and where they had been. Of course, ancient temples and magnificent palaces contrasted sharply with unsightly neighborhoods and neglected villages; and beautiful, gold embroidered blankets on elephants—with the clothes of ordinary people. It was a new and exciting feeling, climbing on the back of those giants and finding yourself so high in the air. Our friends tried to keep up with the rest, and combined visits to city attractions with raids on exotic taverns and shops. Finally, Victoria weighed an anchor and continued its voyage, leaving behind a deserted space and some despondency.

			From that moment on, the young couple had to move to the shore for good, and the end of their voyage led to the curiosity interspersed with excitement. They hoped to spend a few more days in Kolkata and only then make a trip to the cities located upstream of the Ganges. 

			Therefore, after exchanging phone numbers and promises to keep in touch with those who had originally planned to return home on the Victoria, our heroes, together with Michel and his aunt, went ashore and moved into a hotel that was located almost in the center of the city. It was sad to part with the ocean and especially with the ship to which they had become accustomed. 

			One day, after a walk, Jack went up to the roof of the hotel, where one could swim in the pool and relax after a long hot day. At the bar, he found Mrs. Thorenson passing her time with a cup of coffee. Noticing a familiar face, the old lady perked up. 

			“Jack! How nice to see you here!” 

			“Good evening, Emmy,” looking at the cup in her thin, dry fingers, Jack could not resist a compliment. “Tell me how you manage to hold the handle with all your fingers? It‘s amazing how skillfully you handle such a miniature device.” 

			“What can I do, my dear? We were taught this way, and there was no reason to relearn.”

			“God be with you, why would you relearn and change what’s bred from childhood? Good manners are a capital not worth wasting,” Jack decided to flirt. 

			“Jack, you are so wise when you want to be.” 

			“How do you find the coffee today?” he decided to change the subject.

			“The coffee is good. How did the last game at the Victoria end?”

			“We won! We totally knocked out the rivals.”

			“You’re in great shape. Tell me, how did you meet Christie?” 

			“It’s the usual story. Christie is a sports journalist and asked me for an interview. Then she called regarding some details in her article. Gradually, we grew close, often dining and spending time together. You had the opportunity to appreciate Christie. It is difficult for a man to resist her charm, especially since I never tried to. We fell in love with each other and  are very happy.” 

			“It is noticeable. You are lucky that such a girl loves you.”

			“Thank you. Where is Michel? I must say you have a remarkable nephew.”

			“He must be reading in his room now. He’s a wonderful young man and I’m not just saying that because he’s my sister‘s son. I have no children so he is very precious to me. Michel is an army officer but he’s on leave now due to an injury so he kindly agreed to keep me company.” 

			“You are lucky.”

			“We’ve always been close. Michel is like a son to me. When he was little, I often watched out for him. We went for walks to various attractions, would draw together... I even taught him how to play bridge. Do you play bridge, Jack?”

			“No, I don’t.” 

			“Michel does. He was always a smart boy, and he always dreamed of becoming a military man, like his grandfather. Michel and my sister are all the family I have.” 

			“Michel is a military man? That is interesting. Where does he serve?”

			“I don’t know. He doesn’t tell and I do not ask. I don’t want to bother him with senile questions.” 

			“You’re not that old,” Jack protested.

			“I have no illusions about my age.” 

			“Oh, here he is, now. Michel, we were just talking about you,” Jack shook hands with the young man. 

			“I caught up on a bit of reading, an interesting detective novel I came across. You know, I don’t get enough time for books while I am in the service.”

			“I heard that you’re a military man, Michel. Where have you served, if it’s not classified information?” 

			“I’ve been in the southern countries for the last six months,” said Michel.

			“Oh, I get it, military secret. And is there a girl waiting for you at home?”

			“Not presently. It’s a bit of a sad story. We were seeing each other for a long time, close to four years. It seemed to me that there would be no end to our feelings and we would remain close to each other for life. She loved me and I was really happy. We had fun and spent all our free time together. I used to return home from my shifts knowing my girl would meet me. 

			“But as they say, nothing lasts forever, and one day they positioned my unit in a war zone. She gave me an ultimatum—either the army or our relationship. I chose the army, and she—a different boyfriend. And it took her less than a month to find him after my departure. So, no, Jack, no one is waiting for me at home. This was good coffee; I’m going for a walk, now.,” Michel concluded his story.

			“Wait, sonny,” Mrs. Thorenson called out. Apparently, her nephew‘s story had touched her. The old lady rose to her feet without much difficulty. “I’ll join you.” 

			Looking around, she turned for help to a nearby bellhop. 

			“Young man, could you roll my wheelchair to my room?” 

			“Certainly, ma’am,” he readily agreed. 

			Making sure that the wheelchair would not be left unattended, the elderly lady grabbed Michel‘s arm. Jack, who was still thinking of Michel‘s story, was perplexed. “Look at that! It turns out that our Emmy can walk on her own. So much to learn in one day.”

			While Jack pondered the phenomenon of Mrs. Thorenson, the bellhop tried in vain to move the wheelchair from its place. But despite all his effort, he could not budge it. He began to move the levers and press the buttons on the remote control built into the armrest for convenience. But all these attempts were in vain, too. The heavy object clung to the floor with its wheels and did not move from its place. The man tried to call back the wheelchair owner, but she already disappeared from sight. For some time, Jack absentmindedly watched the bellhop’s actions, and finally, feeling a sudden excitement, decided to intervene.

			“Hey, buddy, let me try,” Jack put his hand on the back of the wheelchair. 

			The bellhop agreed with obvious relief. Jack got into the stroller out of sheer curiosity and began to turn the levers and press all the buttons. Suddenly, something clicked beneath him and the wheelchair moved forward. Surely, the chain locked when the chair was empty, and as soon as Jack sat on it, a sensor installed under the seat reacted to his weight. 

			“Here we go,” Jack said with satisfaction. 

			But it was not so simple. The wheelchair began to swerve and immediately ran into the nearest table. The noise attracted the attention of hotel guests who began to follow Jack‘s actions to see how this struggle between man and technology would end. Jack, in his turn, tried to maneuver between the tables. He succeeded at first, and, encouraged, directed this vehicle to the exit. After a few minutes, he safely reached the elevators but lost his focus for a moment and slipped past them. Instead, he found himself in a slanted corridor, spiraling down to the very first floor. The descent turned out not to be very steep, but it was sufficient for the wheelchair to keep gaining speed. And Jack could not find the brakes.

			The easiest way was to jump off the poorly controlled device and then try to stop it. But it was not Jack‘s nature to give in. He was convinced he could curb the capricious device. At one of the floors, the chair gained quite a decent speed and Jack hardly managed to turn into one of the corridors. One of the rooms at the beginning of the corridor was ajar and he desperately clung to the doorjamb. As a result of the sharp halt, the chair turned around and rolled into the room. As for Jack himself, he almost succeeded not to cross the boundaries of someone else‘s space. He stretched out in the doorway, while the ill-fated wheelchair, like a horse having lost its rider, rolled further by inertia. Like a penalty shot, it hit the table that stood in the middle of the room and buried itself against the wall, where it finally stopped. Overturned chairs indicated its path. 

			The man sitting in the room witnessed all this mayhem. He sat quite calmly at the table and studied the documents laid out in front of him. Some of them had fallen to the floor due to the impact of the wheelchair. 

			After hanging onto the door for a second or two, Jack got to his feet. He wanted to get out of this situation as elegantly as possible and quickly forget about this incident. Finally, he raised his eyes to the man who, by sheer chance, remained almost the only object not touched by the chair. The man continued to sit, without changing his posture, and looked ironically from the wheelchair to Jack. As soon as their eyes met, Jack forgot all about the chair. 

			“Mike! Is it you?” he cried in surprise. 

			The man at the table was indeed his new friend Mike. 

			“Jack! Where did you get such a wonderful chair?”

			“I came across this phaeton by pure chance,” Jack was still surprised.

			“Are you alright? Judging by the speed with which you just got up, your limbs seem intact,” stated Mike.

			“Thank you. Don’t worry.” 

			“That’s good,” Mike pointed to the ill-fated wheelchair with his eyes. “Does the hotel provide them for guests to get around?” 

			“You have a rich imagination. It belongs to a certain elderly lady…” Then Jack decided to satisfy the curiosity that arose in him for obvious reasons. “But what are you doing in Kolkata? It seems to me that coming here was not in your plans.”

			Mike did not rush to answer. First, he picked up the overturned chairs and then invited Jack to sit down. 

			“Life does not stand still; it flows like a teeming river. So they say here in the East. Along with its course, our plans are always changing. What is your poison? Beer, cognac?” 

			“I’ll have a beer.” While Mike took a bottle of local craft brew from the refrigerator, Jack began to collect Mike’s documents from the floor.

			“You know, I could not restrain myself and decided to come. India has not faded in my memory over the years of my absence.” 

			“It‘s nice to see you in full health.”

			“One might say that my soul was tormented and restless. Finally, I bought a plane ticket, and here I am.” 

			“You’ve done well to come here. The weather is nice and there is a lot to see. We are constantly learning something new. But the traffic jams in the city are terrible and it’s dirty here and there, but we can handle it.” 

			“I’m glad you like it.” Mike smiled.

			“Yes, the architecture of the city is truly amazing. Everywhere you can feel the style of old England. The Marble Palace alone is something else! And we’ve made some friends. It will be a pity to part from them. In a few days we’re going inland,” Jack shared his plans.

			“Before you leave Kolkata, I advise you to go to a cricket game. The local team always fills the stadium.” 

			“Okay, I’ll ask Christie. By the way, what are these documents on your desk?”

			“It’s a map of the suburbs. I want to take a ride there. I even rented a jeep for the purpose.”

			“Okay. I’ll order the staff to take this wheelchair back to its goddamn owner... I mean the goddamn wheelchair. Its owner is a fascinating lady. I’ll introduce you; we’ve become friends.” 

			“Very well. I’ll meet you at dinner?” suggested Mike. “Here on the roof there’s a wonderful restaurant. The fish curry is divine. By the way, how is Christie?” 

			‘“She is good. She’ll be delighted,” said Jack.

			“It‘s a date. I’ll meet you in the restaurant at seven.”

		

	
		
			
THE ADVENTURES BEGIN

			The old friends showed up punctuality that evening, arriving almost simultaneously. Christie wore a dark cherry-colored evening gown that perfectly accentuated her figure. Jack’s outfit was a bit more casual—had no tie or jacket. When Mike appeared, Christie glanced at Jack questioningly. 

			“Are you surprised?” he asked her.

			“I have not decided yet. Did you know he was here?” 

			“I only found out today.”

			Meanwhile, Mike shook hands with Jack, gallantly kissed Christie‘s hand, then sat the young people down and asked what they thought of Kolkata. 

			“We’re enjoying it here. Sikhs, Bengalis, turbans on their heads—all of it so colorful and exotic,” Christie shared her impressions. 

			“And you, on the other hand, look charming,”  admitted Mike.

			“Thank you. Ocean air and relaxation have benefited us. The Victoria was amazing and the cabin you picked just won us over.”

			“I was glad to please you. By the way, did you manage to pick up the documents?” 

			“Yes. We have them,” confirmed Jack. “We just managed to do it yesterday.”

			“Wonderful, Mike nodded. The latest news clearly delighted him. 

			“Can you share with us what kind of documents are they? I’d sort of like to know what I risked my life for,” said Jack.

			Mike caught the poorly-hidden sarcasm in Jack‘s tone. The smile on his face gave way to bewilderment, and the answer sounded so sincere that Jack decided not to joke anymore. 

			“How did it happen? Believe me, Jack, I was not trying to set you up.” 

			“I believe you. But it did happen. They attacked me right after we left your friend‘s house. Local thugs wanted to take away the case that held the documents. But it could have been a random robbery attempt. Tourists are potential prey for thieves as is known.” 

			“Believe me, when I asked you to bring these documents, I did not think I’d be putting you at risk,” Mike hastened to assure him. 

			“And, yet, it has happened.” 

			“I’m very sorry that it did. If you really want to know what is in the envelope, so be it. I see no particular reason to hide this from you.” 

			“I am curious. I suspect there’s some mystery here,” admitted Jack. 

			“I have to say that you have great intuition,” admitted Mike.

			“Maybe.”

			“OK, we’re talking about an old treasure. I want to warn you that it may turn out to be nothing... My friend, Karim‘s father, and I got this map by chance. I do not remember if I told you, but back there we were engaged in supplying wild animals to European zoos according to their orders. It yielded us a handsome profit for those times. We even did a bit of trade in ivory, although we never hunted the elephants. All this took place in a remote village where hunters and tradesmen who made money in the local forests usually gathered to rest. The animals were sold there and then, contracts with were conducted and deals were made. It was a kind of hunting camp, if you will. 

			“Everything started with a game of poker. We were lucky to win the ring I gave you before your departure and also the map. The loser‘s name was Rinesh. For the whole evening, he swore that he was a descendant of a certain very noble, but bankrupt, family, and this map had supposedly been passed down from father to eldest son for generations. Rinesh himself had never been married, and alcohol most certainly played a significant role in his life. In the heat of the game, wanting to recoup his losses, he told us that according to legend this map shows the place where one of his ancestors buried the family jewels. We did not quite believe him, but accepted it as payment. 

			“After the game, we began to drink, as usual, and, over a glass, Rinesh shared the story of the map. A feud broke out between two princes and he was a descendant of one of the clans. 

			“The territories of Rinesh‘s distant ancestor, a noble Maharaja, were attacked. At that time, his army was either not ready or weaker than the enemy army. The Maharaja could not resist the invasion and was forced to retreat. As a result, his enemy got possession of a vast area, including the vanquished palace. Rinesh‘s ancestor, not wanting to be taken prisoner and fearing for the life of his family, abandoned everything and fled, taking almost nothing with him. He probably counted on a quick return or maybe he feared to take any property on their escape. One way or another, he buried his family treasures, most likely somewhere on the estate‘s territory, and marked the place on a map. 

			“When he realized they would be living in exile longer than he had anticipated, the Maharaja divided the map into two and handed each half to one of his sons. The Maharaja was a wise man and wanted his sons to stick together. He drew up the map in such a way that it was impossible to find the treasure from only one half. According to his plan, this would serve as a link between the brothers. They would have a common goal and support each other. 

			“As I said, we were lucky to win that game. And so, one half of the map passed to us. Later, this man—his full name was Rinesh Bishar—begged us to exchange the map for anything we wanted, but then just disappeared. Maybe he failed to collect the money or for some other reason. In any case, we have not seen him anymore. 

			“It was in this way that we became the owners of one half of the map, which remained in India. The other half, according to the stories, had left the country long ago with a descendant of the second branch of Bishar‘s family. According to rumors, he moved to England. We tried to find the place where the treasure was buried with our half of the map. But the person who drew the map knew what he was doing and all our efforts were in vain. I must say that we only dug for a few days until we realized that this would not be an easy task.” 

			Mike paused to take a sip of whiskey and continued. 

			“Believe it or not, this is not the whole story. The vicissitudes of fate are unpredictable and as you can judge for yourself, it sometimes pleases us with surprises. About a week after your departure, I was on business in the city and entered an antique store... Its window was filled with oriental crafts, and I am an old friend of the owner. You know, I am drawn to anything oriental and often visit such places. One item immediately caught my eye. It was a casket inlaid with ivory. Sam, the owner of the shop, knows my interests well and told me that an old Hindu, a little out of his mind, had brought it in. He told Sam that he was a descendant of a noble family and lives alone. He had become so impoverished that he was now forced to sell some of his property. Sam admitted that he did not hesitate for long to take the casket. 

			“As soon as I took it in my hands, I immediately recognized the coat of arms carved on the lid. You will find the same one on the ring and on each half of the map.”

			“You said…each half?” asked Jack.

			“Yes I did and I was not making a mistake. Arriving home, I carefully examined the casket. It seemed to me that the bottom was a bit too thick and I decided to check out my hunch. It was not difficult to poke around with a knife. It actually turned out to be hollow and hidden in the false bottom was the other half of the map. 

			“I immediately wanted to notify you. But it did not seem possible as you were in the middle of the ocean. Then I made up my mind and flew here, myself. I intended to visit Karim today and then find you. But then, Jack, you most miraculously rode right into my room!” 

			“It’s like the adventures of Sinbad,” Jack sighed. 

			“Or Ali Baba. This is India, a country hiding so many mysteries for our children and grandchildren still to solve.”

			“Wait a second, dear. What does he mean that ‘you rode’ into his room?” Curiosity dogged Christy—so much new information in one evening. 

			“I’ll tell you all about it a little later, dear... Although why not now?” and Jack told her in detail about his wheelchair adventure. Then he turned to Mike.

			“Okay, Mike. Do you want us as your partners?” 

			“I do, But please remember that the whole project is uncertain. I doubt if the treasure even exists or if it has been preserved. As for the partnership, it means that in case of success, we will have to cut the loot into three parts. We cannot forget about Karim. Being my friend‘s son, he is an equal map holder.”

			“We accept. You see, Christy, now we’ll have something to do with our time.” Jack was in his fighting mood. Mike had ignited his imagination with his tale. 

			“Okay, honey. Any toy is okay that keeps the baby at play,” Christie supported her husband with a smile. 

			“So, if you don’t mind, we’ll leave in two days,” Mike summed up. 

			“Mike, do you know that soon there will be celebrations in Delhi in honor of the country‘s founding father, Mahatma Gandhi? Maybe we should be there?” suggested Jack.

			“I’ve read about it. The ceremony will take place in ten days. But I don’t think we should try to be there. They are celebrating the anniversary of the birth of “the father of the nation,” as they call him here. This honoring takes place according to custom, wreath-laying, solemn speeches, all the fuss. But if we want to hunt for treasure, we must not deviate from the route. Delhi is far from where we are going, and it will take us several days to search. I suggest you postpone your visit to Delhi until the end of your vacation.” 

			That night, Jack could not sleep. One question tormented him: is there a catch in this story? Many coincidences had happened in a short period ever since they had made the acquaintance of Mike. Jack felt that Mike‘s motives were clear to him. A sane person, as Jack believed Mike was, would not rush headlong to the other end of the world without a good reason. On the other hand, God knows how much time has passed since the burial of the treasure, and anything could have happened to it in more than two centuries.

			Weighing all the pros and cons, Jack spent half the night thinking. All sorts of speculations continued to pop into his mind, both in the near future and of the distant past. Just before dawn, he felt asleep. But he woke up with a final decision—to try his luck and make every effort to ensure that the upcoming search was successful.

		

	
		
			
MR. PRIME MINISTER

			There were days when Prime Minister Rajiv Gandhi was in Delhi and his work schedule was not packed to capacity. This did not happen often, and he would use every such opportunity to stay at home and dine with his family. On such days, his wife Sonya and their children, would wait for him at the dinner table, with the servant assigned to serve the dishes standing ready for Gandhi‘s arrival.

			For the last few years, or since Rajiv went into politics to be exact, the family order did not quite suit Sonya and she often worried about this like every woman would. It was difficult to put up with the fact that her husband had to spend most of his time at work, and, as a result, could not devote enough attention to her and the children. Especially since prior to this, things were so good. They had love and were perfectly happy. True, love, as such, remained, but the new position and politics became the very obstacle that alienated Rajiv from his family. Sonya adored her husband. He always seemed to her a handsome and courageous man, and not only to her. As a student, Rajiv Gandhi, attracted the attention of many girls. Although, we must pay him tribute, he devoted himself entirely to his family. Sonya knew perfectly well that she and the children were everything to him. But his work... He took on himself obligations and responsibilities that went against their family life. She felt that Rajiv lacked communication with her and with the children, the opportunity to delve into their affairs, to be able to recharge with their spontaneity and positive energy.

			During the last year, they had gotten together much less often than they wanted. The family... It was not so numerous to start with and then misfortunes began to strike one after another. First, Rajiv‘s brother, Sanjay, mysteriously died in a car accident. The terrible murder of their mother followed few years later. Rajiv had to endure both of these losses and she was always there to support him. It was not easy when death, ignoring everything and everyone, cut off the lives of people close to her husband, mercilessly trampling the deeds they had begun and their scrupulously hatched, far-reaching plans. It is not an easy test for anyone to survive such an experience. 

			But it so happened that precisely these fatal circumstances radically changed his fate. Rajiv, a domestic airlines pilot at that time, was persuaded to take up politics after the death of his brother. His brother‘s party members insisted on this. And being a relatively young man then, he had to agree. Against Sonya‘s wish, he replaced his brother in the ranks of the ruling bloc and the party led by his mother6∗. 

			Being a determined person, full of life-affirming ambition, Rajiv actively worked in parliament from the very beginning. He learned a lot and became noticeably skilled in the wisdom of political intrigue. He abhorred the corruption in parliament and persistently initiated laws aimed at combating it. The young Gandhi was not satisfied with those who forgot their promises and easily changed both their views and parties after the elections. Why were they still at the helm of power? Sonya heard Rajiv repeatedly complain about this as he tried to rid the party of people who dishonored it with their presence. 

			Now, a few years after his brother’s death, another tragedy had occurred: the monstrous murder of his mother. On the same day, Rajiv was elected prime minister. Rajiv Gandhi took over the leadership of the country in difficult times, and not just the country... He clearly understood the difficulties he would face in managing a country with such an extremely complex structure, a huge territory and a colossal population. A country with a whole heap of deep multicultural contradictions and ethnic and economic problems stretching back generation to generation for many centuries. In addition, caste contradictions were rampant, which held back the development of society in heavy shackles. Rajiv’s primary goal was to eliminate many problems as soon as possible. He willingly inducted Sonya into his affairs.

			The people respected and loved him. Immediately after the election, he, as a true leader, managed to separate himself from his personal grief and restore necessary order in the country. Sonya helped him as best she could. The people longed to revenge the death of their idol, and, at every opportunity, Rajiv had to come out with calls: to avoid religious strife and bloodshed on both sides. The army was able to stop armed clashes between Sikhs and Hindus with the help of the police. The newspapers wrote about the end of the Sikh pogroms that took place after the assassination of Indira Gandhi. Finally, a truce was announced and the country held an amnesty for most of the Sikh militants. Although not all the rage subsided, the situation in the Punjab has become much more stable. And all this despite the fact that only recently such calm had seemed unattainable. A heavy burden was placed on the shoulders of the new prime minister, which motivated him to work with full dedication. 

			Rajiv loved Sonia very much. They had met in England where  he was studying at the university, while she, the daughter of an Italian public official, was studying English there. They got married in India and Sonya had to get used to a new way of life and an unfamiliar mentality. Rajiv was always there to support her. 

			The dinner began quietly, the food perfectly cooked as always, but Sonya was tense and a little nervous. Ever since her mother-in-law was murdered, this happened to her sometimes. At some point, she reprimanded her son for playing with his fork.

			“Don’t take our problems out on the boy, dear,” Rajiv rarely allowed himself to rebuke her.

			“Sorry. I just have this anxious feeling,” she admitted.

			“That‘s fine, but it‘s not an excuse. So, daughter, what is new in school? How are your girlfriends?” Rajiv tried to maintain a good mood at the table and was always interested in his children’s lives. 

			“Thank you, Dad, everything is fine.”

			“Well, that’s nice. Listen, I’m staying home until the end of the week. Let‘s go somewhere.” 

			“Sure, Dad.”

			“Excellent. The Circus de Soleil is performing now. Do you remember how you liked it in Bombay, a few years ago?” said Rajiv.

			“Of course, especially the tightrope walking,” his son replied.

			“Let‘s go, Dad,” his daughter, as always, agreed with everything her father suggested.

			The children ate and retired to their rooms. Sonya poured tea and passed the cup to her husband. She was in no hurry to remove her hand and Rajiv took it in his palms and began to stroke it. He wanted to cheer her up somehow. 

			“Are you mad at me?”

			“What are you talking about? Of course not. But you promised to take the children to the circus and I do not think you’ll be able to do that,” she said.

			“Don’t worry. We’ll think of something.” 

			“I’m so  anxious. Suddenly I remembered how your mother died. Lying alone on the path in the garden and bleeding to death. And I saw it all in front of my eyes. But when I ran to her, she was hardly breathing. It was such an awful sight; I worry that more attacks will happen.” Genuine bitterness emanated from Sonya‘s words.

			“Do not sink in sorrow. You know we managed to change a lot. There are reliable officers in the security unit; we can rely on them completely. And the unrest in the Punjab has almost subsided.” 

			“I hope you are right,” she sighed again, barely perceptibly.

			“The government has granted the Sikhs enough privileges and freedoms. All their fears of government oppression are fading into the background and with them their reasons for discontent,” said Rajiv.

			“But they write that riots still burst out here and there,” Sonya reminded him.

			“I know. But we managed to stop the pogroms and we have learned how to negotiate and settle differences. Those with influence in Punjab are entirely on our side and are reliable allies.” 

			“And what do their elite say?” Sonya could not and did not want to trust the Punjabis.

			“Their new head of the state is sober-minded and fully loyal.”

			“I hope that‘s true. It seems to me that you are a bit too naive and trusting.”

			“I don’t want you to worry for nothing,” admitted Rajiv and after a pause continued. “I didn’t give anyone a reason to be angry, much less to make an attempt on my life. I am not afraid of anyone and they will not intimidate me: neither fanatics, nor corrupt and presumptuous bureaucrats. All they do is to cling to their seats in parliament, as if they received them as a family inheritance.” 

			“You see? Now you have become worried,” Sonia smiled softly. 

			“This is my job. Don’t you worry. Everything will get better soon, you will see.” 

			She smiled back and sighed. She did not want to contradict her husband, but the memories of her mother-in-law‘s death were too fresh. Except for the guards, she was one of the first to find Indira‘s body, torn by bullets. Since that day, she could not get out the bloodstains of her head, dried on the pavement because no one had cleaned them. She remembered as if it had happened yesterday. Indira was carried away, but her spilled blood remained in brown circles on the white, stone path. Her mother-in-law died in the hospital without ever regaining consciousness. 

			But people were drawn to her Rajiv, a most wise, farsighted and fair man, and saw him as their leader. Security was carried out so scrupulously that the only place without guards was the Prime Minister‘s bedroom. Nevertheless, her soul was restless. A long-standing sense of danger worried Sonya and painfully squeezed her heart from time to time. 

			By the end of dinner, she had calmed down a bit. Once again, Rajiv had managed to convey his confidence and Sonya retired to her room noticeably encouraged. A new working day was waiting for her in the morning. Rajiv would also return to work, which, as a rule, ended in the late night hours. 

			

			
				
					6	∗ Indira Gandhi (mother of Rajiv Gandhi) stood at the head of the ruling bloc and served as prime minister for many years.

					She was killed by Sikh assassins, members of her guard. A/N

				

			

		

	
		
			
CAMPAIGN

			Two days before departure, Mike spent all his time in the city, returning late and sharing  information with his new partners when they met for supper. He looked pensive and the chores linked to the trip occupied him in full. He visited Karim Vipin several times. With his inherent composure and swiftness, Mike resolved all the economic issues arising along the way, clearly and quickly. Finally, he announced to his comrades that everything was ready and they could move out. 

			Jack and Christie said warm goodbyes to their Victoria companions, promising not to lose touch in the future, 

			One early morning our friends left the hotel. They set off in a jeep which Mike rented specifically for this purpose. It turned out to be a spacious seven-seater with a powerful engine. After  passing through the difficult maze of streets and highways in less than an hour, they were out of the city. 

			Once on the freeway, the heavily laden car easily picked up speed. The friends left Kolkata with mixed feelings and aching sadness. They were leaving behind a city of magnificent palaces and temples, which, though quite dilapidated from the time of the English mandate, managed to retain their former glory. A city where slums and beggars, refugees and pilgrims, constituted as integral a part as the luxury neighborhoods. People who visited Kolkata were left with an impression its unique sights, the wealth of its local nobility and the squalor and neglect of the majority of its population. The city had been developing and flourishing not so long ago, but was now falling into decay. 

			When the outlines of the city outskirts disappeared from sight, Jack began to ask about their upcoming route.

			“Which direction are we heading, Mike?” 

			“To the West, towards Ranchi.” Mike was cheerful and eager to proceed. He started to explain and opened a road atlas while steering with one hand.

			“Ranchi is the capital of the Jharkhand District. Back in my youth, they promised to make it into an independent state. The local population wants to secede from Bihar and the government does not seem to mind. Jharkhand is considered to be forest territory. Here,” Mike pointed his finger to a place on the map, “After we climb the plateau of Chota Nagpur, the Ranchi district begins.” 

			“There are a lot of streams marked here,” said Jack.

			“You’re right, that‘s why Ranchi is called the city of waterfalls. All those here are relatively small waterfalls. Of course, this is not Iguazu Falls7, on the border of Argentina and Brazil nor Niagara Falls, either. But the name has stuck with the city. We’re heading towards Ranchi for about two hundred and fifty miles, then we turn northeast, travel for another two days, and will be a stone‘s throw away from our destination.”

			“And where is that?” asked Jack.

			“It must be somewhere here, in these woods,” Mike leafed through the pages of the atlas and indicated their final destination. “We’ll have to work up some sweat when we get there. It seems that for the last sixty miles there are no normal roads. This last segment will be crossed on foot.”

			“Over here,” Mike moved his finger a little higher on the map, “We‘ll need to proceed to a point approximately nine miles from the Ektar area. Let’s do this: we’ll spend the night in Ranchi and if you prefer to explore the city, we can stay there a couple of days. In fact, it wouldn’t hurt to hire a local guide.” 

			“Let‘s play it by ear,” summed up Jack.

			He followed Mike‘s explanation closely. The trip promised to be interesting. Jack was not worried about Christie. She was well prepared and the crossing on foot should not cause her any trouble. 

			In some places, the route passed through settlements, crossing from the outskirts of one to the other. Towns, big and small, were surrounded by endless rice fields and fruit plantations. From the road, one could observe how the irrigation canals stretched for many miles and disappeared over the horizon. The rivers in the delta that fed these canals overflowed their banks during heavy rains. Sometimes the water level rose so high that it broke through dams and completely flooded the lowlands, bringing total destruction. In such cases, the peasants’ dilapidated homes would not withstand the onslaught of the elements and would be completely demolished by mud streams. Then the water would dry up, dams and houses would be rebuilt and life would go on as usual. 

			The further the travelers traveled away from Kolkata, the less people they met who spoke English. Mike found it difficult to understand the local dialect. 

			“It may not be as safe here as in the city. It would not hurt to hire a guide. What do you think, Mike?” asked Jack. 

			“Most of the local population are peace-loving peasants. Once upon a time, there were gangs here who engaged in shakedowns. I don’t know what’s going on now, but I don’t think they’re interested in passing tourists. Besides, I brought my hunting rifle. Hopefully, it will protect us.” 

			“Perhaps the sight of the weapon will convince the locals to deal with us in a peaceful manner,” said Christie. 

			“You know, Mike, my attack in Kolkata, I cannot get my head around it. It was as if they were waiting for me on purpose,” Jack suddenly remembered. “If only I knew who they were—simple robbers or someone with a mission. Maybe looking for a map.”

			“Only a few know about the existence of the map. It was a long time ago. Although time does not matter for treasures; they have no statute of limitations, rather the opposite. Let‘s hope for the best,” shrugged Mike. 

			Towards evening, the jeep with the optimistic and energetic treasure hunters, reached Ranchi. It took them less than twenty minutes to find a hotel and rent rooms. The hotel was not as luxurious as in Kolkata, it was smaller and the rooms were simpler. But the travelers decided not to waste time looking for better accommodations, since the stay in Ranchi was planned to be short. 

			The next morning, after breakfast, Mike went down to the lobby to clarify his information with the concierge. At the same time, he planned to hire an interpreter and, if possible, a reliable guide. The lobby was not crowded. Several guests were taking breakfast in the restaurant behind a whimsically painted glass wall. All of them were local, mostly Indians. Finding nothing of interest there, Mike headed for the front desk. The polite man immediately understood and put a vase with business cards on the counter. Finding the one he needed, he handed it to Mike. 

			“Here you go. This translator is fluent in local dialects. You won’t have any problems with him.” 

			“Thank you. Could you tell me which road is better to get to this place?” Mike spread out a map folded in four and tried to orient himself. “It should be here, somewhere, between Gaia and Navda. I believe this is where the asphalt ends and the jungle begins.” 

			“Your map is not entirely accurate. I think you need to get to the eighty-second road around here,” the concierge turned to the large-scale map hanging behind him and pointed a finger at one of the winding lines. He explained that this was the best way to get to the point Mike had indicated. 

			Having figured out their route, Mike went out into the street. He did not have anything special to do; he just wanted to get some air and unwind after the long journey. Ranchi seemed cleaner than Kolkata, although, undoubtedly inferior in size and beauty.

			After strolling in the city for more than two hours, Mike noticed a sign leading to a small basement restaurant. From the open doors and windows which barely rose above the sidewalk oozed the mouth-watering barbecue smoke of true oriental cuisine. It was well past noon and Mike felt an emptiness in his stomach. Yielding to temptation, he made his way down the steep stone steps which had been worn away by time. 

			After passing through the front doors, Mike found himself in a small hall. About half the tables were free and he sat at the nearest one. To save on electricity, thick wax candles burned on heavy, sooty candelabras. Therefore, it took some time for him to get used to the semi-darkness. 

			Mike ordered his lunch from a serving boy and looked around to observe what was happening. In an adjacent room there was a bar with several people sitting around it. Others concentrated around a pool table, watching a couple of guys armed with long cues hit the balls. 

			The lamp hanging low over the pool table lit the faces of the players, frozen tension interchanging with violent expressions after each miss or a successful strike. But they were just playing for fun. While waiting for his order, Mike decided to join the crowd in the game room. 

			At the end of the game, he turned to a man who was rolling a cue in his hands, in search of a partner.

			“Let‘s play, buddy.” 

			The man accepted the invitation and the game began. After the break shot, Mike struck up a conversation by saying he was traveling around the country in the company of friends. Then he asked his new acquaintance where he could find a person who was well acquainted with the region they were going to visit. His new pool friend was a talkative one who did not have to search for words. In addition, he spoke English even better than Hindi or Nagpuri—a widespread local language. He explained that he was well familiar with the roads there and even the jungle. And since he was free at the moment, he was ready to be Mike‘s guide for a reasonable fee. He won Mike over with his simplicity and friendliness. Mike decided he could trust him. 

			Five minutes later, Mike had received comprehensive information about the roads and settlements which they were about to visit. The trip could take three days. He discovered that part of the way passed through wild jungle and it was necessary to take book overnight stays in advance. The man confirmed that in the last section of the journey, the country roads turn into forest paths. They would either have to replace the jeep with horses or move on by foot. This information puzzled Mike. 

			“I don’t know if my companions can cope with a trip on horseback. Well, okay, if we have to, we’ll go on foot,” he summed up.

			During the game, a man with wide trousers and a large, magnificent mustache, listened attentively to the conversation. He even came closer to the table, trying not to miss anything. The players were carried away with themselves and paid little attention to those around them. Apparently deciding he had heard enough, the man went out and returned after a few minutes in the company of a hefty Indian man. This one looked like a giant and his powerful muscles swelled from under his shirt. His bulging eyes gazed at the world without blinking and it seemed that one such gaze was enough to shake the walls. The two looked rather impudent and the frightening face of the big man, obviously a street thug, did not bode well at all. The regulars of the tavern greeted him with emphatic respect and tried not to get in his way. His extraordinary physical abilities and muscle volume would probably cause deep respect if not servility in many for a long time. 

			Seeing the return of the mustache-man, Mike‘s new acquaintance wilted somewhat. He quickly asked Mike which hotel he was staying at and began to say goodbye without finishing the game. 

			“Where are you going, buddy?” Mike could not understand what was happening, and why on earth he’d decided to go. 

			“I advise you to dine at the hotel. Leave now,” the man replied, trying not to attract attention, and slipped out into the street. 

			Mike was left alone, with a cue in his hands, wondering what to do. He got tired of playing, but his appetite remained. The order was already waiting for him on the table and Mike was about to head to the next room to enjoy his lunch. 

			“Hey, mister! Would you like to continue playing?” The question from behind him was spoken in pure English and there was no doubt about whom it was addressed to. 

			Mike turned to find it was the mustache man, who had come back from the street. He was waiting for an answer with a brazen grin on his lips, looking completely confident after bringing in support, and at the same time trying to pierce Mike with a prickly, boring glance.

			Mike did not like the cheeky tone of the proposal. But he decided not to pay attention to it.

			“Thank you. Perhaps I’ve had enough.” Mike tried to soften the answer and half-bowed towards the man. 

			“When Bagrim Singh asks, it is unacceptable to refuse him.” The thug intervened in the conversation and, like his owner, fixed his empty eyes on Mike.

			“Sorry, I don’t play by invitation; only when I have the desire to do so.” To tell the truth, Mike was not looking for adventures. He just wanted a quiet lunch. “Besides, I have not had the honor of being introduced to Bagrim Singh.”

			“Bagrim Singh is a relative of Jalal-Bek. And Jalal-Bek is the owner of both this establishment and the territory into which you are heading,” explained the thug. 

			“And yet, allow me to take my leave. And regarding the trip and its direction—as far as I know, there is no need for visas within the state as well as outside it.” Mike‘s reply was emphatically polite, and after bowing again, he resolutely took a step towards the exit. 

			Hearing Mike’s refusal, the thug frowned, his expression turned menacing and the atmosphere in the room became tense. All conversations around the pool table were cut off at once and the room fell into complete silence. Everything seemed to stand still in anticipation of what was about to happen and all eyes were directed to Mike. He seemed not to notice the tension that had arisen and, as if nothing had happened, was about to leave the place. The waiter with a tray laden with plates felt something was amiss, and, not daring to go further, stopped at the threshold between the halls. 

			Seeing that Mike did not even hear him, the thug covered the distance between them in two steps and appeared beside Mike, grabbing the rebellious foreigner by his shoulder with a hefty hand. He was so confident in his strength and superiority over Mike, who seemed puny in comparison, that he did not even consider it necessary to look in his direction. The thug simply held Mike‘s shoulder tightly, pressing him to the floor with his weight, and obsequiously looked at the owner for further instructions. Bagrim-Singh, relying on the thug’s power, unhurriedly moved in their direction. None of those present even thought to intervene in the situation; everyone waited indifferently for what would come next. And it did come. But not quite according to the scenario they anticipated. 

			What happened next was not expected, especially not by the strong Hindu. Feeling the iron grip of his opponent on his shoulder, Mike, who did not plan to remain in such a disadvantageous position, made an elegant pirouette along with a circular movement of his forearm. With this technique, he twisted the thug‘s hand and completely freed himself from his grip. After this, he initiated a rapprochement with the opponent. He appeared on the thug’s left side and somehow, without obvious effort, performed a side sweep, which put the thug on the floor. At the same time, Mike so deftly corrected the fall of the man that he not only landed on both shoulder blades at once, but also hit the floor with the back of his head before the rest of his body. The lightning speed and booming sound of his giant head hitting the floor made those around them shudder. The crowd, slightly dumbfounded by the unforeseen course of events, was already looking at Mike with obsequious deference. As for the thug, his head had hit the floor with such force that he would not be getting up for some time, looking like a tired traveler lying down to rest. 

			Having scanned the room and made sure that there would not be a continuation of the attack, Mike decided to transfer the incident from active operation to clarification. 

			“I apologize. I warned you that I play when I want to,” Mike allowed himself a slight grin, after which he turned to Bagrim-Singh. “Do you have any more requests or may I leave?” 

			Bagrim-Singh caught the poorly hidden sarcasm in Mike’s question, but decided not to focus on it.

			“No requests for today. But we will meet again,” he promised ominously.

			Mike headed for the exit. This time no one detained him. The defeated thug was still in shock and resting on the floor. He had smacked his head with such force that he hardly realized what was happening. And only after a couple of minutes spent in prostration did he begin to come to his senses, thanks to the efforts of others and the cold water splashed into his face. Gradually, the outlines of the room began to grow sharper in his wandering pupils and the figures of people started to loom out of the fog. The big man was pulled up and put on a chair, giving him the opportunity to get over his shock. Bagrim-Singh smacked him a couple of slaps in a fit of temper, either with the aim of bringing him to his senses or as a punishment for his negligence. 

			Mike went back to the hotel without eating lunch. He found his friends in a restaurant and took the opportunity to join them.

			“I wanted to eat in the city, but it didn’t work out. May I sit with you?” 

			Jack pulled up an empty chair for him. 

			“What did you learn? Any news?” 

			“I hope to introduce a guide to you soon. And there is one more thing. But I need to verify it. I don’t want to rush things....”

			“I wonder what you mean. But okay, tell us when you figure it out,” Jack decided that in some matters it would be much easier to rely on Mike. 

			“The information itself is insufficient; hopefully this will not affect us. Yet, while I was in the city, I heard the name of a person whom I encountered here in the past. He is a slippery one. Well, God willing, we will not see him...  A lot of time has passed since then,” said Mike.

			“Maybe. If it’s only one person, we can handle him,” replied Jack.

			The food arrived. They did not talk much as they ate. Mike was somewhat concerned, but did not show it, and the young people did not seem to notice the slight change in his mood. But he returned to the conversation at the dessert.

			“There is one more thing, the issue of local gangsters. We are not looking for unnecessary encounters, but we cannot discount this possibility.” 

			“Okay, let‘s be as careful as possible.” Jack didn’t really understand where Mike was heading.

			But Mike decided not to expand on this topic and began to talk about his new acquaintance.

			“I met a guy who could be our guide. But he disappeared somewhere and we did not have time to finish talking. So, as soon as we resolve the issue with the translator, let‘s move north.” 

			Lunch was over and Mike left Jack to pay the bill. He went out into the lobby and stumbled face to face with his recent pool mate. Seeing Mike, the man‘s face broke into a smile. He was clearly pleased that he had managed to find his new acquaintance with relative ease. 

			“Mike! Good evening. It is so good to find you.” 

			“And here I was, wondering, where you disappeared to!

			“We didn’t finish our conversation. The types you met at the poolroom are not the most pleasant people to talk to. I didn’t want them to listen in, let alone know where you were heading.” 

			“You think they’re a problem?” asked Mike.

			“Yes. They think they have unlimited power in our state and are ready to pry into everything that happens. But I know many who disagree with them,” shared the man.

			“Really? You don’t say,” Mike made a surprised face.

			“I try to stay away from such people. There are a lot of rumors about them,” the man lowered his voice just in case. 

			“Yes. I have noticed,” Mike looked closely into the eyes of the man, checking if he could be trusted. Deciding that he could, Mike expressed his concerns. “Unfortunately, I am almost sure that they did hear something and, probably, know the route we plan to take.” 

			“These are bad people. It is best not to get in their way,” the man frowned as he spoke these words.

			“Is it true that the restaurant where we met belongs to this man—I think they called him Jalal-Bek?” asked Mike. 

			“No, of course not. I know the owner well. It’s just that these guys are looking to take over places like his. They always count on their strength and impunity.” 

			“Fine, let‘s leave it. By the way, here are my friends. I’ve told you about them already. And the fact that you kindly agreed to be our guide on our journey,” Mike turned to his friends.

			“What have you told him, Mike?” asked Jack. “Speak up, confess...” 

			“You know, this and that... I told you over lunch... Jack, meet my new acquaintance—Mr...” Mike looked questioningly at the man.

			“Kamil,” he said, extending his hand with a smile. 

			“Kamil claims that he knows the jungle where we are headed and is ready to be our guide,” said Mike. 

			“Nice to meet you.” Jack shook hands with this new acquaintance. “Your English is excellent.” 

			“I also speak Hindi, Urdu and Bihari. I’m originally from the region where you are heading. These are the main languages used there. I have been in the jungle a lot, so I will be able to help you reach your destination. And you don’t have to worry about equipment. I’ll take care of everything,” promised Kamil. 

			“Excellent. Now that Kamil is joining us, we don’t need a translator,” Jack rejoiced. 

			“But let me suggest you hire another person. I know what kind of tracks there are in the forests and how passable they are. Believe me, an extra pair of hands will benefit you,” suggested Kamil. 

			“Perhaps we should trust our guide in such matters,” summed up Mike. “We just need to discuss the financials.” 

			“It is customary here to pay a fixed rate. I have no intention of ripping you off. An additional person will cost a bit more than half my services,” said Kamil. 

			“Excellent. This will suit us. You will receive an advance payment on the day of departure and the rest, after the journey is finished,” Mike sealed the agreement with a handshake. “Well, we’re just about ready. As soon as you find a suitable person, we can head out.” 

			“It’s a deal. I’m on it. I think I can pick up a hard-working guy by tomorrow evening,” Kamil shook everyone‘s hands and left.

			“He makes a good impression. It seems to me that he is fairly straightforward and friendly,” said Jack.

			“I think we can rely on him, but only the time will tell,” Mike lit a cigarette. “A guide will make our life easier indeed. Now I think I’ll get some rest. 

			Without doubt, Kamil‘s participation added confidence in the success of the planned enterprise and our adventurers, pleased that the matter was progressing, retired to their rooms. Inside the room, Christie opened a book, which she had started reading on the ship. It was fascinating and she spent over an hour reading. 

			At the same time, Jack dozed off on the balcony, lounging comfortably on a bamboo deck chair. The balcony overlooked the backyard of the hotel and Jack periodically watched what was happening below with a half of an eye. The courtyard itself was not very large and was used exclusively for household purposes. Jack‘s observations turned out to be rather boring and boiled down to the fact that two cooks, sitting under a canopy on low stools, managed to peel several crates of vegetables before twilight. They put them in two huge aluminum pans filled with water. At nightfall, they returned the vegetables to the kitchen, cut and washed. After that, the courtyard, barely illuminated by a dim lamp on the back door of the restaurant, was completely empty. 

			After finishing an additional chapter, Christie put the book down and went out onto the balcony.

			“Don’t oversleep your happiness, dear,” a gentle whisper and warm breath blew into Jack‘s ear with enchanting, promising bliss.

			“I’ll try not to, dear,” Jack opened his eyes and hugged her tender and desirable body.

			“Don’t you think that we’ve gotten carried away?” asked Christie. 

			“What do you mean?” Jack did not understand. 

			“Let me remind you. At first, we just agreed to pick up the envelope from Kolkata and deliver it to Mike in London,” Christie began.

			“Okay.”

			“Now,” Christie sighed anxiously and slightly moved away, “instead of a carefree rest, we are preparing for hiking in the forests, horseback riding and a search for an unknown ghostly treasure. And we may have to face some gangsters on the way.” 

			“Okay,” repeated Jack.

			“So let’s think about it. Should we get involved in something incomprehensible, in a foreign country, that may lead to unknown consequences?” 

			It was a reasonable question. Jack did not limit himself to a short “Okay” but rather began to explain to Christie in detail his vision of the situation. 

			“Here’s what I think. We wanted to ride elephants and travel to interesting places. It’s true, that instead of elephants, we have been promised horses, but I’m sure there will be elephants as well. I will personally make sure that this part of the program is executed.” 

			“I don’t like the part with the treasure,” said Christie.

			“I do! Some suspicious goons are chasing the map, so there must be something behind this, after all. We can’t miss the opportunity to take part in such an adventure. You know it‘s not in my nature to be timid,” Jack encouraged his wife.

			“Yes, I do know that. I also know that we are on our honeymoon. And I don’t want our honeymoon overshadowed by unnecessary problems.” 

			“We’re fine, honey,” replied Jack. “In my opinion, we’re having an excellent time. Mike has turned out to be an entertaining travel companion. And all these maps and treasures... Imagine if we find something. Wouldn’t that be a laugh? We go on our honeymoon and come back with a treasure? Imagine the stories we could tell our friends.” 

			“I’m still anxious. I hope it does all  end with stories and laughter.” 

			“Don’t worry about it. I don’t intend to take too much risk.” Jack did not want to worry Christie and tried to find appropriate reasons for this. “We can always leave if we want. And they love tourists here and treat foreign men well.”

			“And how about foreign women? Let‘s check their attitude,” Christie looked into her husband‘s eyes and with a barely perceptible movement came closer.

			Jack felt the warmth of her body from the distance.

			“You know what they say around here? ‘Live in your youth so you’ll have something to remember in your old age.’” With these words, he pulled Christie towards him until their lips met in a long kiss, gentle as a whisper. 

			“Look at that. Married men do get wiser quickly!” Christie moved on Jack‘s lap and was enveloped in a warm embrace.

			Soon, the tender kisses and caresses of the young couple occupied their thoughts more than treasure hunts, elephant rides or jungle adventures. 

			Love is a worthy occupation. It is charming in its reciprocity, and does not bloom alone like lilacs in spring. The onset of twilight blanketed the balcony on which the newlyweds has settled down, hiding them from prying and curious eyes. Their passion struck like lightning and threw them into each other‘s arms. The electric charge of the laws of nature, intensified by the heat of the southern latitude and the novelty of their surroundings, brought them to full and unconditional acceptance of each other. 

			There is an old saying that lovers do not watch the clock, and it turned out to be true. It was quite late when Mike knocked on the door of their room with a whole package of beer under his arm. Plopping down in a chair and placing the package between his legs, he opened the first bottle.

			Then he opened the next two and passed them out to the young people. “The air is so stuffy here that you don’t want to get out of the shower. Cold beer is just what we need.” 

			“You have great timing. This sure hits the spot.” Jack sipped from the bottle with such pleasure that its contents were reduced by half. Then the friends went out to the balcony. The recliners were comfortable, the beer was cold and the humidity had receded a little as night fell. 

			“Jack,” Mike began after a moment‘s pause. “You know, I’m not a timid man. I’ve participated in many interactions that don’t speak anything but the language of guns.” 

			“Where you are going with this, Mike?”

			“I’m just thinking... Maybe you and Christie should not get involved in this. Maybe you should leave now before we move on...” 

			“But you said that the threat is minimal. And we are already looking forward,” objected Jack. 

			“Yes, I know what I said. But I’ve thought about it a little more and I am saying again: the possibility of meeting bandits does exist, although it’s a small one. And trust me, I have no desire to put either of you  at risk.” 

			“What risk?” Jack did not seem to or did not want to understand what Mike was telling him.

			“I have a feeling that we don’t have all the information about what’s happening here. Do you remember when you were attacked in Kolkata? We don’t know who these people are and whether that attack was accidental or deliberate. It’s up to you to decide if you’re in or out, of course. But I owe it to my conscience to warn you in advance.” 

			Seeing that Jack was ready to argue, Mike raised his hand, indicating that he had not finished yet. “The search for the treasure may not be as harmless as we would like to think. Don’t forget, we have a woman among us. And we are going to face things which may not suit a woman at all.” 

			Mike said the last sentence slowly, enunciating the words clearly. He deliberately stressed the “at all” part, as if trying to convey the meaning of each word he said. For the first time since they had met, there was a disturbing tone in his voice. 

			Although Mike looked really concerned and spoke sincerely, his words aroused Christie‘s temper. Although she had just given practically the same arguments to Jack, in the presence of Mike she took the diametrically opposite position. She categorically denied being of a weaker gender and insisted she could take care of herself.

			“Mike, there is no reason a woman must be a hindrance. If you think the presence of a woman is an obstacle on the hike, just think of me as a man.” Christie seemed calm and completely confident in herself.

			“What do you say, Jack?” Deep down, Mike hoped that common sense would prevail and that Jack would desire to save his wife from danger or, at least, cool his own ardor. But Mike himself was not completely convinced of his arguments, which at the moment were based on intuition alone. 

			It took Jack very little time to answer. As if the chess blitz clock hand was pressing him, ready to fall down, leaving no chance of a retaliatory move.

			“Thanks for the warning, Mike. We appreciate you concern. But please, understand something—I don’t think it’s so dangerous for tourists to travel around the country, especially in the presence of a guide. Maybe there are some gangs operating around here. But you have those everywhere.”

			“Every country has its own kind of gangsters,” said Mike.

			“We’re not advertising that we’re looking for treasure. And, frankly, we’re enjoying your company.” 

			“Thank you. I appreciate it,” admitted Mike.

			“So bear with us a bit more. Let‘s not stop halfway.”

			Jack‘s voice was decisive, his answer firm and, it seemed, final. Therefore, often happens, an overconfidence passed from one person to another and any question, any doubt, suddenly ceased to be. Thus Mike, a man with considerable life experience, succumbed to the mood of the young people and did not object anymore. 

			“Ok, so we agree. I‘m glad you’re staying. I’ve also become attached to you... Let‘s see what happens.” 

			“Really, Mike, you shouldn’t worry,” Jack assured him.

			“Maybe you’re right. Although, if we do get into trouble, I am afraid it may be too late to retreat. You know, I don’t have a family of my own. I always treasured my freedom  and the ability to travel around the wide world without such responsibilities. But everything is just starting for you. You don’t want the beginning of your life together overshadowed by getting involved in a bad story.” 

			They sat a little longer discussing the details of their advance to the North and then went to supper. The topic, which continued to haunt their thoughts, did not come up for the rest of the evening. At least not aloud. 

			

			
				
					7	∗ Iguazu is the largest waterfall in the world, located on the border of Brazil and Argentina. A/N

				

			

		

	
		
			
THE ADVENTURES CONTINUE

			On the morning of the third day, the entire expedition left Ranchi and headed north. Kamil, who was finally approved as guide, accompanied our friends. The last person to join the team was the assistant he hired. The 33rd route was supposed to lead travelers to the town of Baray, after which it intersected the second highway and later merged with the 42nd road. Mike was driving. He was familiar with the places they were passing. They passed through a large national reserve - Hazaribagh Park, which stretches out on both sides of the 33rd road, and if you’re lucky, you can meet there not only roe deer and wild boars, but also a Bengal tiger. And if not a tiger, then a family of leopards. 

			Kamil used the time to share stories about local customs and beliefs. He turned out to be an entertaining storyteller and the companions listened to his tales of great gods and animals, powerful Maharajas and emperors of the Great Mughals with interest. 

			Towards nightfall, the travelers reached the outskirts of a small town, whose streets were covered with impenetrable darkness. It was impossible to determine the size of the town in the dark and only the light of lonely lanterns here and there made it possible to discern the outlines of residential buildings hiding behind the fences. 

			“Well, they don’t illuminate it,” Jack expressed his impressions. “But maybe, they just go to bed early here.” 

			“Here, I think this is a hotel,” Mike pulled up at the front of the inexpressive two-story building. Two moderately bright spotlights illuminated its “Hotel” sign. “I don’t think it makes sense to go any further.” 

			“Let‘s check it out,” said Jack. 

			“Kamil, what is the name of this settlement?” asked Christie.

			“It must be Harmez. Quite a small place. Approximately twenty thousand people. The next large settlement will be about two-hour drive from here.” 

			The building where the travelers stayed turned out to be the most illuminated on the street, since there were no lanterns at all on other neighboring houses. It was not worth it to tease fate any further, so the friends decided to stay here in the hope of a good dinner and clean bed. The two-story building, built from thick bamboo logs, actually turned out to be a working inn, in which visitors were offered unpretentious but freshly prepared food. The expectations of the friends turned out to be fully justified. As soon as Kamil opened the front door, the smells coming from the side of the kitchen wafted out into the street, exciting the sense of smell and instilling a sense of relief in the souls of the hungry travelers. 

			A bar counter began immediately from the door. It also served as the registration desk. The first floor of the hotel consisted of one large hall. In addition to the bar counter, the rest of the room was occupied by two rows of dining tables from wide and roughly carved boards nailed together, thoroughly abraded from guests’ elbows over the years of service. In the corner, behind a fireplace made of massive slabs of dark stone, a narrow passageway connected the hall to the kitchen. 

			The hotel had vacant rooms. The owner of the establishment turned out to be a plump, good-natured man who had managed to become quite bald. Without burdening himself with the guests registering procedure, having received a payment for the night ahead of time, he gave the guests the keys to the rooms. Mike arranged the dinner to be ready in half an hour, before going up to his room. This gave the travelers enough time to freshen up. At the appointed hour, our friends and their guides, went down to the dining room. Several guests were already eating. 

			At the table, close to the fireplace, sat an old Hindu man who stood out with his appearance. A very young man, apparently his apprentice, accompanied him. This old man’s appearance was really quite colorful. His long gray beard grew from under his very eyes and almost completely covered his face, and his hair was tightly pulled together with a colored ribbon at the back of his head. His costume was extremely simple and consisted of a piece of cloth thrown over his shoulder and wrapped around the waist. The well-worn sandals looked as old as their wearer did. At the sight of the elder, Jack decided that a man dressed in such clothes could be either a pilgrim or one of the wandering gurus. The young man wore spacious cotton pants and a sleeveless cloak. The food of the pilgrims consisted of a bowl of snow-white rice which they washed down with green tea. Having bowed to the guests, our company settled down near them.

			From the moment of the new arrivals’ appearance, the old man gazed at Jack‘s face with his deep, shining eyes. Those eyes were clear and kind and Jack started eating, not giving much importance to the excessive attention to himself. Having finished their dinner, the friends thanked the host and headed for the exit. At the moment Jack caught up with the old man, he, wanting to draw attention to himself, lightly touched Jacks shoulder and gestured to him to sit opposite. The old man’s fingers were straight and long, and his hands were dry and covered with age spots. His young companion, or perhaps apprentice, nodded affably to Jack and moved to make room next to him. Jack sat down without hesitation; old age always requires a respectful attitude. 

			When they were face to face, the elder caught Jack‘s eyes and began to speak in the local dialect. He did not speak for long and limited himself to a few phrases. After a pause, Jack managed to pull his eyes away from the hypnotizing and warm guru‘s gaze and looked inquiringly at Kamil. 

			“The guru says that such strong and courageous people like you are a rare sight. He also says that the burden of glory did not spoil you. He predicts difficult trials for you in the near future. And that you will successfully pass them,” translated Kamil.

			“Ask him what kind of adversity awaits me?” asked Jack.

			Kamil turned to face the elder in order to translate the question, but the man only shook his head negatively.

			“He cannot convey what the essence of the test is. He just warns you to be ready for it,” Kamil interpreted rather than translated this gesture. 

			Making sure that Kamil understood him correctly, the elder shook Jack‘s hand with both hands as a sign that he had finished. Jack had no choice but to thank the guru with a respectful bow for his vague and somewhat mysterious warning. 

			Back in the room, Mike, Jack and Kamil began plotting their route, comparing the correspondence of local roads with the Bishars map. After a short debate, they decided to split the trip into two days. Most of the way passed along a small river, one of the tributaries of the Kuhari River. In order to save time and not circle too much, they planned to stay the next night on its shore. They assumed they would reach the Kuhari River on the next day, cross over it and then their destination would be a stone‘s throw away. 

			“What a droll old man,” Jack suddenly remembered the conversation with the elder. “My whole life is one big test. From one fight to the next.”

			“I don’t think you should ignore the words of the guru. Such people have an extremely developed gift of foresight. The old man would not have warned you about anything if he was not sure,” objected Kamil. 

			The day was over and everyone called it a night. The next morning, having said goodbye to the owner, the friends set out on the road. The trip had begun and the whole team was in good spirits. But after just a few hours, they had to deviate from the narrow road covered with remnants of asphalt and go deeper into the wildest jungle. This untouched forest was in the sparsely populated part of the reserve. The shadow from the crowns of giant trees and impassable thickets turned day into gloomy twilight. Wide-leaved ficus trees with bizarre roots were raised above the ground for an astonishing height of hundred foot and thickets of banyans grew branches back into the ground. The trunks and branches of the trees were entwined with a strong net of lianas, which made the thickets simply impassable. Sandalwood trees grew here and there and their soft scent spread unobtrusively around. 

			Looking at the bizarre forest, Christie thought back to Kipling‘s stories. In some places, it seemed to her that Baloo the sloth bear might suddenly appear at one of the turns of the road. And somewhere, between the spreading branches, besides the mischievous and loudly screaming macaques, the king of the jungle himself, the majestic Bagheera, seemed about to appear. 

			“Tempting places,” she said aloud. 

			“You bet,” said Mike. “Imagine it, I actually dream about these forests sometimes. Those were merry times... There were much more animals then. We received all kinds of order for the zoos: from parrots and elephants to snow leopards and Bengal tigers. But, you know, you can only find the leopard in the mountains and its search takes more than a few days. This animal does not tolerate heat at all. In summer, it goes up in the mountains to a height of at least thirteen thousand feet. From time to time, we even reached the borders of Nepal. The jungle has suffered less from human intervention, and accordingly, much more animals have survived. 

			“How do you hunt a tiger? After all, an adult beast is very careful,” asked Jack.

			“There are several ways, sometimes with live bait and a cage. A tiger will go for a lamb in a disguised cage and the door slams behind him. Sometimes hunters dig holes and cover them with a net and then put bait on it. When they want to kill the animal, they drive sharp stakes into the bottom of the hole. Catching animals alive is another story, and then getting them to the railroad or port is another. We even met the hunters to make quick profit, who tried to steal cages with animals at night or to take them by force during the day.”

			“Are there really fewer animals now?” asked Christie. 

			“Yes. Both in India and in Nepal, nature reserves are being created, trying to streamline fishing and prohibit hunting. But I think there is still poaching in these places. The farther from big cities, the less law and order, but most of all, the decline in animal populations is influenced by the decrease in forest area and everything coming from this chain of events,” answered Mike.

			“And what do they do with tigers who attack people?” 

			“Those are man-eaters and people try to kill them. Catching and delivering them to a zoo is too dangerous. Such a tiger always remembers that a human is weaker than he is, and this makes him unpredictable. To put an end to the man-eater, they place steel loops with bait on the tiger paths, dig holes with stakes in the ground, and hunt the beast by whole villages. But I never got a chance to kill a tiger personally.” 

			“Really? No one ordered a tiger skin from you?” asked Jack.

			“I don’t remember that we ever agreed to this. And, anyway, the price of a live animal is ten times higher than the price of a dead one,” Mike answered.

			The jeep took on some violent shaking on the way. The rains had washed out the roads and the drays, which in these places remained the main mode of transport, created deep ruts with their wheels. Sometimes the car lurched uncontrollably and it seemed that the probability of turning over was imminent. But such a ride was not new to Mike. He confidently got out of the pits every time, deftly turning the wheel of the jeep. The excessively bumpy road shook even the talkative Kamil. So much so that as the day went on, he grew more and more silent, concentrating on the handrails and trying to keep balance and presence of mind. 

			When they found a suitable place for an overnight stay, everyone sighed with relief. The camp was set up in a small clearing by a stream, which, like others here, flowed into the Kuhari. The men decided to catch fish before complete darkness fell. Since Mike had prudently stocked up with fishing rods in Kolkata, they had tackles. While Kamil and his assistant were busy with the arrangement of the camp, Jack and Mike dug up worms and got down to business. At first, they watched each other as stayers before the race, looking closely to see how he puts the worm on the hook and how far he throws a float. But after several casts, Mike replaced the worm with a fishing lure, and the anglers immersed themselves completely in the process. 

			“You know, Jack, I saw how local peasants catch trout with a knife.” 

			“How so?” 

			“One of them stands against the stream with a lit lamp and hits the fish with a knife. The second stands behind him, downstream, picks up the catch and throw it ashore.” 

			“Do you think we should try it?” 

			“No, we’re equipped differently... It seems you have a bite.” 

			An hour later, the tents were set up, the fire kindled, and the fish caught. Christie, trying to be useful and do her bit, volunteered to cook the fish stew. She quickly cleaned and threw several large fish into a cauldron. After that, like a real hostess, she came to spice the fish. Finding everything she needed, she lined up the bags of spices in front of her and began to conjure over the cauldron. When the fish was almost cooked, Christie decided to add salt to the boiling brew. It was in a bag which weighed about a pound. But somehow, during this procedure, she got distracted. As a result, the bag was almost half-empty without anyone noticing. When the stew was cooked, the invitation to the table was not long in coming. Leaving their fishing rods aside, the hungry men took turns receiving plates with fragrant steam. First, Mike took a sip of whiskey from a flask, and carefully, so as not to burn himself, brought a spoon to his mouth. After holding the soup in his mouth, he did not immediately manage to swallow the hot liquid. 

			“I’ve never tasted anything like this,” he said mysteriously. 

			Jack also put a spoon in his mouth, but unable to swallow a single ounce, spat out the stew on the ground. 

			“Honey, this is inedible. You must have very strong feelings for me because this stew is completely over-salted. 

			In bewilderment, Christie tried the stew and, finding out she actually did used more salt than required, explained her mistake in a purely feminine way.

			“But I tried so hard. I wanted to make you something tasty.” 

			The men immediately agreed that the next attempt would certainly be more successful. Having joked a little, the anglers fried the remaining fish on rods and they all had their dinner. 

			“Pay attention to Kamil‘s knife,” Mike said to his companions.

			“It’s an old knife, “Jack said. “What’s so special about it?” He looked at the knife, or rather, the small dagger with a long blade crowned with a bone handle. Kamil used it to split branches to sticks for fire. 

			“Look at the steel structure. This is real Wootz steel. An ancient forging method. Such a knife is incredibly valuable,” explained Mike. 

			“Why is it so valuable? It looks like any other knife. Multilayered handle. No silver or gold, no diamonds,” concluded Jack. 

			“Look at the blade,” suggested Mike. “See how the pattern with the matte colors diverges on the surface of the steel? This is the first sign of Wootz steel. Such a blade will cut through any other steel. If you try hard, you can even bend it but as soon as you release the pressure, it will straighten up and take its original shape as if nothing had happened. Such knives very rare today. The secret of Wootz steel has long been lost and although current specialists spend a lot of time and effort trying to reconstitute it, all their attempts have been in vain.” 

			“Can I try it?” Jack looked questioningly at Kamil. 

			“Please. I know my knife,” Kamil looked confident enough.

			Jack took an aluminum fork and started cutting it with a knife. Before he could figure out what was happening, the Wootz steel cut through the aluminum with extraordinary ease. 

			“I would never have believed it,” he admitted.

			“There’s nothing to be surprised at,” Kamil began to explain, “The qualities of Wootz steel weapons are well-known. In the old days, a Wootz steel saber was wrapped around the belt before being put into action. This is how they checked its flexibility, and they cut through cast-iron cauldrons to make sure of the strength of the blade. Throughout the Middle East, from Persia to China, the superiority of the Indian Wootz steel was recognized. It is known for certain that the Indian forgers were the only ones to produce real Wootz steel and only they knew the secrets of its casting. The Persian Padishahs and Mughal rulers preferred helmets, shields and swords made of Indian steel. The Rajputs, the descendants of the Huns, have been armed with Wootz steel weapons since the twelfth century.” 

			“Rajputs? Interesting title. Who are they?” asked Christie.

			“This is a separate topic. The history of the Rajputs is interesting enough by itself, especially since most of India’s history is connected to it. Already in the seventh century, the Rajput clans managed to subjugate a part of Hindustan. A little later, they were ranked among the knights of the Kshatriya caste-. Perhaps they can be compared with samurai warriors, although there are many differences between them. The Kshatriyas are the second most important caste after the Brahmanas, from which kings have been chosen since ancient times. They were distinguished by their preaching for justice towards the lower castes and the restoration of peace. They were endowed with power and rights that allowed them to punish people who abused their power in relation to the weak, or those who encroached upon members of the higher caste--the Brahmanas. Relying on their faith and possessing a powerful military edge, the Rajputs founded a mighty and huge kingdom in the twelfth century: Rajasthan, with its capital in Delhi. If you are interested, I can tell you more,” suggested Kamil, and after receiving their consent, he continued. 

			“This kingdom existed for several centuries. But gradually the Rajput Maharajas, who had unlimited power, began to lose his connection with the local Dracaena trees. Originally, the Rajputs preached spiritual perfection and adherence to certain norms in order to achieve the state of moksha and nirvana8,9. But they gradually moved away from spirituality and morality. Their Maharajas constantly fought among themselves, often losing sight of their final goal. Flaunting their troops and trying to surpass the other on the battlefield, they were busy training their warriors and glorifying their victories. Over time, they tended more and more towards money-grubbing and rather than planting Dracaenas, used their power to satisfy their immensely increased vanity and personal whims. The princes turned military campaigns into knightly tournaments in which hundreds of people died. Interestingly, their customs were downright chivalrous. At the end of a battle, the victors and the vanquished organized joint celebrations and together buried the soldiers who had died in battle.

			“It is not surprising that with this way of life, the Rajputs, which means: “The sons of the king,” cultivated and developed the production of weapons, of which they were in constant need. The Rajput rulers searched everywhere and invited the best masters to work for them. The first mention of Wootz steel appears in the eighth century. Over time, a caste of excellent weapon-smiths formed in Rajasthan, accumulating experience for several centuries and earning the fame of the best producers of Wootz steel.

			“The famous Timur, the leader of the Mughals, suffered several defeats in battles with the Rajputs. His troops were defeated and he was forced to retreat and return to Persia, from where he had come. The heyday of arms production was in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. I must say that the Rajputs, born warriors, lived like the Spartans and studied military affairs from childhood. Even now, although not so many of them are left, these customs still survive. The descendants of the ancient Rajputs traditionally occupy prominent positions in the army.” 

			“Kamil, your knowledge is amazing!” Christy was impressed. 

			“There is no reason to be surprised. There is a Department of Ancient Oriental History in Ranchi. I graduated with honors.” 

			“Oh, we are so lucky. Tell us more about the Rajputs. How do they live now? The knights’ tiltyards must have passed into oblivion long ago and the redistribution of territories seems to be over.” Kamil had turned out to be such a wonderful storyteller that Christie was clearly intrigued by what she heard. She wanted to learn from him as much as possible. 

			“It‘s true. Over the past centuries, the number of Rajputs has greatly decreased. But their descendants still hold many posts among the highest commanders of the Indian army. They have it in their blood and a military career, like a military salary, remains the most attractive for many. 

			“By the way, several Rajput clans, having separated over time, settled in the territory of today‘s Punjab. This happened in the twelfth century and these clans are considered to be the founders of the Sikh movement. The basis of the Sikh faith was the Rajput ideals: the struggle for justice and the protection of the weak. This, of course, is a somewhat simplified interpretation of the Sikh religion, where universal equality and rejection of caste traditions are preached. Since the appearance of the Sikh religion, and nationality, the Punjab population is the only one in the country who did not want to submit but also did not allow themselves to be enslaved by the Mughal Khans. But that is a different story...” 

			“And how did the secret of Wootz steel get lost? There must be an explanation,” asked Mike. 

			“This is an interesting topic indeed,” Kamil thought for a moment. “This is one theory: 

			“In the mid-sixteenth century, the territory of Hindustan was once again invaded by the Mughals. This time, the troops of Sultan Akbar, who turned out to be a more skillful commander than those before him, defeated and captured the Rajput principalities that did not want to submit. Akbar was not only an invincible military leader; he was also an excellent politician. He died very young, but during his lifetime he managed to achieve incredible power. Despite the might of his army, Akbar preferred to settle matters peacefully. He practiced the policy of forging new ties between families and arranged weddings between the descendants of Indian kings and the children of noble Mongols. After such marriages, Akbar annexed the principalities under his protectorate without the slightest bloodshed. But it turned out differently in Rajasthan. 

			“Rajput clans, thirty-six in total, stubbornly rejected proposals of this kind and categorically refused to become related to strangers. And so, Akbar had to conquer them by force. 

			“The largest of the Rajput principalities at that time was Muar. It was located in a mountainous area and its capital, the Chittor fortress, was built of impregnable rock. For several months, Akbar‘s troops stormed the walls of Chittor, but failed to break down the resistance of the defenders. 

			“After much debate, the advisers suggested that the king use the tactics of the Roman legionnaires, one and a half thousand years before. It happened in the seventieth year of our era, during the Jewish uprising. The Romans successfully suppressed the rebellious in all of Judea but stumbled upon stubborn resistance from the small fortress of Masada, built by King Herod himself. The Zealots, who had recently recaptured this fortress from the Romans, took refuge in it. The Zealots represented a radical direction of Judaism and were ardent opponents of Roman rule in Judea. The most fanatical wing of the Zealots were the Sicarii, the dagger-wielders. They were the ones who slaughtered Roman soldiers in Masada and successfully opposed an entire army.

			“The walls of the plateau on which Masada stood were extremely steep and reached a height of over fifteen hundred feet. The Romans tried to take the fortress by direct assault, but it turned out to be impossible. Only a single narrow path led up, and it was well-defended. As a result, the Jews, with less than a thousand defenders, opposed the elite Roman legions for three years, with barely any losses. 

			“Finally, the Roman generals had no choice but to bring in several thousand slaves to build a high rampart about a mile long. With this rampart, the Roman soldiers were able to reach the walls of the fortress and capture it. 

			“But Akbar the Invincible surpassed the Romans in the siege of Chittor. He built not a rampart, but a fully covered gallery, wide enough for his entire cavalry to pass and high enough that even a man on an elephant could not reach it. Under cover of the gallery, the attackers cut through the fortress wall and burst into the city.

			“Another and, perhaps the main, regularity: in both cases the besieged, realizing the battle was lost, preferred death to captivity. In Masada, when the Jewish warriors, saw the impossibility of further protection of the fortress, they killed their families. Then they threw lots among themselves. The ten selected warriors killed all the men, then one of them stabbed the rest and, finally, himself. 

			“In Chittor, the city‘s defenders acted differently. Every one of them went out to fight and fell in battle. Legend says that it was pouring rain that day in the mountains and there were so many victims that the river under the fortress ran red with the blood of the warriors. The downpour did not stop the women, who decided to sacrifice their lives so as not to be captured. Dressed in festive garments overlaid with bundles of straw, they followed after the wife and children of the Maharaja and performed the rite of self-immolation--the Sati. 

			“After the fall of Chittor, Muar‘s armor-makers vowed not to return home until the oppressors had been driven out. The rule of the Mughals lasted for more than one hundred years, during which the master weapon-smiths turned into wandering blacksmiths. The workshops for Wootz steel casting fell into disrepair and precious knowledge passed down from father to son over the centuries was irretrievably lost.

			“Since its mass production ceased to exist several centuries ago, the weapons made by Rajput blacksmiths have only become more valuable. Finding a good blade in our time is a great success. Many of these specimens are family heirlooms. They are kept in the homes of noble Maharajas or museums. As for Sultan Akbar, who was a little over twenty-five at the time of the capture of Chittor, he showed his gratitude to the gods for the victory over the Rajputs by making a pilgrimage to the temple of the Sufi saint Mu’min al-Din Chishti in the city of Ajmer.” 

			“And what happened to Chittor? Has it been rebuilt?” asked Christie.

			“No, not after the last fall. According to legend, the siege undertaken by Akbar was not the first in the history of Chittor. Two hundred and fifty years earlier, the city was also captured--not by assault but by starvation. After a long siege, the Rajput warriors refused to submit. Completely exhausted by hunger, they decided to put an end to their torment. They left the gates of the city and were cut down in their last battle. Meanwhile, the women of Chittor burned themselves to the death. So the Chittor‘s defenders feat was repeated a second time during the confrontation with Akbar‘s troops.”

			“This is an interesting story.” Having finished his tea, Mike turned the mug upside down and got to his feet. “But it‘s time to go to sleep.” The young people, following his example, returned to their tent. As for the guides, they preferred to spend the night in hammocks in the open air. 

			

			
				
					8	∗ Moksha - in Hinduism, liberation from the cycle of birth, death and suffering, the transition from material existence into changing energy. A/N

				

				
					9	∗ Nirvana - is the supreme goal of all living beings, the liberation from suffering. A/N

				

			

		

	
		
			
LOCAL HIGHWAYMEN AND AN 
OLD ACQUAINTANCE

			Towards morning, Jack dreamed that the old Hindu man who had predicted his imminent trials was tickling him on the tip of his nose with his lean finger. The tickling became more and more intrusive until Jack woke up, barely keeping back a sneeze. After opening his eyes, he did not immediately grasp what was happening. But it was no longer possible for him to influence anything or change the course of events. 

			When Jack finally came to his senses, the first thing that made an impression on him was  the muzzle of a gun, no more than two inches from his face. It was an antique musket and Jack, who did not consider himself an expert on either firearms or long guns, would swear that the barrel was at least three-quarters of an inch in diameter. To be more precise, it was the 0.69 caliber Springfield musket, first model. Production of such guns began in the United States around the middle of the 19th century. Subsequently, modified versions of Springfield rifles were used by both Southerners and Northerners during the Civil War. With the beginning of the new century, the American army issued a rearmament and the decommissioned weapons, including Springfield rifles, traveled across the ocean. Some made it to India, where local smugglers delivered weapons inland, skillfully bypassing British customs. There they fell straight into the hands of the rebels, who used them against the Brits.

			Since then, some of the original pieces had been placed on museum shelves. Others were also well preserved, but in the hands of a certain part of the population, usually in remote places far from large centers.

			The owner of this gun had the most rustic appearance, was not very neatly dressed and had a rather disgusting physiognomy. In his second hand, he held a piece of straw, with which he tickled Jack‘s nose. Jack‘s sleep was very deep, but the man, as we already know, patiently waited for his awakening. Probably, it was amusing to him--tickling an unarmed man, holding him at gunpoint. 

			Jack did not like this impudence. He thought it would be better if the rifle were in his hands, not in the wrong ones. With his next move he tried to knock the gun from the insolent fellow. But either he was not fully awake yet or the enemy was be more agile than he thought. One way or another, his attempt was not crowned with success. Having received a sensitive buttstroke, Jack decided to postpone the next disarmament action for later. 

			But he had to do something. Without showing that the blow had shaken him, Jack tried to talk to the uninvited guest.

			“Who are you, buddy? What do you want here?” he asked. 

			The man didn’t seem about to answer. He threw away the straw and gestured to Jack to get up. After Jack got to his feet, the man decided a dialogue had been established and showed him the way to the exit with the next movement, that is, the barrel of his rifle. At the same time, he kept Jack under constant sight and Jack realized that in the current situation it would be wiser to follow the instructions received. Who wants to be pushed forward, especially by a peasant armed with an old broomstick? And Jack, walking past the bandit, deeply swore to himself that he would repay him for the buttstroke at the first opportunity.

			There were at least a dozen armed men in front of the tent. The rest of the travelers sat in the shadow of a spreading ficus with their hands tied. It wasn’t a pleasing picture. The bandits tied his arms behind his back too, as if his companions would be offended to remain tied up if he was not. 

			After the unlucky travelers were fully assembled, the men who had captured the camp lazily collected their belongings and loaded them into a jeep. Then one of them got behind the wheel and, no more than a minute later, having raised a cloud of dust behind him, disappeared into the depths of the forest with all the property of the expedition. The remaining bandits split into two groups and moved out in columns, placing the prisoners between the guards walking in front and behind. They walked along an often twisting path. Sometimes it went deep into the forest, returning to the water now and then. During the day it became unbearably humid even in the shade. It was not easy to walk with tied hands but at least some fresh air blew in from the river. 

			The bandits behaved rather recklessly during the hike and did not give the captives excessive attention. Using the right moment, Jack asked Kamil what kind of men he thought they were. 

			“I can’t say for sure. I think this is one of the gangs that controls this place,” assumed Kamil. “I’ll try to find out something from them, if they even know what they’re doing, of course.”

			“How are you doing?” Jack asked Christie. 

			“Not bad so far, but the rope chafes my hands a little. I hope the situation won’t escalate.”

			“We have to find out what they want with us.” Kamil, slightly raising his voice, turned to the nearest guard. “Hey, buddy, where are you taking us? What do you need from the outlanders? They are ordinary tourists, not going to disturb you in any way.” 

			But the bandit responded in monosyllables to Kamil‘s appeal and advised him not to show excessive curiosity ahead of time. Mike kept aloof. From time to time, his face became gloomy, and his thoughts were aimed at determining from fragments of conversation what kind of people had taken them prisoner and what their intentions were. In addition, it would not be superfluous to know whether this group belonged to a political camp or was just a local formation of bandits. 

			“I cannot understand what kind of people they are. It is a strange company. Those in front are Urdu and those behind are Sikhs,” he told Jack. “See those turbans on their heads? They wrap them so their ears are covered and their hair does not peek out. Let’s hope we’ll manage to negotiate with them or at worst buy ourselves off. The bandits here are not as greedy as others.”

			“It seems your concerns are starting to come true,” lamented Jack.

			“Don’t do this to yourself. We need to think how to get out without losses.”

			“Of course. We’ll try to free ourselves at the first opportunity,” Jack was annoyed by the situation and the fact that he had ignored Mike‘s warnings in his frivolity. 

			“We’ll have to wait for a convenient moment. Let’s not provoke anyone unnecessarily,” Mike warned his companions.

			After two hours of unhurried hiking, the cortege finally deepened into the wildest jungle. The river remained somewhere far behind. The armed men behaved confidently, they were rather complacent and did not bother the prisoners in vain. It seemed that they were on their home territory and had little fear. On the route, they occasionally spoke in short phrases between themselves, and even then, only as needed.

			After many hours of wandering through the forest, they reached the outskirts of a completely remote village, lost in the depths of the jungle. This was a medium size village, consisting of several hundred dilapidated and not very well maintained houses. The narrow streets barely separated the buildings, in places they were incredibly crooked and intertwined in an endless maze. There was not even a hint of asphalt or sidewalk. The arriving column moved along the main street, which started from the very entrance to the settlement. Gradually, the procession expanded with a considerable number of onlookers, the first of whom joined the column on the outskirts. People with a European appearance rarely penetrated into this wilderness. The appearance of representatives of a different race aroused sincere interest among local residents. Finally, the enlarged procession reached the central square and the warrior who led the party headed for a large house painted with dark oil paint. A solid tiled roof distinguished this building, while bamboo or thatch covered the roofs of other homes. The house facade looked out onto the square. It stood out with a spacious terrace and undersized outbuildings in the courtyard. A shed was attached to one side of the house. It was there that the prisoners were taken and guards were assigned to watch them. 

			Meanwhile, the number of people in the square was only growing, the whole crowd loitering patiently in anticipation of the developing events. All these men, without exception, were simple peasants, joined by their women and children. Some of them carried heavy baskets on their heads and did not even think to remove them. Whenever any of the women lingered near the shed, supposedly to chat with one of their companions, but in fact to get a better look at the newcomers, the men made comments and asked them to follow their path. This  did not prevent the fairer sex from going off for the sake of appearance and then circling back to get near the shed. These people had rarely left the place where they were born. Their clothes looked completely primitive to the eyes of the travelers who were not accustomed to attire of this kind. A good half of the men had a simple piece of cloth wrapped around their hips. The villagers were friendly and their wives often smiled when communicating with each other. Squealing children ran around, trying to attract the attention of the adults. 

			A little later, bundles of straw were brought to the prisoners for their comfort, and for lunch they were given water and fragrant flatbread with cheese. An hour or two later, the people lost interest in what was happening and the crowd began to thin out. They dispersed in all directions and went about their business. 

			During the next hours, spent under the shed, the prisoners had nothing to do but observe the simple everyday life of the settlement. Not far from them, at one corner of the square, a group of women were engaged in processing a mountain of coconuts. First, they tore off the bark and carefully pierced it with long poles. After that, two of them, armed with wooden pitchforks, threw the straw-like fiber onto a simple spinning machine. From there the final product began coming out in a thin string. They wove ropes from this finger-thick twine, right then and there. 

			In the river, between shore and boat, sailing in the middle of the stream, the fishermen stretched out their net with the help of long ropes. Then, on command, they set off against the current, collecting everything that came along the way. Having reached the bend, the boat headed to shore, and the anglers began to pull up the catch, sparkling with scales. 

			“Huh, this way they won’t leave any fish in the river,” said Jack. 

			“Yes, this is a reliable technique. Now is the peak of the fishing season. All these small rivers flow into the Ganges. The fish swims upstream from there. There are so many fish that everyone has enough,” explained Kamil.

			“How long they are going to keep us tied up? I would like to know what’s happening,” asked Jack.

			“What a hole... How did we end in this mess?” complained Christie. 

			“Patience. When we find out what these people need from us, we will be able to draw conclusions,” Mike was trying his best not to escalate the situation ahead of time.

			“They are clearly not in a hurry. Actually, it may be not so bad. Perhaps we’re not of such interest to them. Let’s wait and see.”

			“Look! What a lovely animal,” Christie pointed out to her companions an elephant with a large head and beautifully curved tusks, which two men had brought to the square.

			A blanket covered the elephant‘s back, with some kind of saddle attached to it. A harness made of colored leather adorned its powerful neck. Having reached the opposite end of the square, the men took a chain and tied one leg to a log deeply dug in the ground. But this did not arouse any special emotions in the beast, and, without wasting time, he began to pick dates from the palm tree nearest to him.

			“It is really handsome. A very large animal. A real giant,” Kamil appreciated the elephant. “The local breed are usually much smaller. Not everyone, even a wealthy person, can afford to keep an elephant. It’s an expensive pleasure.”

			 “It’s a beautiful elephant. Who is his owner?” Christie continued to admire the elephant with interest. 

			“Maybe they’ll offer us a ride,” Jack tried to joke. 

			But no one offered the prisoners any ride. Time passed too damn slowly. In addition, after lunch, their hands were tied again, and all their limbs became numb without movement. The heat of the day also did not contribute to a cheerful state of mind. The midges were very annoying. The insect bites itched unpleasantly and it was not possible to wave away the annoying creatures with tied hands. The only thing left was for the prisoners to dodge and shake their heads in every possible way. 

			The squad that had captured our friends appeared on the threshold of the large house. He came out in the company of another person who stood out with an outfit more sophisticated than the local standard. But this was not his main difference. With a relatively average height, he had a powerful and well-built physique. His gaze was so imperious that even the bandits tried not to look him straight in the face. The people at whom he fixed his narrowed eyes immediately reacted with bows, to which he himself did not consider replying. He was probably over fifty, as evidenced by the frequent gray in his thick hair, as well as the pronounced bags under his eyes, which, like the red streaks on his cheeks, could point to excessive alcohol consumption. From the very first minute, it was clear that he was the person in charge here, that he rarely allowed himself to relax in public. 

			When this leader appeared, the rest of the bandits began to pull up to the house and with them, the peasants free after the day‘s work. Going down from the porch, the leader first approached the elephant. He began to stroke it and pat it on the cheeks. The elephant, in response to the caresses of the owner, gently stroked and sniffed him with the finger-like end of his trunk. At the same time, the noble animal shook his big head and seemed to smile from time to time. Even from afar, it was noticeable that such communication brought true pleasure both to the owner and to the beast.

			“Look, what a lovely animal the savages have!” Christy looked at this scene with affection, forgetting their position for a while. 

			“Yes, the animal is cute. But we’ll see about those owners,” said Jack.

			Meanwhile, Mike bit his lip thoughtfully and tried to get a better look at the leader. 

			“Look at that... Nothing changes in this world,” he concluded. “The same people, the same faces. I think I recognize him.”

			Having stopped stroking the elephant, the leader turned to the man from the accompanying retinue. 

			“Clean the blanket. Wash the elephant. Where are the prisoners? Bring everyone here.” His short commands were executed quickly and flawlessly. 

			A minute later, the prisoners were taken out to the platform in front of the house, their luggage laid down next to them. Noticing the appearance of new faces, the leader stopped caressing the elephant and began to examine them. He did it slowly, taking turns and carefully studying each. The last one he looked at was Mike. 

			“Examine their belongings,” he ordered. 

			Following the command, two men began shamelessly digging in trunks and putting things right on the ground. Reaching an intimate part of female clothing, one of the bandits threw it into the crowd. They caught it and threw it onto the branch of a tall tree. Someone came up with the idea to use this object as a target. Several of his comrades liked this and began to compete in shooting. Some guns were so old that the caliber of cartridges for them ranged from 0.55 caliber and above. The square filled with the roar of firing like grenade explosions and the screams and hooting of the bandits. Some of the peasants, not wanting to participate in the ensuing bedlam, hurried to leave the square, taking the women and children with them. 

			Jack could not calmly look at this barbaric but childish mischief. Blood rushed to his head, and, unable to think about anything else, he tried to break the restraints on his wrists. At the same time, his muscles tensed with such force that the skin under the belts burst, and blood began to ooze down his palms. The ropes never yielded to his efforts, but this did not stop Jack. He was about to throw himself forward with his hands tied behind his back. It is good that Mike, who did not lose his vigilance, prevented this senseless attempt in time and put a shoulder strong as a rock in the path of his companion.

			“Take it easy, Jack. Let the natives work off some steam.”

			“Let me pass!” roared Jack.

			But Mike was not going to retreat and did not budge even a millimeter.

			“Let‘s not stir up the hornet‘s nest. Now is not the time to fuss,” he said forcefully.

			Jack, leaning on the shoulder of his comrade, cooled down a little and held back. Mike‘s words and persuasive tone seem to have served their purpose. But despite the fact that the warlike ardor of his comrade subsided a little, his cheekbones continued to tighten convulsively and at some point, it seemed to Mike that he heard the gnashing of teeth.

			During the shooting, an envelope was removed from the trunk and immediately handed over to the leader. Not finding any inscriptions on the surface, he began to study its content. Pulling out the map, he twisted both its parts in his hands, until he thought to attach them to one another. The result, apparently, suited the bandit, and a kind of smile lit up his drunken face at first glance. Then, with a single gesture, he stopped the shooting, looked at the prisoners and, without raising his voice, turned to Mike. 

			“Jalal-Bek’s treasure. I see that everything comes to a head at some point and every story has its own ending. Everyone in these places have heard about this map. There were rumors that you, Mike, had unearthed this treasure and transported it to the United Kingdom.”

			“Since when have treasures been named after those who have nothing to do with them? And where did you get the idea that Jalal-Bek will be glad that you have this map, Ganesh?” asked Mike. 

			“You recognize me, Mike? It seemed to me that I’d changed somewhat since the last time we saw each other,” the leader‘s face broke into a satisfied smile. 

			“Twenty years is not such a long time. I see you recognize me too,” replied Mike.

			“Yes, I have. A mountain does not converge with a mountain, but our paths have converged again. Twenty years have passed and here you are, appearing in these parts in person. And with such a surprise to boot!” Ganesh was clearly pleased with the situation.

			“Tell me about it. I didn’t think to come back, but apparently felt nostalgia for old things,” and Mike, with barely concealed mockery on his lips, made a half bow to his old acquaintance. 

			“You say nostalgia?” Ganesh either did not notice, or pretended not to understand the irony put into the bow. “Bless your heart, I thought this map let you down. I remember that you and Jay Vipin were always reckless.”

			“I don’t know, really. Perhaps this map was just an excuse. I’m glad that I’ve returned. And regarding the recklessness, we have never bothered anyone and earned our bread honestly,” answered Mike. 

			“By the way, I think Jalal-Bek will be glad to know that his map has been found.”

			“Wait a minute, Ganesh,” Mike decided to clarify this issue. “I hope you do not consider this map to be the property of Jalal-Bek. It belongs to us by right, and there are witnesses to that.” 

			“Maybe this map does belong to you. But I don’t know if you’ve heard... Since you won it in poker and then disappeared, Jalal-Bek started a rumor that he was the heir to the clan that owned the treasure,” said Ganesh. 

			Mike saw no need to develop the dispute or appeal the right to any property with his hands tied. But something had to be done and he tried to play on Ganesh‘s feelings. 

			“Okay, let‘s postpone this issue for later. Maybe you can order your gang to untie us? In the memory of an old acquaintance?” Mike looked into the eyes of his interlocutor. 

			Not every person is able to withstand such a look, and Ganesh, much to the surprise of his assistants, dropped his eyes and avoided answering.

			“Well, well. I have not decided what to do with you yet.” Then, after a moment‘s hesitation, he gave the order to one of his subordinates. “Let the guides go and lock the outlanders more securely. Do you understand me?” Ganesh‘s voice suddenly became irritated. 

			“I’ve got it. Have no doubts, master,” the man bowed his head low in a sign that the order would be executed to a tee. 

			After that, they took away the unlucky treasure seekers and locked them in a dark shed adjacent to the house. Kamil, together with his assistant, was released to the four winds with parting words: to show up in the local forests as little as possible, to forget the road to the village and what happened to them. 

			After sunset, a pitch darkness fell inside the shed. By midnight, the moon had risen, and Mike discovered a fairly wide gap in the wall. This discovery gave him the opportunity to follow what was happening outside the shed.

			The shed where the captives were placed adjoined the back wall of a large house and formed part of the barnyard. It seemed that goats had been kept in it until recently. But in spite of the fact that there were no animals left in the shed, their inherent vigorous smell remained. It soaked the earthen floor and walls of the premises and unbearably tore the nostrils, interfered with breathing and kept the people inside in a constant tonus. Although the prisoners were exhausted, they could not fall asleep in such, extreme conditions. At some point, Jack, who was quite on edge, decided that it was necessary to do something. 

			“Damn, I don’t like these savages. And I don’t like this shed either!”

			“What do you suggest?” asked Mike.

			“We must do something! After all, we cannot wait calmly while these people decide our destiny. Turn your back to me.”

			“What are you up to?” asked Mike.

			“I will try to untie the ropes on your hands. Maybe it will work out. Then we can dig a hole under the wall and escape,” suggested Jack.

			“To run? Yes, we can try. If my intuition does not let me down, we are very close to the place where the treasure is buried,” Mike recalled.

			“I also assume that it is about ten kilometers from here.”

			“Okay, give it a try. You never know,” agreed Mike. 

			He turned his back on Jack who began to unravel the knots on his companion‘s wrists with his teeth. In the dark, it was doubly difficult. Time passed deceptively slowly, and it seemed that Jack would not be able to complete his task before morning. But he was determined, and after about a quarter of an hour, his efforts were crowned with success. He loosened the straps and Mike eventually managed to free his arms. After a little while he helped free his friends. 

			“All we have to do now is dig,” Jack tried to scrape the ground in the floor with a piece of board he picked up. 

			“Hold your horses, Jack. Take a shovel,” Mike gave a friend the tool he found in the corner. “Wait a minute, don’t dig yet. Let me see how many people they put on guard.”

			With these words, he settled down near the crack, trying to understand what was happening outside. 

			“I see one sentry at the gate. Go ahead and please try not to make noise.”

			“What will we do without a map?” Christie suddenly remembered.

			The question was asked in such a naive and genuinely concerned tone that men, alien to the immediacy of female logic, fought the urge to laugh. 

			“Don’t worry, dear. I have a good memory. I memorized the exact drawing on the map. And I’m sure Mike has studied his half,” assumed Jack. 

			“Let‘s get out of here first, and then decide what to do and whether knowledge of the map is useful to us,” Mike closed this topic. 

			The ground under the shed turned out to be soft, and soon a manhole of the required width was ready. After making sure that the size of the hole allowed easy entry, Jack got out first. Christie followed him. Jack had barely helped her to her feet when a sudden blow to the head knocked him to the ground. Then the captives were brought back to the barn, this time through the doors. 

			The pit was filled up. Then the guards thoroughly beat the unsuccessful fugitives. During this most ancient and most effective educational process, they tried to inspire their prisoners to respect the hospitality of the hosts. At the same time, for some reason, they called the shed a decent place, kindly provided for those who do not know how to appreciate their hospitality. They did not beat the woman, and the friends spent the rest of the night not even thinking about escape. The young people fell asleep almost immediately. As for Mike, in his head he tensely ran through all sorts of ways out of the situation. From time to time his eyelids closed by themselves, and then he fell into a short doze. But after a minute they opened again, unable to overcome the accumulated nervousness and insomnia. This went on for a long time, until Mike‘s pupils began to ache from vain attempts to make out at least something through the iridescent, floating circles constantly appearing in the dark. He felt asleep just before dawn. 

			The sun had not yet risen over the treetops when the barn doors flew open and two bandits led Mike out into the yard. Ganesh was already waiting for him there, accompanied by five thugs from his retinue. The appearance of these people, expressing their readiness to unquestioningly fulfill any order of the leader, was very colorful. Their armament consisted of a varied set, both firearms, ranging from ancient modifications to a modern carbine, and cold weapons. In addition, they were belted with bandoliers over their cotton and not very fresh shirts. 

			Ganesh himself was in a flowered caftan embroidered with gold thread thrown over silk undershirt and blue trousers tucked into boots. A long saber and a dagger were suspended from a sling that crossed his powerful chest. Two large pistols tucked into the belt, inlaid with silver, complemented the outfit, in which Ganesh could easily be mistaken for a real Maharaja, if not for the trampled look of his comrades-in-arms. 

			Ganesh, with his appearance, was probably trying to make a special impression on his old acquaintance. But although Mike was not in the mood to appreciate the beauty of the spectacle before him, a certain effect was still achieved. This slightly amused him and put him in a sarcastic mood. He could not contain a barely noticeable grin.

			Standing in front of Ganesh, Mike found himself facing the sun, which, with a completely cloudless sky, made him squint and hide his eyes from the blinding light. This prevented him from looking Ganesh in the face so Mike began to observe absent-mindedly what was happening around him.

			The day was clear, and Mike involuntarily admired the blue sky and the flock of green parrots that came from nowhere, clamoring about something of their own. Only a rare translucent haze remained over the river from the night fog. Mike breathed deeply of the cool breeze from the morning river, and the air that filled his lungs seemed especially clean to him after the dark shed filled with the stench of goats. He would have continued to stand and enjoy the beautiful morning, but Ganesh‘s sharp, hoarse voice brought him back to reality. 

			“I heard about your nightly adventure. You decided to leave me too early, Mike.”

			Mike only chuckled in response. 

			“You didn’t even consider saying goodbye,”” continued Ganesh. “Let me remind you that we have an unresolved dispute between us. By the way, I see that my mark looks good on your face.” Ganesh raised his hand, referring to the scar on Mike‘s cheek. 

			“No, no, Ganesh. I was just about to drop by with my friends for an evening visit. But your fellows, apparently, did not figure that out and put us back in the stinking barn.” Mike gestured behind his back in the direction of the shed. “So don’t make me angry. I see my mark bothers you too. Say what you want, and let‘s part in a good way.”

			“Look at him. So brave. But you have always been like this and thus gained a respect,” Ganesh seemed to be in some doubt, trying to decide the immediate fate of his old rival. There were not many options, so, having established what he had in mind, he announced his verdict. “Now I have the opportunity to end our dispute... I can kill you easily but... To challenge you to a duel... I’m sorry, but I cannot deny myself such pleasure.”

			“Are you suggesting a knife duel again?” asked Mike. 

			“No,”” Ganesh took off his caftan and all his ammunition, “The weapons will hinder us. We’ll solve this issue in a simple way. Untie the hands of this brave fellow.” He turned to his assistants.

			They executed the order of the leader with such speed, that even if Mike had an initial opinion about the level of discipline in the unit, he had to change it. 

			After freeing Mike‘s hands, Ganesh paused for a while to give him the opportunity to stretch his joints. Then he attacked. A sharp punch to the abdomen caused Mike to double over and bounce to the side. After that, the fighters began to circle around each other to catch the opponent with any mistake, loss of attention or incorrect movement. Finally, Mike, who was numb due to lack of movement, felt his  body revive. He was not used to retreating so he moved forward. His first blow reached the target, after which the fighters entered into close combat. The blows rained down at a breakneck speed and some of them, undoubtedly, hit their goal. But most of the attacks were successfully blocked on time. It was noticeable that both sides had considerable experience in fist-fighting. The fight dragged on a little, with neither of the rivals achieving a clear advantage. 

			Finally, Mike got lucky and caught Ganesh with a deceiving feint. Striking a short but sensitive blow to the body with his left, he moved forward and to the side. This way Mike escaped the oncoming attack and turned out to be on the right side of the enemy, instantly turning in place and applying his favorite sweep with a half-turn. Ganesh, who turned slightly after an inaccurate blow and did not have time to face his opponent, fell straight to the ground. For a second or two he was dumbfounded, and Mike, not wanting to finish off his enemy, took a step back. He would have liked to punch the brazen bandit‘s mug a couple more times, but in his situation considered it to be inexpedient. Immediately, a buttstroke hit him on the back of his head, and the victor, losing consciousness, fell to the ground next to the defeated.

			“Why? I did not give an order,” Ganesh had already jumped to his feet and was about to pounce on the thug who had arbitrarily interfered in the fight. But it was too late to change things and Ganesh ordered the defeated opponent removed from the battlefield. Two thugs grabbed Mike‘s limp body under the armpits and dragged him back to the shed. The security of the prisoners was doubled. Now men were placed all over the courtyard with orders to keep an eye on any attempts at escape. 

			After a while, Mike came to his senses. The consequences of the blow manifested with a hellish pain that pierced his brain with every movement of his head. Time in the lock up moved slowly, and although the prisoners were fed, no one spoke with them. Therefore, they spent the rest of the day in complete ignorance of their fate. From time to time Christie changed wet compresses for Mike, which she made from soaking the sleeve of his shirt in water. 

			“Do you feel a little better?” she asked when Mike opened his eyes again. 

			“Ah, Christie. What would I do without you? My head is cracking but everything else seems to be intact,”” Mike reassured her. 

			“Tell us Mike, you are familiar with this guy, aren’t you?” asked Jack. 

			“Yes I am. I know him well, unfortunately. We’ve met before. He was also engaged in catching animals, but at the same time, was happy to rob those who could not resist him. Jay, Karim‘s father, and I, once caught him taking animals out of our traps. We had to hand him over to the authorities, but we let him go with a proper warning. The jungle has its own laws, you know. On a different occasion, I had to fight him. And this scar,”” Mike rubbed the scar on his cheek with a habitual movement, “is a consequence of that fight.” 

			“And who is this Jalal-Bek? It seems to me that this name is respected here, to say the least,” Jack recalled.

			“That‘s for sure. Jalal-Bek is one of the offspring of the Ajit clan, the famous Maharaja, however not a direct one. These are hereditary large landowners. Their numerous estates are scattered throughout the state. But Jalal-Bek himself belongs to a less significant branch of the clan,” said Mike. 

			“Listen, Mike, are they from the same Maharaja with whom your friend’s family rivaled?” asked Christie. 

			“Well, yes, in general. But not my friend‘s family--the family of his wife. It’s an old story. I have heard a thing or two about it, but I am not quite sure about the veracity of the legend. There is too much romance in it,” replied Mike. “But I can share what I know. I left India before my friend Jay married a girl from the Arora clan. It was a messy story, as Jay almost took the bride away from the altar. The bride‘s betrothed was Jalal-Bek. At that time, there were rumors that Jalal-Bek was more interested in the ancestral relic of the Arora clan--the magnificent Wootz steel talwar. They said that gems decorated the hilt of this saber and the largest of them was priceless. According to legend, this talwar passed to the heir of the family after he was married. Then it served the next generation of the family. It was believed that it always brings victory in battle to his owner. Since Jay‘s enamored was the only child of the family, her husband would become the owner of the talwar, the protector of the family and the head of the clan.”

			“You know, Mike, Karim, your friend‘s son, told us the story of this saber. We even saw it and held it in our hands. He did not elaborate on the subject of its value, but it seems to me that this is not the most important thing for him,” said Jack.

			“I hope so. I do not like money-grubbers and Jay, as his father, was not like that. He married for love that is for sure. I myself witnessed that. The wedding took place after my departure, two months after it, to be precise. Therefore, I was aware of all the events then. As for the talwar‘s destiny, I have never met a more honest and fearless person than Jay. One time, a very small elephant got entangled in our nets and its mother did not let anyone approach it. She was in rage. The men and I distracted her, of course, but Jay was the one who risked his life and freed the calf from the ropes.”

			“I wonder how it happened,”  asked Christie.

			“What do you mean?” Mike did not understand.

			“The wedding, their acquaintance...”Christy said dreamily.

			“Ah, I thought you were talking about the baby elephant,” admitted Mike. “Like every other first meeting, or date, or love, Jay and his future wife met in Kolkata. They fell in love immediately. But Jay knew that the girl belonged to a noble family, albeit one that had lost its former power. He also knew that the parents of the bride would not give their blessing if the groom were not on the same social level. Jay‘s clan also belonged to the Kshatriya caste and he had some kind of ancestral certificate as evidence. I still don’t understand all the intricacies of the local hierarchy. Therefore, there was no question on this issue. But Jay wanted to bring the bride to his own house and he did not have one. He secured the girl‘s promise to wait for him and went to the north of the country in search of an income. This is when I met him. I had just finished my military adviser contract and I had a list of orders from European zoos in my pocket. I needed a reliable partner--one who knew the local customs and whom I could rely on.

			Jay seemed like the right person to me, and we agreed to work together. Said and done. We hired help, purchased the necessary equipment and got down to business. I don’t know whether we had good guides or were just lucky, but we fulfilled the orders correctly and the customers were satisfied. Most likely there were more wild animals and untouched forests than now. Our business went up. Sometimes we’d visit Kolkata, and there I had the opportunity to meet Karim‘s mother.”

			“And what about Jalal-Bek?” reminded Jack. 

			“Jalal-Bek had appeared two years earlier and was welcomed in the house of Kiri‘s parents. Kiri, which means ‘flower,’” paid little attention to him. But Jalal-Bek got it into his head that he would certainly achieve her favor and did his best to woo her. People say that he was especially fired up when, during one of the receptions, Kiri‘s father demonstrated the capabilities of that same talwar by cutting a silk scarf in the air.”

			“How did he do it?” asked Christie. 

			“Imagine a scarf that is lighter than air. You toss it up and place the blade of the saber under it as it falls. If it cuts the scarf, it’s the sign of a real and valuable Wootz steel saber. And have you noticed the gemstones on the hilt of the saber? It‘s a very expensive weapon,” explained Mike. 

			“What happened next?” Christie was eager to know the end of such a romantic story. 

			“Not having secured Kiri‘s consent, Jalal-Bek appeared in front of her father and tricked him into giving his promise for his daughter‘s hand. After that, he began to demand an immediate wedding. But when the lie came out, he was denied. He is a rather unpleasant type and Kiri did not want to hear about him under any pretext. It all ended in a scandal. Jalal-Bek was eager to get the girl, he even tried to threaten, and was finally expelled from her house with a warning not to appear there again.

			Then he decided to take revenge. He followed our footsteps to the area where we hunted and began to engage in animal-catching just like us. He hurt us as best as he could, bringing down prices, stealing customers from under our noses. This is when he met Ganesh, who started running errands for Jalal-Bek and carrying out his orders. 

			Then the entire map story took place. Various rumors were flying and everything became dangerous. Some of the animal-catchers were found dead. The rumors were that Jalal-Bek had a hand in it. 

			By that time, we had managed to earn decent money and decided to wind up the business. Jay bought a house in Kolkata and I returned to England. We continued to supply the animals, but only as agents. Jay himself rarely had to travel to the jungle after my departure and Jalal-Beck never returned to Kolkata. They say he either got rich or inherited and became so powerful  that many are afraid of him here. That’s the whole story. And now we have to find a way out of this situation,” Mike reminded his comrades.

			After going through various suggestions, but not finding any worthwhile, the captives decided that it would be better to get a good rest. The previous night had been full of adventure and had given them little time to sleep. 

			Mike fell into a deep doze and woke up when  disturbing lamentations rang out very close by. It was Christie sobbing and screaming something in her sleep, almost gasping for breath. Mike gently shook her, wanting to stop her unpleasant experience. When she came to her senses, the young woman discovered that Mike was also awake. 

			“Damn it, what a dream!” she said in fervor.

			“Stop crying. What’s wrong?” asked Mike.

			After making sure that everything was in order, Christie calmed down a little and tried to remember the details of the dream. 

			“What a strange thing. I dreamed of a battle in the forest. Armed Indians, shooting all around, explosions, chaos… In the middle of all this, a furious, huge elephant attacked someone with an open maw. He kept trying to rear up and crush people with his front paws. When he lifted his head, a large black bag was visible around his neck, under his trunk. The bag was attached to a bright colored strap around the animal‘s neck. For some reason, I knew there was something valuable in the bag, although it was made of dark, impenetrable fabric. 

			The elephant screamed wildly with its trumpet voice and its open maw was huge. He tried to knock a man down with his trunk and trample him underfoot. This man had his back to me. I could not see his face, although I really wanted to. It seemed to me that I had met him somewhere; his figure was definitely familiar to me. But I just could not remember who it was. The man had a saber in his hands and he fought the elephant with it. He skillfully dodged the animal‘s paws, then the elephant screamed terribly and died. There was a lot of blood everywhere; then some kind of rainbow glowed... A terrible dream, goose bumps still cover my skin,” finished Christie.

			“It seems that you dreamed about Ganesh‘s elephant, he also has a beautiful colored strap on his neck. I think it is just nerves. Try to sleep, everything will be fine,” Mike reassured her.

			“Thank you. You are so kind to us. And we didn’t listen to your warnings,” Christie‘s voice wavered in a sincere sigh of regret.

			“Go back to sleep. We’ll figure out everything in the morning. They won’t keep us here forever. God willing, we’ll get out of here soon,” promised Mike.

			After sharing her fear, Christie calmed down and fell asleep again. There was very little time left until dawn and no one knew how the day would turn out. It was important to meet it as rested as possible. The guards who brought the food woke up the prisoners. After breakfast, they took Jack out of the shed, and yesterday’s scenario repeated itself. Ganesh, all dressed up, was already waiting for him in the yard with his thugs. 

			“Good morning. I hope you slept well?” Although the question was asked in a polite, almost affectionate tone, there was no answer. Then Ganesh turned away from the captive and, no longer looking in his direction, began to rant, as if arguing with himself.

			“Why did you have to get involved in this story? A most beautiful woman accompanies you and you drag her into all sorts of adventures and expose her to unjustified risks. For what? I cannot understand.”

			Seeing that Jack was still not in the mood to answer, Ganesh paused and added.

			“I want to give you a chance. We were planning a tiger hunt today, but we will change the rules and postpone it until tomorrow and you will be a tiger. If you manage to stay safe and return to the village, you and your girl will go free. I keep my word. Everyone here will confirm that. Do you agree?” 

			“I don’t really understand what it means to be a tiger, but I agree. As far as I can see, you leave me no choice,” replied Jack. 

			“Well, no. That is not the issue. This is a voluntary matter. If you return to the village, you are free. Otherwise, I can’t guarantee anything.” Ganesh commented on the terms of the deal. 

			At some point, Jack thought that in their situation it would be worth offering the bandits a ransom. But a blind rage swept over him instead and he could not think of anything more than cruel revenge on Ganesh and his entire pack. Various options for escaping, returning to the village and beating up Ganesh were spinning in his head with such energy that he was simply not able to respond adequately to what was happening. He returned to the shed very distraught.

			“What did he want from you?” Mike was the first one to ask.

			“He offered to play a tiger hunt. I will kill this Ganesh!” 

			“Do not rush anything; you have to do such things soberly. And you’re shaking all over with rage. Trust my experience--you need to sleep on these thoughts. It must be a reliable plan or no plan at all. You will not get a second chance to make a mistake unpunished.” Mike reminded his friend. 

			“I can’t calm down! I keep dreaming about beating this Ganesh to a pulp,” Jack was still furious. 

			“My advice to you is to calm down. You’ll lose control over yourself and over the situation. In the end we’ll find a way to get out of here. Please understand this--Ganesh is not as bloodthirsty as he is greedy.” 

			“Maybe you’re right,” Jack was still shaking with rage. 

			“Just cool down,” this time, Mike‘s words sounded so convincing that they seemed to have an effect. 

			“I’m not thinking clearly. Give me a couple of minutes,” Jack sat down on the floor and closed his eyes. 

			Nothing broke the silence in the shed while Jack was coming to his senses. After making sure that he had calmed down, Mike turned his gaze to Christy and saw tears streaming down her cheeks. She only occasionally wiped them with her shoulder, while her beautiful eyes stared in front of her without blinking. It was hard for Mike to observe the feelings of his companions, but he could not form any miraculous plan of salvation in his head. Little by little, the intense emotions inside the shed subsided. As for the bandits, they did not disturb our friends until the end of the day. 

		

	
		
			
SIKH TRACE

			Meanwhile, the village was preparing with might for the upcoming hunt. Ganesh set up an impromptu headquarters in his house and, being an experienced commander, checked with enviable meticulousness whether his people had missed anything before the start of this important event. From the very morning, his old friend and first deputy, Vimal Singh, was at his side at all times. Unlike the rest of the gang, Vimal Singh was not always in the squad. That’s why he’d been absent for several days and had only returned the night before. By lunchtime, the soldier who was sent into the forest for observation had returned with a report. 

			“Everything is going according to plan, master. The traps are set. The beast‘s escape routes have been cut off, “he reported.

			“What about the bonfires?” reminded him Ganesh.

			“The bonfires are set. The ring is closed. Master, do not worry; the tiger will be ours.” 

			“I’m not worried.” Ganesh mimicked the soldier. “Tomorrow we’ll see how well you’ve done. And don’t forget, we’re launching a white man into the ring--the younger one.” 

			“Wouldn’t it be better to ask a ransom for him, master?” Vimal Singh entered the conversation. In the presence of the rest of the gang members, he played the subordinate to Ganesh. In fact, they had been close for a long time and did not stand on ceremony with each other. 

			“No. It would not! What? Do you think I’m sitting here for the fun of it? Watch yourself.” Ganesh put on a formidable face. “I’ve invited good, respectable people to the hunt. By the way, they are paying so much for this pleasure that no ransom can equal it. So don’t put me to a shame in front of the guests or else. I’ll skin you alive if the animal gets away, or if anything goes wrong.” 

			“All right, master. Tomorrow everything will be checked again,” promised Vimal. 

			“That‘s better. Have Jalal-Bek‘s people showed up?” asked Ganesh. 

			“Our people are quiet. If they suddenly show up, we’ll hear them,” said the fighter. 

			“Find out... Don’t miss anyone. And we don’t need any strangers to appear now,” Ganesh recalled.

			Deciding that he had said everything he needed to say, Ganesh sent the man out the door with a careless gesture. After they were alone with Vimal Singh, he took out an unopened bottle from the drawer, carefully rolled the cork off the elongated neck and poured the amber liquid into the glasses. 

			“What do you think, Singh? It seems that fortune is showing its face to us. Look how everything is going so well. Tomorrow the clients will pay for the hunt and that is a big jackpot. The girl also worth a lot,” Ganesh grinned, and a row of teeth darkened from years of smoking were revealed behind his usually compressed lips. “I think that in her case we can expect a good ransom. And the map is in our hands. Although we don’t know if the treasure is a myth or a reality, there has been talk about it in our parts for a long time.”

			“And what will Jalal-Bek say? He has ears everywhere,” Vimal Singh looked at Ganesh inquiringly. 

			“Do not be afraid, Singh. Let‘s drink,” Ganesh clinked glasses with his friend’s glass which was not even raised, and threw his portion into his mouth in one gulp. Returning his glass to the table, he refilled it. “Do not worry and, most importantly, watch your people so they don’t talk too much ahead of time. Jalal-Bek is a stranger in our area,”

			With a sudden anger gripping him, Ganesh continued the revelations that flooded him. This often happened to him after taking a certain amount of alcohol. “Look how much strength he’s gained. They say he comes from a noble family... What on earth did he find on our land? A distant relative of the Ajits... My ancestors lived and plundered here for centuries and this newcomer has achieved more in just twenty years. After the hunt, let’s start looking for the treasure right away. After that, you and I are unlikely to stay here for long... We don’t take orders from Jalal-Beck. Why don’t you drink?”

			“I wish you were right, Ganesh. You know that Sikhs don’t drink, we do not want to cloud our minds,” Vimal Singh pushed the glass away from him. 

			“As you wish. What do your people say about Rajiv? I heard that the people there have still not come to terms with the desecration of the Golden Temple,” Ganesh changed the subject.

			Vimal Singh looked closely at his old comrade, thinking about the best way to answer him.

			“The soldiers defiled the temple with grenades, and the bodies of my brothers were floating in their blood. We even know which special services helped in the assault.”

			“Yes, they beat you up pretty good,” Ganesh sighed heavily, making it clear that the pain of a comrade was also his pain.

			“It’s a shame for the government and a shame for us. We’re going to take revenge until the ashes of everyone who put their hands to this dishonor are scattered in the wind. You know that our struggle for freedom and justice will not end until we get our way.” 

			“Well I suppose you’re right, Singh. I remember your postulates. Since the time of the Mughals, the Punjab has striven to be independent... But what do you care? This is not your first year with me, so what do you care about all the rest? What equality and justice are you talking about if you and I rob everyone, be it an honest person or a swindler. Perhaps, by this point of view, all are equal for us! What do you say, buddy?” 

			“Well! You are an atheist; you do not respect traditions and do not reckon with anything. Someday you’ll be punished for your unbelief. I send everything that I earn to our cause in Amritsar and by this I help our movement,” answered Vimal. 

			“Let God be your judge, Singh,” Ganesh drank the next portion of whiskey. The red streaks on his cheeks grew even brighter and a slight veil covered his drunken eyes. He showed with a gesture that he was not detaining his comrade any longer.

			Vimal Singh was about to head for the exit when Ganesh remembered something and called out to him.

			“Listen, buddy! Have a seat. I want to give you a few more words,” squinting eyelids turned Ganesh‘s eyes into narrow slits. The gaze of this terrible person, for those who knew him well, became heavy and seemed ready to penetrate the very soul of his interlocutor.

			Vimal slowly returned to the table and waited for Ganesh to finish his revelations.

			“Sit down, Singh... This is not a simple matter...” After waiting for his friend to settle in, Ganesh continued. “I don’t know what your struggle will turn into, but be careful. Rajiv is calling for a truce. The newspapers are full of this, and they crackle about it on the radio whole all day long. But his watchdogs want revenge and continue to search for the instigators. I know that Buant10∗ was your relative,” Ganesh looked inquiringly at Vimal. But there was no reaction so he continued. “Watch out, so the thread does not lead to you. I don’t usually stick my nose into other people‘s business. If you remember, I did not even ask why you disappeared for a whole week then, on the eve of Indira‘s murder. Even though I was asked.”

			“About what?” asked Vimal.

			“What kind of people have you sheltered, Singh? Did they join the rebels?” Ganesh did not take his eyes off Vimal, willing to compel him to give a truthful answer. 

			Ganesh was a little tipsy, and Vimal possessed such a reserve of internal power that it was not hard to hide his feelings, even to one as shrewd as Ganesh. Accordingly, his answer was absolutely direct and unambiguous. 

			“So, don’t get involved. What do you care about politics and about our struggle? As for Buant, he guarded Indira for eighteen years. If he really planned to shoot her, he probably understood the consequences of his actions and knew what he was doing. And you know me; I and my people will not surrender alive.” 

			“It’s true that you took a serious blow at Amritsar. But your hands are not as clean as you would like to imagine. You also have sins,” Ganesh recalled.

			“We punish apostates and traitors. They hinder us in the fight against the regime of presumptuous blasphemers,” answered Vimal. Ganesh had started an unpleasant conversation. He was not a Sikh and did not connect to the motives driving them.

			“Your methods are barbaric. You do know that ordinary people are dying from your bombs. I am a bandit myself, but there is no blood of women and innocents on my hands,” said Ganesh.

			“This is war and war never changes. We act by the methods available to us. Let‘s not talk about it, anymore,” said Vimal.

			“Try to understand, Singh. You have less than a dozen fighters here, together with those who escaped from the army and joined us. I am not responsible for them. If the army troops or commandos arrive here, or even the police, I do not intend to fight. On the contrary, I’m going to save my own skin.” 

			“We are not counting on your help, Ganesh. This is our business. You’re not a Sikh, and we do not concern you. Although, according to our laws, anyone can join us if he wants to. We do not divide people, be they Christian or Muslim, poor or rich. Everyone emerges the same way from their mother‘s womb,” said Vimal.

			“I know. I know that you don’t recognize castes. Fine. Consider that we have reached an agreement. The hunt is more important to me now, so that our guests are satisfied. Take care of this. And be careful. I don’t want to be bothered ahead of time,” Ganesh dismissed his comrade with a gesture.

			“I understand... Until tomorrow,” Vimal said goodbye. 

			As soon as Vimal turned towards the exit, his lips curled nervously, and he had to bite them so as not to show how seriously he was concerned. At that moment, Ganesh was busy again with his glass or he would definitely have paid attention to the poorly hidden discontent of his comrade. As an extremely careful person, this would have forced him to think hard. 

			Once on the street, Vimal felt the weight of his dark thoughts. Ganesh had outlined the development of the situation too clearly. He, as the commander of a separate Sikh detachment, needed to find a solution in case the state of affairs in the village was not in favor of him and his people. This could happen if, for example, the military arrived in the jungle. After walking several yards lost in thought, Vimal turned into a small alley. All around was pitch-black and even the moonlight hardly made its way through the clouds. Still, the dim illumination from the few lanterns in the courtyards made it possible to somehow orient himself. He had to slow down now and then for fear of stumbling or bumping into someone‘s fence. 

			Finally, he turned into one of the courtyards, and before going up to the porch, tried to wipe the remnants of anxiety off his face and its unpleasant residue from his soul. After all, from his many years of friendship with Ganesh he could count on a slightly different attitude towards himself. Whoever is forewarned is forearmed, and in the future it would be necessary to  take into account the mood of his old friend.

			Vimal gave a secret knock and pushed open the unlocked front door. Two Sikh warriors sat at the table in the anteroom. Two more slept in the next room. The modest dwelling was furnished with simple and basic furniture: a large wooden table with long uncovered benches attached on both sides and a stool in the corner. Oil lamps and a dim light bulb hid the squalor of the room but did not make it cozy. The far corner of the room was occupied by a stone oven plastered with dark clay. A lentil pottage gave out spicy. The warriors greeted the commander with a bow, to which Vimal nodded silently and joined the table. 

			It was suppertime so Vimal asked to wake up the sleeping comrades. The traditional pottage was poured into bowls. Snow-white rice and spring water complemented the meal--which is, perhaps, all a warrior needs. They ate in silence. When the food was finished, the fighter sitting opposite Vimal was the first to break it. 

			“Vimal, something’s wrong,” he said.

			“What do you mean, Karash?” Vimal asked curiously.

			“We do not like that innocent people have been taken prisoner.” 

			This answer puzzled Vimal. At the moment, more important problems had cropped up than the fate of some random outlanders. But the question was asked, and the gathered men waited for an answer.

			“What do you suggest?” asked Vimal.

			“We are strangers here, that’s for sure. And yet, this does not give us the right to allow violence against the defenseless,” said Karash. The rest of the warriors nodded in unison, clearly supporting their comrade.

			“You’re right, Karash. It’s not proper for us to contribute to the violence. But Ganesh accepted us when we were seeking refuge. It’s not for me to remind you that this happened exactly when everyone around was thirsty for the blood of the Sikhs,” Vimal looked around the gathered comrades, as if wishing to convey his idea and to be understood. “I do not like that either. Of course, this stands against our postulates. But now is not the time to quarrel with Ganesh. We cannot tell him what to do in his own home.” Vimal paused and, without waiting for an answer, continued.

			“You all know what kind of struggle we are leading. In addition, while the last of the Gandhi clan remains alive, we cannot devote ourselves to anything else. We will not fulfill what we are here for If we begin to dissipate our forces. The son of the bloody traitor will continue to rule the country, the Punjab will not be freed and our brothers will not be avenged.”

			“Maybe you’re right. But by remaining indifferent, we deviate from our custom to help the weak in trouble. Our ancestors went to death for their faith, despite all the dangers. So are we really going to disgrace their memory and break their customs by fighting the unarmed and innocent?” Karash was not about to give up.

			“Let‘s discuss this later. I promise we’ll return to this topic. New circumstances have arisen, and we need to decide what to do. Perhaps we will solve this issue in a slightly different way.” 

			“Fine, Vimal. I hope you know what you’re doing.” Karash made it clear that he was obeying the commander‘s will.

			“Yes, I do. And I want you to believe me. Ganesh confessed to me only today that enemies are following our trail,” said Vimal.

			“Where did the information come from?” asked one of the fighters.

			“He did not say. But I tend to listen to his words. The army troops can arrive at any moment. But” Vimal Singh stopped his comrades with a gesture, “I know that each of us is ready to die in battle, and we have all proved it more than once. Our task is not to die the death of heroes, but to promote our idea and create Khalsa11.”

			Those present did not object to this, because who would contradict the postulates of their own faith, and Vimal continued.

			“We are fighting for freedom. For the people not to act on the orders of strangers, but to live according to the laws of their ancestors. Many of us died, but someone must continue to fight. You have to wait. I ask you to act with extreme caution right now. We simply have to survive and continue the work we have begun.”

			Waiting for a tacit agreement to this proposal, Vimal paused. Then he asked one of the fighters to guard the yard and make sure that no one approached the house. After the fighter took up his post, Vimal moved on to the issue for which he had gathered his comrades.

			“We were entrusted with an assignment: Rajiv Gandhi, the son of Indira, must die. This is our main task.” Vimal paused, but apparently the others preferred to listen to the news to the end before reacting, and he continued. “Rajiv travels around the country and tries to smooth over his mother‘s actions, calling for peace and dialogue. There can be no dialogue with murderers and rapists. Yesterday morning I had a meeting with a contact from the center. The operation is scheduled to be carried out in seven days in Delhi. The anniversary of Mahatma Gandhi‘s birth, the father of the nations, will be celebrated there. Rajiv will also be present.”

			This announcement made the fighters draw closer. No wonder: their lot was to eliminate the head of the hated regime, the son of the woman who gave the order to destroy the headquarters in Amritsar. Finally one of them, apparently the oldest, broke the silence. 

			“Who planned this operation?”

			“I have not received any information on this subject. Our group was instructed to select two fighters in order to bring the right person, a sniper, to a certain location. We must also provide him with cover and ensure that this mission is successful. I am thinking to send you, Noirish, and you, Ashar,” Vimal nodded to the young man who was sitting on his right hand. “You must be in Delhi a day or two before the beginning of the operation.” 

			The soldiers nodded in unison, and Vimal.

			“Look around there and don’t be hasty. You will understand the situation. If you will need to adjust the plan, you can okay this with the executor there. He is experienced and dedicated to our movement.” 

			“This is good, because we are waiting here for no one knows what,” Noirish approved the plan. 

			After making sure that the subordinates understood the task, Vimal asked that the guard return to the house.

			“There is something else. I do not trust Ganesh. Such a man will betray you without thinking. He told me openly that if an army came here, he would not lift a finger to help us. And I do think he will even help the federal agents if the power is on their side.”

			“What do you suggest, Vimal?” asked Karash. 

			“I have one idea. Ganesh indirectly obeys Jalal-Bek. Everyone knows that this part of the state is within his sphere of influence. But they do not really love each other. Ganesh considers Jalal-Bek an alien, which prevents him from turning around with might and main. Jalal-Bek sees in Ganesh a person of lower caste and a dirty one, although they are birds of a feather. But something happened yesterday that could increase the conflict between them. And this can serve us,” Vimal voiced his thought.

			“What are you talking about?” Karash, like the others, clearly did not grasp the connection between the above facts. 

			“I’m talking about prisoners. They had a map, which Jalal-Bek considers his property, although there are people who claim that this is far from the case,” answered Vimal. 

			“Are you talking about the treasure? They always talk about this in the village,” Karash began to understand where his commander was going.

			“Yes, I do. This story is very complicated. Right now Ganesh considers the treasure to be his prey and does not intend to share it with anyone. If Jalal-Bek finds out that the map has been found, he will certainly confront Ganesh. Then it will directly affect us. His people will come here, problems will arise, and we will have to hide not only from the federal authorities, but also from the men of Jalal-Bek. This will start a big mess and is unnecessary. It will not bring us anything but trouble.”

			“Vimal, everything you say is true. But what will we do now, in this particular situation?” asked Noirish.

			“I am proposing to find Jalal-Bek and inform him about the map. If he is destined to find out, it’s better to hear it from us,” Vimal revealed his plan.

			“What does that change?” asked Karash.

			“A very great deal indeed! It seems to me that Jalal-Bek will not forgive Ganesh for this betrayal and will deal with him harshly. And we will enlist a strong ally and gain time without fear that Ganesh will stab us in the back at the most inopportune moment,” explained Vimal.

			Vimal‘s companions did not find anything reprehensible in his words and nodded their heads.

			“It is a good plan. You can count on us, Vimal,” Karash expressed the general opinion.

			“I know this. We have to hold out for a while. After we finish here, they are waiting for us at home in Punjab. We will wait for the results of the operation in Delhi, and then our turn will come,” the fighters again nodded in unison, and Vimal continued.

			“Now I propose to immediately notify Jalal-Bek about the map. I will write a letter explaining the current situation. Ashar will go with the letter. Tomorrow, as you know, they have scheduled a hunt. They have already tracked down a tiger and Ganesh’s men have blocked off not only the forest, but also the roads. So, Ashar, you will have to proceed with caution and get out of the ring of beaters so as not to arouse suspicion.” 

			“Okay,” Ashar liked Vimal’s plan and was ready to take it on. 

			“You are getting off in an hour, get ready,” Vimal closed the meeting.

			Ashar, the young man Vimal had chosen to be his messenger, was no more than twenty years old. But despite his young age and thin, delicate skin, the thick beard of a mature man adorned his face. In addition, he wore a blue turban, an essential accessory for a Sikh warrior on his head, like the rest of the Vimal‘s group. Following the order of the commander, Ashar went into the next room and began to prepare for his departure. Over his loose undershirt, the young man girded a sling with a dagger, and on top put on a thick caftan-vest. He neatly packed a dozen steel throwing knives into the turban. If necessary, they could also protect his head from a direct saber strike. 

			The shoulder holster with the pistol made the medieval look of the warrior more modern. Indeed, one should not go into a gunfight armed only with a dagger. While Ashar was finishing his preparations, Vimal managed to compose a letter.

			“Be careful and watch for outsiders. This,” Vimal handed the sealed envelope to the messenger, ‘should fall into the hands of Jalal-Bek personally. Find him wherever he is.” 

			“Okay,” Ashar nodded his head as a sign that he understood the task.

			“Do not be late on the way back,” Vimal continued. “We will be waiting for your return, brother. Then you will confirm that we are allies of Jalal-Bek and not enemies.” 

			Ashar hid the letter in the secret pocket of his caftan. Karash and Noirish volunteered to accompany him. In order not to attract attention, the young man led their horse on a leash, but as soon as they passed the last house on the outskirts, Ashar jumped into the saddle in one swoop and said goodbye to his comrades. 

			As we remember, the night was dark and the moon barely made its way through the clouds. It was difficult to see the road. Relying on the natural instinct of his horse, Ashar started at an easy trot. The forest began outside the village, interspersed with peasant allotments. After another kilometer, the horse and rider reached the edge of the jungle and the first patrols set by the beaters. To prevent the tiger from leaving the cordon line, they lit fires and broke the silence of the night from time to time with the crackling of mallets. Ashar was stopped by the beaters’ fire and made it clear that he had been sent to keep order. One of the people--apparently the eldest there--took the young man three hundred steps into the depths of the forest. He illuminated the ground with a torch and pointed to large footprints deeply pressed into the moist soil. The clear indentations of the tiger‘s paws indicated the direction the animal was taking.

			“It’s a very large male, more than a quarter of a ton. This is his territory. Two females are walking about twenty kilometers to the East. Mating season has not come yet, so for now they keep apart. The females simply do not let him into their territory. Tell Ganesh that everything is safe here. Such a large animal does not come to us often. Be careful if you meet him.”

			“Thank you. I will pass on everything that I’ve seen,” promised Ashar. “And you be careful, too. Farewell.”

			Having ridden away further and making sure that the beaters’ fires were completely out of sight, Ashar turned onto the road leading to the nearest town. There, on the outskirts, Jalal-Bek had chosen a place for his residence. With approximately twenty-five miles ahead of him, the young man expected to arrive by morning. He let his horse go at a smooth trot again. Riding in the jungle at night is not the most pleasant experience. Every now and then, the night birds cried piercingly above Ashar‘s head and animals’ sparkling eyes flashed from the thicket of trees. One had only to guess who their owner was and to hope that it was not a large predator, and if large, then not a hungry one. One way or another, Ashar had no choice but to trust his horse‘s instinct and keep a loaded pistol at the ready. 

			His alarm that night was in vain, and adding speed with the onset of dawn, the young man safely reached the city in early morning. On the outskirts, a roadside tavern turned up for him, where Ashar stopped to rest and put himself in order. Before leaving, he had a quick bite to eat, after which he asked the owner of the establishment which road to take to the Maharaja’s estate and headed straight there. 

			

			
				
					10	∗ Buant Singh - One of two Sikh bodyguards who shot and killed Prime Minister Indira Gandhi.

				

				
					11	∗ Khalsa, or Khalistan - a Sikh state (which existed for fifty years and was destroyed by the British in 1849), the Sikh separatists are fighting for the re-establishment on the territory of Punjab.

				

			

		

	
		
			
JALAL-BEK

			As it turned out, the estate was located on an incredibly large site and the three-story house, towering in its very center, looked so beautiful and luxurious that Ashar wondered if it was worth fighting for the universal equality of people and nations. He reported to the guard on gate duty that he wanted to see the owner on a personal, but urgent matter. One of the guards picked up the intercom with an air of importance and reported the visitor. Apparently, he liked to see himself as a significant person in his role. After receiving the answer, he suggested that Ashar leave the weapon at the security post and ride in. Another guard escorted the guest on a jeep to the steps of a wide marble staircase and handed him over to a man who came out to meet them.

			The servant who received the young man was dressed in a snow-white kurta, a long shirt almost to the knees. On a wide belt, he had a short dagger. He in turn asked the guest about the purpose of his visit and said that Jalal-Bek had left the house early in the morning, but should return soon. In the meantime, he suggested Ashar relax in the reception area or on the adjacent veranda. After waiting three hours, the young man began to lose patience: after all, a sleepless night in the saddle was making itself felt. He had just managed to doze off in one of the sun loungers when a man finally appeared and called him into the house. 

			Jalal-Bek appeared in person before the guest. He was tall and overweight, as evidenced by his large belly, which protruded far forward from under a spacious caftan. A half-gray, shovel-trimmed beard half-concealed the Maharaja’s face. Narrowed, oily eyes looked at the world affectionately but with cunning, inquisitively trying to grasp the essence of what was happening all around. 

			Jalal-Bek stood half-turned to the terrace, with his hands folded on his abdomen. At the same time, his plump, feminine fingers fluently fingered a graceful rosary carved from ivory. Hearing footsteps, he turned to face the guest and gently addressed him.

			“I recognize a Sikh warrior,” with these words, the Maharaja spread his hands in a hearty greeting. “Please, have a seat and tell me what has brought you to us?”

			“I was led by the deepest respect that I and my compatriots have for you, Jalal-Bek,” the young man had been put at ease by the Maharaja’s sweet tone, but he did not show it, and hastened to bow his head low as a sign of respect to the owner of the house.

			“Yes, we have Sikhs living here, and we feel brotherly love and friendship for them,” Jal-Bek was flattered by the young man‘s appeal. “Now I am curious to know what need has brought you.”

			“I have a letter for you. If you have any questions, I have been instructed to explain the rest in words,” Ashar took out an envelope and with another bow handed it to the Maharaja.

			Jalal-Bek took the envelope, but was in no hurry to open it and began to walk around the room. It was an amazing coincidence. This very morning, he had attended an emergency meeting with the head of state (the heads of local special services and police were also present), where they discussed the presence of hotbeds of Sikh extremism unwilling to bow their heads and the fact that part of the Sikh militants, apparently, found refuge in their region. The speakers talked about the need to be vigilant and about the potential threat of the country’s collapse. They strongly recommended reporting radical Sikhs and all suspicious persons who had recently appeared in the state. 

			Receiving Ashar in his house, Jalal-Bek was surprised at how fate or chance could be simultaneously consistent and unpredictable, reality and predictions intersecting regardless of will or desire. Until now, Jalal-Bek rarely had to deal with the Sikhs personally, but suddenly, you speak of the devil and he appears...  And he was probably a hardcore separatist. God himself was ordering him to keep an eye and be vigilant. Without pretending to be preoccupied with something, the Maharaja gestured to the guest to take a seat in a spacious armchair and he began to open the envelope. 

			“I hope this is not politics. Forgive me, friend, but we are far from all sorts of politics here and try to solve our little affairs without anyone else‘s participation.” 

			“We know this, honorable Jalal-Bek. It seems to me that this letter refers to those very small and personal issues that, as you put it, do not require outside interference,” answered Ashar.

			The Maharaja looked at the young man with undisguised interest. Then he settled down opposite him so the guest could not see the text of the letter and began to read. After reading Vimal’s message, Jalal-Bek thought for a moment. Then he fixed his gaze on Ashar, who was patiently waiting for the domineering master of the house to decide to turn to him. Jalal-Bek continued to examine the young man, trying to understand if there was any catch in his appearance. Finally he looked away, got up easily from his chair, despite his obesity, and began to pace, slowly measuring the room with his steps. Before making a decision, the Maharaja simply needed to evaluate the information with an open mind. While he pondered, Ashar remained in his chair, trying not to show how important the Maharaja’s answer was to him and his comrades. Finally, Jalal-Bek approached the young man, took him politely by the arm and led him to the terrace.

			“Hey, somebody! Bring tea and something to eat for our guest!” he shouted.

			The command sounded so imperious that it hurt the ears. The intonation with which it was delivered differed from the insinuating voice with which Jalal-Bek spoke to him. But having returned to the previous tone, Jalal-Bek addressed the guest with all the courtesy. 

			“You are probably tired and hungry after your journey.”

			A servant, as if waiting for an order, immediately appeared with a large tray laden with cold drinks, various snacks and fruits. Jalal-Bek waited while the servant poured the drink into cups and, setting an example, broke a flatbread with cheese in half. Passing a half to Ashar, he invited him to have a snack. While Ashar was tasting the treats, the Maharaja finally worked out a strategy and began to question him.

			“Tell me, how do you know about the map? Tell me everything you know. And why have you turned to me with all this? Oh, yes, and do not forget to explain to me, an elderly person: what kind of joy is it for you to let me know that the map, which, let us say just for now, interests me, has fallen into the hands of Ganesh?”

			Ashar nodded, making it clear that he understood what was required from him. Then he listed the events of the last days in chronological order, starting with the capture of the outlanders and ending with Ganesh‘s plans for the treasures.

			“As for our benefit,” he continued, “we are not looking for ways to cash in on someone else‘s expense. It seems to us that Ganesh will want to contact the federal services and subsequently leave the game with their help. He is going to do it in the very near future, but not before he takes possession of the treasure. He will simply disappear from the country, since our borders are long and poorly guarded. As for our interest, we think that Ganesh, to save his skin, will hand us over as a bargaining chip in exchange for freedom and indulgence for his past deeds.”

			“It is an interesting alignment. I have to think. And you... do you want to stay with me for a day or two?” Jalal-Bek suggested.

			“Honored Jalal-Bek, we say that a warrior should not rest much or think long when he needs to act. How long do you think Ganesh will wait for you to decide to appear with your warriors? A week, a month? Or do we want to assume that he will share the treasure he finds with the tax office or donate half of it to social needs?” Ashar added fuel to the fire.

			“So you propose to act immediately?” asked Jalal-Bek.

			Apparently deciding that he understood the essence of the issue well enough, he signaled to the guest to stay put. He himself got up from the table and began to pace the hall again. Finally, having made some decision, he picked up a portable satellite telephone (even the Special Forces did not own such devices) and dialed a number. Ashar, not hiding his attention, watched the master of the house. The situation could turn in any direction and escalate not at all according to the scenario outlined by Vimal. He had to wait, hoping for luck and the Maharaja’s love for money.

			“Ganesh?” The voice of Jalal-Bek sounded gentle and insinuating, but Ashar did not attach much importance to this. “Hello, dear! I have decided to inquire about tomorrow‘s hunt. Any news?” 

			After hearing the answer, Jalal waved his hand.

			“Thank you for the invitation, dear, but I hardly can come. I have some business to resolve. Have a good hunt, dear.” 

			Returning the phone to its place, Jalal-Bek began to reason aloud.

			“He wants to play with me. He has no news! Let‘s see who plays better,” turning to Ashar, he added. “Look what a coincidence. This map came into my hands all by itself. Not long ago, my men were supposed to have gotten it in Kolkata. But they turned out to be fools and the three of them could not overcome one fellow. Well, this time I’ll take care of it myself.” 

			The Maharaja paced the room for a minute and then called a guard. 

			“Give the command: departure for all. Collect everyone, just leaving three people to guard the house. We leave in an hour. Full armament, including bulletproof vests, and if someone decides that this order is not for him, he will vividly find out who is boss!”

			“Yes, master,” the guard left to follow the instructions.

			Jalal-Bek turned to Ashar, expecting a reaction. But the Sikh firmly decided not to break the silence and only nodded his head in satisfaction. The young man felt a little relief in his soul. Apparently, his mission was a success, and the Sikhs would find a strong ally in Jalal-Bek and his people. Vimal‘s calculation turned out to be correct. When the noise of the local squabbles subsides, and the federal forces  start to clean up their consequences, their group will have the opportunity to carry out a new assignment: The neutralization of the top leadership in parliament and the continuation of military operations in the struggle for the creation of a new Khalsa--the goal for which they had assembled their group. The end justifies the means and all‘s fair in love and war. 

			In addition, among other things, Ashar personally disliked Ganesh. Like every Sikh warrior, he despised injustice and treachery. Ganesh was full of these qualities. Thus, serving as an instrument in the hands of providence, Ashar was making sure that Ganesh not only acquired an implacable enemy such as Jalal-Bek, but would also be forced to enter into open conflict with him. This promised the beginning of the end for Ganesh and his dishonorable deeds to the complete satisfaction of the young man. 

			Jalal-Bek had been on his feet from early morning; he have just returned from the road and did not have time to rest properly. But despite this, exactly one hour after he gave his order, a detachment of twenty people moved out of the estate under his command. These heavily armed thugs filled two trucks. Ashar rode in the jeep with the Maharaja, tracing the route he had taken at night in the opposite direction. It is true that the ride should have been significantly faster, given the difference between a good stallion and a modern car. But the road was not perfect, and soon turned into a country road altogether. The cars could drive at a decent speed in some places, but the rains had turned other parts of the road into a muddy mess. Ashar had ridden around such areas on horseback without problems, while the trucks had to overcome the pits formed on the road. Several times the vehicles bogged down in the mud, up to the drive axles, and men had to push them out of the slurry while standing knee-deep in water.

			During the first half of the journey, Jalal-Bek barely said a word to the messenger. From time to time, his gaze, hiding under thick eyebrows, penetrated the young man, persistently looking for a catch in this whole story. Ashar had already gotten used to the fact that the inquisitive eyes of the Maharaja periodically drilled into him. He kept calm, trying to convince this powerful ally of his good intentions. In turn, even after a superficial analysis of the situation, Jalal-Bek understood that he was serving as a tool in the hands of the Sikh leaders in some way, and that there was probably a reason for that. But the thought of the treasure... In the end of the day, he was only trying to catch a fish in troubled waters. It was not for him to answer the question of who was muddying this water. Perhaps, in this case, the scale of events was too big for him, the puppeteers more powerful. 

			There is a popular saying: “The inconsolable is comforted by the past, the fool--by the future, the clever--by the present.” Jalal-Bek interpreted these words in his own way and tried not only to enjoy life every new day, but also to build the course of events so that they did not go by uselessly, but served his needs. A man of action, he did not consider himself a dreamer and made decisions based strictly on real facts. The facts said that the treasure was not a myth. In the past, Jalal-Bek has personally spent a lot of time and money, rummaging through a bunch of archives to clarify this mysterious story. During his search, he collected the following information: Maharaja Anak, who was expelled from his property by his neighbor, really did exist and belonged to the Bishar dynasty. This dynasty was famous for the fact that for nearly two hundred years it owned dozens of diamond mines. These mines were part of the famous Royal Tombs of Golconda, which were located east of the Deccan plateau. 

			More than five hundred people worked for the Bishars, both their own and hired employees. Most of them were busy digging rocks and flushing out diamonds, immensely enriching their owners day after day. They mined the stones in a most primitive way. Some men dug holes to a depth of several tens of yards. Then the rock mass was lifted and washed through sieves with different mesh diameters Thus they were able to remove all the stones, ranging from largest to smallest. 

			Maharaja Anak‘s father, Bishar-senior, was extremely sensitive to the political situation of his time. Shortly before the Mughal Emperor Aurangzeb enslaved Hyderabad, the capital of Golconda, he left the city and moved his family hundreds of kilometers away to a quiet, remote estate north of Ranchi. He abandoned a palace of stunning beauty in Hyderabad which had served as the main residence of the family for more than a dozen years to the mercy of fate. The Maharaja did this after much hesitation, as evidenced by remnants of family correspondence. Bishar-senior was led by the fear of being robbed and actually losing his property under   foreigner rule. Then Jalal-Bek learned that before the flight the Bishars were doing brilliantly. Their mining flourished, and once a month the best part of the mined stones--such as Brahmins, stones of blue color, the color of purest clear water, and Kshatriyas, stones of a ruby hue--were delivered to Hyderabad, directly to the Bishars palace. Skilled craftsmen-jewelers worked tirelessly. In the workshops at the estate, they processed diamonds, turning them into beautiful brilliants. They sold or exchanged at local auctions the simpler stones of lower value for larger ones. It is not for nothing that since ancient times the legendary Golconda has been known for its fabulous wealth and luxury. And who does not know that it was there, at the largest diamond exchange of the Middle Ages, that transactions were made to sell these stones all over the world. In addition, thanks to the Golconda deposits, India at that time was the generally recognized and certainly the absolute leader in diamond mining.

			It was later, much later, that other players entered the market and took an equally worthy place in this field. Over time, they left the mines of Hindustan far behind, depleted by centuries of mining. In addition, the nouveau riche made their fortunes in the mines of Africa, Russia and Australia. But the mining at Golconda had recently resumed. They say that things went well and they began to get good results with the help of new and more advanced equipment, although this is not related directly to our case. Still, the information about the treasures of Anak is an indisputable and useful fact.

			Digging through the archives, Jalal-Bek managed to find the Bishars registers. Even a superficial acquaintance with them made it possible to be sure that untold wealth belonged to the heirs of the dynasty. By the time the estate to which Bishar-senior moved was attacked, his remains were already buried in the burial vault, and his only son, Anak, was forced to hide ancestral treasures in the ground and again seek refuge in a foreign land to avoid captivity and ruin. He saved the family, just as his father once did when he left Hyderabad. It was also credible that at the time of the Maharaja’s flight, Anak, the only heir to the Bishar clan possessed a magnificent collection of rough stones and pure diamonds collected by his ancestors over several generations. Consequently, the struggle for treasure was not a search for something ghostly; it was undoubtedly worth the effort. 

			“Tell me, dear, did you see the map yourself?” Jalal-Bek addressed his guest. He was still looking for confirmation of the information contained in the letter.

			“I saw how they passed Ganesh some kind of envelope, which was taken from the outlanders. Everyone saw it,” Ashar told him what he knew.

			“This is not my business, of course, but tell me: how did you get to Ganesh?” asked the Maharaja.

			“It’s a long story. My parents died during the Sikh pogrom. They lived among the Urds, and the neighbors did not even try to protect them as the angry mob marched through the streets. I was not with them then. When I was returning home, a man I knew warned me about what had happened. He advised me to disappear, at least for a while. Then I and several companions of mine wandered until we stopped in Ganesh‘s village.”

			“I’ve heard a lot about your problems. All this is complicated. But you do not sit idly by. Please, accept my condolences. By God‘s wish the situation will become normal someday,” the Maharaja expressed his sympathies to Ashar.

			Ashar silently nodded back. What he had told Jalal-Bek was only half the truth. He did not want to reveal to the Maharaja the fact that he had been fond of shooting since childhood. Then he joined the army in an elite unit and became a sniper. At first, Ashar had dreamed of a military career and was on good terms with the soldiers in his unit, despite the fact that they all worshiped their own gods. The commanders respected him. But what happened in Amritsar and then the news of his parents’ murders, radically changed his views, and with them his plans for life. He steadfastly accepted the death of his father and mother, asked for leave from the unit to bury them, but did not return and deserted. Having met another former soldier like him, Ashar joined Vimal‘s detachment about six months ago. Since then, all his aspirations had focused on revenge for the death of his parents and the Sikhs struggle for liberation struggle.

			After listening to Ashar‘s answer, Jalal-Bek returned to his thoughts. Yes, perhaps the treasure, albeit somewhat ephemeral, outweighed the other cards on the scale. Let us assume that everything heard today from a person who came out of nowhere, but sent by fate itself, was true. Then, knowing the resourcefulness and greed of Ganesh, there was no need to doubt how he would act in this situation. Once Ganesh found the treasure, he would try to disappear unnoticed. Indeed, what should he do with such treasures in a distant, godforsaken village? In this situation, the devil himself is no match for a man. The Sikh was right! They would need to act quickly! Quickly, but carefully. 

			While the convoy of two trucks led by a jeep was on its way, Jalal-Bek controlled the movement of his people by radio. During the breaks, he persistently continued to think. It was clear that Ganesh would not sacrifice the treasure without a fight, and the Maharaja did not intend to toss a coin with fate. He perfectly understood that only numerical superiority and surprise would bring decisive success in a confrontation with the Ganesh gang. The twenty soldiers who had left the estate with him were clearly not enough for such an operation. That is why, by order of Jalal-Bek, about a dozen more armed groups were heading from different directions to the village of Ganesh. A quiet clearing nearby was chosen as the gathering point.

			“How many men do you think Ganesh can gather?” asked the Maharaja.

			“I think if everyone is assembled, about a hundred,” assumed Ashar.

			“Okay,” Jalal-Bek returned to his thoughts.

			Until now, the calculating Maharaja had managed to achieve his goals without using force on such a scale. As an intelligent and well-educated person, possessing some capital and connections, he had managed to advance far in the rank of importance in his state. In turn, bandits like Ganesh were content with petty extortions. They were respectful enough to those who were above them in the social and caste system, all the more so when a social position was reinforced by real power. Jalal-Bek had plenty of these two components. Money and a small army of his own were always at his disposal. Now seemed the right time for a military sortie. There was no doubt that Ganesh would not want to part with his find in an amicable way. Then the armed clash could be attributed to the ethnic unrest which had not yet subsided and was unlikely to subside in the near future. In this case, the Sikhs and the bandits would shoot at each other. It was a common conflict and could happen to anyone. 

			Jalal-Bek understood perfectly well that he should carry out the operation as suddenly and quietly as possible. Noise and publicity would only attract government intervention, which in this situation would be extremely inappropriate. The army, and even more so the commandos, who could appear here and there without warning, could disrupt the whole mission. Their officers did not obey the local bosses, and it would be extremely difficult to negotiate with them using connections or money. 

			He gave a command to the arriving detachments: not to disclose themselves but to wait until all the forces involved had arrived. Jalal-Bek did not draw up a specific plan to capture the village. He hoped to announce his presence and reveal his intentions only after Ganesh found the treasure. It was much easier to hide a map than a treasure. Ganesh could do all the dirty work to find it. Jalal-Bek, the owner of these parts, would make sure the find fell into his net. Having made his calculations, the Maharaja again turned to the messenger.

			“Listen, Ashar. We will stay here, nearby. I want you to return to your camp and let me know when Ganesh starts out for the treasure. In general, let me know. Do you understand me?” 

			“Alright. As soon as I find out something, I will let you know,” promised Ashar.

			“I believe you. Please, deliver this message to your comrades: Do not try to outplay me. I do not advise it. I have enough people and strength to destroy you,” warned him Jalal-Bek.

			“Honorable Jalal-Bek, I have nothing to add, except what you already know. We are your allies as long as you are not against us. We are not interested in other people‘s wealth. Let the trust with which we turned to you remain a guarantee of our relations and mutual understanding,” answered Ashar.

			There was no answer to the sincere words of the Sikh and for the rest of the journey the recent allies did not say a word. The operation was set in motion, and the interested parties only had to wait for the results of its development. 

			Upon arrival at the designated place, they released Ashar from the car and handed him the reins to his horse, which had somehow ended up here. The young man was amazed when he saw what manpower Jalal-Bek had gathered under his command. More than two hundred armed men, some with machine guns, some with carbines, were already waiting for them, dispersed unnoticed in the thickets. The camp itself was located outside the ring which the beaters kept around the tiger, sending guards along its perimeter. Following a strict order, the gathered tried not to reveal their presence in any way and to keep a complete silence. The gathering of troops was over, and the men were waiting for a command.

			Sitting on his horse, Ashar thought that he would not want anyone to be in Ganesh‘s place. He’d been in his gang for six months and had had the time to study the fighting skill of these lazy peasants armed with old broomsticks. In Ashar‘s point of view, they were not warriors. Just a bunch of local criminals and idlers who had joined together. Such warriors would run as soon as the first bullets whistled over their heads. Busying himself with these considerations, the young man did not notice how he made his way back to the village from the clearing where he parted with Jalal-Bek.

			Little had changed there over the past day. Residents went about their daily activities as usual. The women went out to the fields to weed the crops, as for the men, most of them were involved in hunting, while the rest were fishing on the river. It was already after noon, and from the first soldier he met, the young man learned that the hunt had already begun three hours ago. 

			Ashar was young and hot-tempered, of course, but the night spent in the saddle and his intense negotiations did not leave him without a trace. Fatigue knocked the young man off his feet and he needed even just a brief rest. Having barely stepped over the threshold of the house already known to us, which he had left just the night before, the young man went straight to sleep. His sleep was short, but it was enough for a young and strong body to recuperate. Waking up, Ashar put a piece of flatbread into his pocket to save time, got on his horse and set off in search of the hunters. It was necessary to inform Vimal Singh about the results of the trip and about the significant changes that had occurred during the negotiations. Ashar himself believed there was no need to rush or force events. According to their agreement, Jalal-Bek was supposed to act only after he received a message from his new allies. But Ashar was a soldier, and the discipline, plus the respect he had for Vimal, demanded to inform the commander of what had happened without delay. In addition, he himself wondered how the beast and treasure hunt would end. 

		

	
		
			
PARNAUK TAKES A TRACE

			But let us divert our attention from the distant forest province and return to Delhi. As we remember, Lieutenant Colonel Parnauk was heading to his chief, namely the head of Internal Security Special Department. 

			After the recent reorganization of the security agencies, one of the Foreign Intelligence Service former deputies held this post. He also oversaw the security system and the senior government officials’ protection. Both the police forces and the newly created units carried out this function, and they relied on the help of the Intelligence Department. A person in such a post is endowed with practically unlimited powers and is directly subordinate only to the Minister of Internal Affairs. The reorganization took place less than a year ago, and the wide range of responsibilities of the superintendent did not promise either an easy life during the day nor a good sleep at night. Even now, the information received did not bring him any relief in his urgent matters, but just added to the hassle. 

			“I am going to report to the Prime Minister immediately. Did you inform the chief of personal security?” he asked after having listened to the report.

			“I haven’t had time yet. You are the first one,” Parnauk was waiting for the opinion of the superintendent.

			“Okay. Please let him know and keep me posted.”

			After leaving the chief, Parnauk returned to his office, and without putting things on the back burner, dialed the number of Gandhi’s personal security chief. They agreed to meet. In this case, it was necessary to take precaution. Despite the shortwave radio repeaters and ingenious means of signal coding, this conversation was clearly not for the phone.

			Colonel Nijar, a fit former naval paratrooper, was the prime minister’s personal bodyguard. The colonel had no wrinkles on his face, and only the slightly silvery hair on his temples served as a hint that the man was already over forty. He dressed with an emphasis on neatness. A dark gray, steel sheen suit, probably from the latest collection of Versace or one of his competitors, was draped on the colonel without a single fold, successfully hiding an athletic figure. Out of habit, Nijar listened to the guest without interrupting and then asked a short question.

			“When did you received this information?”

			“Tonight,” replied Parnauk.

			“We know these details. Our man from Amritsar reported about a week ago that a qualified sniper, someone called Churel, was sent to Delhi. We do not have a photo of this person. I was hoping to get clarifications, but I have nothing to share yet. Obviously, we have to make do with what we know.” 

			“This is really a rather meager amount of data. Let’s hope Churel does not manage to slip through the security cordons. You know our methods of work,” Parnauk summed up the situation.

			“Yes, I do, that‘s why I was in no hurry to bother you ahead of time. Thanks for the info. We take into account the reliability of our built-in protection mechanisms. I hope you will be able to neutralize the sniper on his way, and it will not come to shooting.” 

			“Believe me, we’ll try,” assured him Parnauk.

			“In any case, my people are always there and will be able to protect the object. I receive such warnings about once a week. But in this case, my intuition tells me it is serious,” admitted Nijar.

			“Have you eaten already?” asked Parnauk.

			“Yes, I have grabbed a bite,” replied Nijar.

			“Would you look at that? How does everyone find time?”

			This meeting ended and Parnauk headed to dine in the departmental canteen. settling down at a free table, so as not to disturb anyone, he returned to his reflections.

			 Just look at this Nijar. He knew about the sniper and did not share the information. Well, I’ll leave it for now and focus on the issue. What do we have? Unknown sniper, the time is almost exact, most likely the day of the ceremony, and the place... The place... A large area, plus the length of the route of the motorcade... The shooter‘s possibilities are also not limitless. Maybe we should try to find him by his weapon. I can inquire if anything is missing from a military warehouse. In addition. I can talk to the arms dealers; maybe someone was interested in a sniper rifle, and if so, who bought one. Although, searching for traces of a rifle in a city with a multi-million population...   or even through the whole country... there is a better chance of finding a needle in a haystack. We are running out of time. 

			The lieutenant colonel tried to imagine how he would have acted if he was a sniper. It is hardly advisable to shoot at an armored vehicle with tinted windows, especially from a long distance. We are not in Dallas. We do not carry presidents in convertibles.12 There is only one place that remains–Raj Ghat, the site of the ceremony. I will have to talk to  personal security again. Maybe we can lure the sniper out. But how? It is easy to say... I have to think... Think, Lieutenant Colonel, think... Perhaps there are other possibilities. Maybe we can use an impersonator, at least for the path from the car to the place of the ceremony. Not so much of an option, but it could work. 

			Having washed down lunch with a cup of coffee, Parnauk, continuing to build various combinations in his head, returned to his office.

			Ever since the days of the military academy, as a freshman, Parnauk attracted the attention of teachers with his pragmatic and thoughtful approach to solving various tasks. Being still a very young cadet, he impressed the venerable aces by how he managed to find interesting and non-standard solutions. As for his comrades, he won them over with his extraordinary physical abilities. He was always the best at shooting ranges. In addition to his average build, Parnauk had excellent reactions and natural muscle strength, which usually allowed him to remain invulnerable in hand-to-hand combat. Starting from the first year of study, he won prizes at prestigious army tournaments.

			After the ill-fated assassination of Indira Gandhi, the state apparatus concluded that the protection of the ruling party needed review. As always, there were people willing to take the initiative, if not before, then at least after the force majeure. Parnauk remembered how they had created a state commission to solve the problem. They came out with recommendations to improve the protection of top government officials and to create for this purpose the Special Protection Unit--the SPU. In addition to direct protection, the unit was also charged with counterintelligence functions. They selected the personnel for this unit with the utmost thoroughness. High intelligence, integrity and professionalism--these qualities served as the main criteria for the candidates. Several officers were transferred there from the foreign intelligence department to strengthen the unit. Parnauk was among those officers, his candidacy one of the first approved. Prior to transfer to SPU, he held a deputy position at the East-Asian department and had sufficient firsthand experience. 

			The new post did not mean complete isolation from former colleagues, and they continued to consult on an endless series of issues. Parnauk, in his turn, did the same when necessary. 

			Having finished lunch, Parnauk decided to contact Nijar again and requested another meeting. This time they agreed that he would visit him by himself. 

			After hearing the impersonator plan, Nijar did not object in particular. 

			“This is an acceptable idea. He himself...” Nijar slightly rolled his eyes to the ceiling, implying Gandhi, “does not interfere with our work. The recent experience affected him--his mother died after all. It is not easy to endure, and especially under the circumstances of the murder. But he is holding up. He is sturdy man.”

			“This was a gross mistake by our predecessors. We absolutely cannot succumb to the opinions of the protected population and even more so to its influence. This negatively affects the rational organization of the case. In addition, we missed the betrayal in the most elite unit,” notes of chagrin slipped into Parnauk‘s voice.

			“Everything is very complicated. On the one hand, it would be unforgivable frivolity not to suppress the ringleaders in Amritsar. We could actually lose the country. On the other hand, we are well aware that the forces involved were inadequate in relation to the forces of the enemy, to put it mildly. And this is a fact,” stated Nijar.

			“Well, let‘s not stir up the past. Let‘s focus on the operation,” Parnauk regretted allowing himself to be distracted from the main thing and touch upon a sore subject.” 

			“You are right. Too many words have been spoken on this subject,” Nijar prepared to listen to the agent. 

			‘So, the impersonator cannot be present at the ceremony itself. Although it is possible to tape the speech beforehand and play it, but if this ruse is discovered, it will result in a political scandal, which will harm the prime minister‘s image. This is only one of the suggestions,” said Parnauk. 

			“Well, you are correct in general. In this situation, the impersonator can be useful during the car drive and proceeding to the Raj Ghat. Afterword Gandhi he will appear on the podium by himself. This will reduce the risk and allow us to focus on the ceremony itself,” agreed Nijar.

			“It will not diminish the amount of work. We will have to run two motorcades. The first with an impersonator. The terrorist must be neutralized, and we have to protect the impersonator as carefully as if it were Rajiv, himself.” What other scenarios might occur? What about a bomb?” suggested Parnauk.

			Nijar frowned.

			“But we have received reports of a sniper...” 

			Parnauk did not rush to answer. These kinds of scenarios are always taken into account regardless of the cordon levels. 

			“It would not hurt to play it safe.” 

			“Well, that‘s settled, then,” Nijar got up and prepared to leave. “Please make all the preparations for the impersonator. And I will briefly inform Rajiv about the plan.”

			Before Nijar had time to close the door behind himself, the telephone  rang. 

			It was Elijah. She was a woman who Parnauk had been dating for more than five years. But they had met a little earlier than that. From the moment their romance began, Parnauk had found more and more meaning in his relationship to Elijah. Looking back, Parnauk was aware that fate had bestowed upon him much happiness.

			Not every man get to meet a woman like Elijah in his life; there is even less chance for such an encounter to develop into a real romance. Elijah was the widow of Ron Bernis, a former economic advisor to the Australian Embassy. 

			At first, Parnauk had communicated with Bernis for work. The duties of an economic adviser were not limited to the trade interests of his country. In various roundabout ways, a certain amount of political information trickled out until it found ears that were interested in it. The young officers were about the same age, and thanks to mutual sympathy, their business cooperation imperceptibly grew into friendship. They used to meet for more than a glass or two of whiskey, and quite often, their conversations were not limited to official topics. 

			This cooperation could have continued for many more years, but an accident associated with his chosen profession, transferred Ron Bernis from acting employee of the embassy to inactive. It is well known that in some organizations there are no such thing as an inactive or former employee. You cannot drop out of the list ‘just like that.’ It only happens in one way and Ron was no exception to this rule. One day, at about two in the morning, the wheels of a loaded dump truck completely crushed his Toyota. It happened at one of the central intersections of New Delhi. It was not clear why there was a need to remove construction waste in the middle of the night. And why was the truck speeding at sixty miles an hour in a city where speed limits were well known. Many questions were left unanswered and the police failed to find out anything useful, either at the scene of the accident or later. The truck driver--or the person whose body was found behind the wheel--died in hospital from an internal organ rupture. They did not find any witnesses to the incident. As a result, the investigation could not establish foul play and the case was closed. 

			But after Ron‘s death, all the negotiations to supply D17s assault rifles developed by the Australian Urmatech to India, , somehow came to naught. And, as a result, its production was delayed for years. Only a narrow circle of insiders would connect these two events. Parnauk had his own opinion of which neighbors in the region would benefit from the scrapping of the deal. But you cannot prove anything with guesswork. 

			Bernis’ wife did not want to send her husband‘s body home and apparently was in no hurry to return there herself. After the accident, Parnauk undertook to help a man from the Australian consulate in the preparation of the required documents:  death certificates, petitions for burial, etc. Under these not very rosy circumstances Parnauk met Elijah for the first time. 

			Being an agent who was quite good at reading people, he immediately noticed the widow’s firm character. Elijah‘s amazing self-control and ability to speak calmly, while tears of grief flowed down her cheeks, impressed him. No matter how hard the loss was for her, she was still able to show poise in public.

			After the funeral, Parnauk drove to Ron‘s home as a tribute to the family. The deceased was his friend, but this was not the only reason for the visit. In addition to her striking beauty, there was something else about Elijah. He felt an acute desire to stay with this woman. It was impossible to explain the force emanated from her and kept him its gravity field. If he happened to be pulled away from the object of his worship, his thoughts and feelings involuntarily drew him back. At the same time, Elijah‘s manners and civility did not welcome male attention and made her shy away from idle adventure seekers. 

			Parnauk was no exception, until he decided to do whatever it took to win this woman‘s favor. He called her a month after the funeral and invited her to have lunch together. Then again, a week later. Afterwards he took a break. He felt that Elijah had not yet come to terms with her recent loss and was not ready for a new relationship. But about six months later, at a ceremony held at the Australian consulate, they renewed their acquaintance to Parnauk’s great delight. Fate gave him a chance to finally melt the ice, break through the woman‘s independence and awaken her interest in him. This time Parnauk showed a great deal of attention and perseverance. As a result, a romance emerged between them.

			As a rule, Elijah called once a day and he waited for her call. It became a pleasant habit. If they could not connect on the phone for some reason and exchange at least a couple of words, Parnauk would begin to feel a certain emptiness by the end of that day as if he were high in the mountains, lacking oxygen. 

			“How are you doing, darling?” As always, Elijah‘s voice mesmerized him with its intonation.

			“Oh, you know, everything is always fine with me,” answered Parnauk. He felt the tension inside him began to fade away. “How are you doing? Did you get to work on time?”

			“Yes, everything’s fine. Are you going to be late?” she asked. 

			“I’ll try not to.”

			“You have a lot of work?” she really wanted to see him less busy. 

			“I have enough, as always. We’re preparing for the anniversary of the father of the nation,” Parnauk shared the information.

			“You know, we were also invited. I will definitely be there.”

			Parnauk was slightly worried about this, but did not show it.

			“Okay, honey, we’ll talk about it later. See you tonight.”

			“Bye.”

			Parnauk carefully replaced the receiver. As always, contact with Elijah filled him confidence. The Lieutenant Colonel felt better after the conversation, his thoughts streamlined and current problems simplified. They no longer seemed so difficult, and the challenging task of identifying a sniper seemed quite solvable. He had a specially trained staff of professional  policemen. But Elijah was going to attend the celebration, and Parnauk realized that it was not entirely safe. He forced himself to push down his bad thoughts and solve each problem as it came. 

			

			
				
					12	∗ In 1963, the 35th President of the United States, John F. Kennedy, was shot and killed by a sniper in Dallas, Texas, while driving around the city in an open limousine.

				

			

		

	
		
			
THE HUNT

			Let us return to our heroes, whom we left to spend a second disturbing night locked in the goat shed. The captives were awakened about an hour after sunrise. The already familiar flatbread and water from the well made up their meal. Then everyone‘s hands were tied again, and Jack was taken out into the courtyard, where he was left under the same awning adjacent to Ganesh‘s house.

			From the very morning, Ganesh constantly was on the terrace of his residence. He expected the arrival of important guests and wanted to greet them in person as a caring host. In order not to get bored, he gathered several of his thugs and smoked a hookah in their company. The approaching sound of the engine made him put down the mouthpiece, and within a minute two jeeps stopped at the house, having raised clouds of dust around them. Then a guard jumped out of the leading car and opened the back door with a practiced movement. A young, but already overweight man appeared first. His bluish-black skin undoubtedly indicated a typical inhabitant of central Africa. An amazingly beautiful and stately woman, leaning on his gallantly offered hand, followed. She surely had the same slenderness and beauty of her ancient ancestor, who conquered the heart of King Solomon himself--the Queen of Sheba.

			At the same time, the rest of the guards, four tall, blond enforcers with thick necks and super-modern short-barreled machine guns, poured out of the second jeep. Glancing around quickly, they took a position behind their masters.

			Ganesh ran off the porch and hurried to greet his guests with a joyful smile. To begin with, he embraced the man with wide opened arms.

			“How was your trip, dear Sipho? I am glad to see you here!”

			“The trip was good. I promised Rene... Let me introduce you... Honey, let me introduce you to Ganesh. This is the owner of the local jungle, who cordially organized our hunt. I promised Renee that she would see a real Bengal tiger. Do not disappoint her. Hunting is nothing new for Rene, but there is no Bengal tiger skin in our collection yet.”

			“You do not have to worry about that. The tiger has already been captured. All you have to do is take it,” said Ganesh.

			“Wonderful” Sipho turned to his woman. “Rene, I hope you will not be disappointed.”

			“Everything is ready. You will really enjoy this,” Ganesh assured the guests.

			“When will you give the order to leave, my friend?” asked Sipho.

			“Let‘s do it like this: rest for an hour. After all, your trip was not a short one. And, perhaps, after that we could move out?” suggested Ganesh.

			“Fine, where do you want us to go?” the guests followed him up to the veranda.

			“Please forgive me for the immodest question, Sipho, but how did your people manage to acquire weapons so quickly?” Ganesh pointed to the enforcers from the guard.

			“Diplomatic mail, my friend. Sometimes even the diplomats are useful,” and Sipho laughed sincerely at his own joke. 

			Ganesh smiled back, not knowing if he could trust what he heard, and led the guests into the house. A large spacious room was already prepared for them on the second floor. It was the best room in the house, except for the owner‘s apartment. Its interior was improved  to provide some luxury before the arrival of the hunters. Persian carpets adorned the floors and walls, and the large double bed with an antique hand-made dressing table were specially brought in from the city. Sipho and Rene hastily put down their luggage and, after refreshing themselves, went downstairs. 

			Ganesh was waiting for them, as usual, with a bottle of whiskey.

			“Sipho, would you like a drink?” he suggested.

			“I will not refuse. To a successful hunt!” the guest toasted them.

			After they emptied the glasses, Sipho announced that they were ready to be on their way. Then he and his wife, following the hospitable host, went to the cars. A quite noticeable hunting ardor had taken possession of the overseas guest, on top of his clearly expressed impatience in anticipation of the upcoming action, for which he had flown many hours over the ocean. The rest of the team, people close to Ganesh and the guards of the guests, were already awaiting their masters. The zeroed carbines were ready in the trunk, apart from the rest of the hunting belongings, neatly stowed in the box intended for them. Not even an hour had passed since the arrival of the hunters, as they, determined and fully equipped, plunged into the cars. As soon as everyone settled down, the detachment moved into the jungle. Having driven three kilometers from the village, Ganesh slowed down near the rider galloping towards him. Ganesh stuck his head out of the car window, and the man began to whisper something to his ear, leaning low for this purpose. Ganesh, in response to what he heard, only nodded his head. Then they parted. The man galloped on, and Ganesh separated his jeep from the cortege and turned off the road onto a narrow, barely noticeable path. After driving another hundred meters, the car was completely lost from sight.

			“Where did he go? Shouldn’t we be together?” Sipho looked askance at Vimal Singh, who was sitting in the guests” car.

			Vimal was not sure what was happening, but hastened to defuse the situation. 

			“Our master will be joining us soon. You shouldn’t worry.”

			Fifteen minutes later, the hunters found themselves in the center of the ring formed by the beaters. They parked their cars in a picturesque meadow under an awning stretched out to protect them from the hot sun. Ganesh‘s guard was already in place. According to the stipulated rules, the guides had to walk fifty meters ahead of the shooters and track the beast. This order of movement also served as a precautionary measure in case of the sudden appearance of a predator. With the beginning of the hunt, the ring of beaters, equipped with clappers, would gradually begin to draw closer, and thereby driving the beast out to the hunters. Jack was here too, assigned with his own special role.

			A pair of elephants, one of which the captives had already seen in the village, also stood there in the shade of the trees. The final preparations were coming to an end. As for Ganesh, he soon joined the guests and, without waiting for questions, began to apologize for his short-term absence.

			“My apologizes, Sipho. An urgent issue arose. But now I am completely at your disposal.” he assured.

			Then Ganesh led the guests to the elephants and began to stroke gently his pets on the trunk.

			“Airavat, Airavat, did you miss me?” he whispered, clinging to the head of one noble animal. 

			The elephant liked it, and in response to the caresses, he gently hugged his owner by the shoulders with the tip of his trunk, shaking his big head. Sipho and Rene proved themselves seasoned hunters. Each of them cocked their carbines several times, checking whether the cartridge entered the chamber easily, so the rifle would not fail at the last moment. Ganesh was in a great mood. Having played enough with the elephant, he turned to the guests.

			“Dear Sipho, I allowed myself to prepare a surprise. You once told me that you practice hunting not only for animals, but also for different prey. A tramp has fallen into our hands. Would you like him to enter the ring?” Ganesh waved his hand for his subordinates to bring Jack closer.

			Judging by the response, the overseas guest liked this idea.

			“You are truly an invaluable person and a hospitable host, and I think I know just how to thank you,” he assured. 

			Ganesh‘s face broke into a servile smile. He was proud of himself, glad he had managed to please his guests. Naturally, the hospitable host expected gratitude in the form of dark green banknotes

			Jack did not react at first to what was happening. But gradually it began to dawn on him that he was being dragged into something with rules that were not in his favor. He tried to save to memory the face of the important guest so as not to confuse him with anyone else. Oh, how he wanted to settle his score with him in full at the first opportunity,  as well as with Ganesh. 

			The hunt was about to begin, as two bandits led Jack into the forest. The path they took was slightly wider than the animal path, and wild bushes grew in lush thickets on either side. The guards moved forward, looking around warily and holding their guns at the ready. Soon they decided they had gone far enough, untied the prisoner‘s hands and silently pushed him in the direction of the thicket. After that, they turned around and moved back, no longer paying attention to Jack. They were still pointing their rifle barrels in the direction of the forest, not wanting the tiger to catch them by surprise. 

			For greater convenience, the hunter were to be carried on elephants. To begin with, they helped the African guests climb into the cradles fixed on the backs of the beasts. The insides were lined with soft, intricately embroidered pillows. When the elephant rose to its feet, the guests felt completely safe. In addition, the view from a height of more than three meters made it possible to notice the target at a great distance. After making sure that the guests were settled, the elephant rider took his seat at the base of the animal’s head. Ganesh also climbed onto the back of his pet, after which he took out a horn and made a loud, drawn-out sound, marking the beginning of the hunt. Obeying the signal, the guides began to move. The rest of the procession followed them. The elephant riders, or, as they are also called, mahouts, deftly maneuvered the heavy giants, forcing them to obey with a thin bamboo stick. 

			Sipho was so fascinated by their actions that he decided to express his admiration. 

			“I am amazed how you manage to control such giants with only one light stick. You know, Ganesh, I noticed that your Asian breed is somewhat inferior in size to our elephants, with the exception of yours,” he added.

			“Probably so, Sipho. I have not been to Africa, and have not seen elephants there,” answered Ganesh.

			“You should come. I will gladly invite you,” Sipho suggested. “I must say, these elephants obey very well.” 

			“Yes, you are right.” Ganesh confirmed his guest‘s words. “Pay attention to the metal rod with the sharpened hook at the end. This is called an ankus. It is always at the mahout‘s hand, and if the animal decides to be stubborn, he can use it.”

			“And how often do they use this, as you say, ankus?” asked Sipho.

			“A real mahout rarely uses his ankus. He does not wish to hurt the animal entrusted to him. The mahout takes over his profession from his father, as he, in turn, took over from his grandfather. The mahouts are actually a closed caste that transfers their profession from generation to generation. In many dynasties, legends have been preserved about ancestors who fought on their elephants in the wars against the Great Mughals,” said Ganesh. 

			“It is a pity that we have no mahouts in our area. But as you know, in ancient Carthage we knew how to use elephants,”13∗ said Sipho.

			“I see your point. We also had great commanders who used elephants in battles with the enemy. But nowadays, the use of elephants is becoming rare. There is no place for them on the roads, there are too many motors. This is a pity. Although elephants are more common far from big cities.”

			“They say that in ancient times the elephant was considered a sign of victory and wisdom. Later, we Christians adopted the image of an elephant as a symbol of Jesus’ victory over death. In biblical paintings, elephants trample snakes, which symbolize evil.” Rene joined the conversation.

			“Look how many coincidences,” confirmed Ganesh. “We have an elephant, especially a white one, who is identified with the royal power and the power of the empire, as well as wisdom, patience and longevity.”

			“Ganesh, what does the name of your elephant mean?” Asked Rene.

			“Airavat?” Ganesh lightly patted the pet on the powerful neck. “Airavat is a part of our history, mythology and religion simultaneously. In Buddhism, the ancient ruler, the deity Indra, transported his possessions on the white elephant Aivarata--the greatest of all elephants. Aivarata was also considered the guardian of the realm.” 

			“How interesting.” 

			“Yes, it is. It was the white elephant that first appeared to Queen Maya in a dream and informed her of the conception of the future lord of the universe--the Buddha. This is what Airavat means. In addition, one of the most revered gods among Hindus--Ganesha--has an elephant‘s head.”

			“Tell me, are elephants a devoted animal?” Asked Sipho.

			“I do not know about their devotion to people.” Ganesh paused. “But in relation to their own families, elephants are very loyal animals.”

			“You have a famous elephant. I did not suspect anything like that.” 

			“Famous--is only one side of the coin. If you only knew how smart he is. Sometimes I am amazed at his instinct and quick-wittedness.” Ganesh began to describe the abilities of his pet with enthusiasm. “Imagine, he knows all the roads in the area. Sometimes I just give him free rein and he comes home by himself.  , we never use an ankus on him. Aivarat understands commands and obeys every touch of the twig.”

			“It is a wonderful animal. But when do we meet this tiger?” asked Sipho.

			“Soon, I think. Check your rifles and don’t forget the second target. We do not know whom we will encounter first,” Ganesh warned them.

			The hunters went deep into the thicket. Peasants and people from Ganesh’s detachment followed the elephants, stretching out on both sides in a chain. The jeep with the guards of the guests closed up the procession. At a signal from the horn, the beaters in the cordon began to close ranks, driving the tiger to the center of the ring with the noise of their rattles. As they progressed, the conversations subsided by themselves. The hunters switched to sign language and tried to see the target in the thickets of trees from the height of their positions. The hunt began, and each of them hoped to be the first to get a valuable trophy. Fascinated by the excitement, Sipho hoped that it would be his lot to make a successful shot. Ganesh decided that he would shoot off target and give his guest the right to distinguish himself. 

			Suddenly they heard the tiger‘s roar. The sentinels stopped, trying to figure out the beast’s path. But the roar did not get closer; on the contrary, it began to subside. It became clear that the distance between the hunters and their target was increasing. The eldest of the guides directed the procession in the direction from which the roar had come. They took the trail and began in pursuit of the beast.

			Meanwhile, Jack, finding himself alone in the forest, tried to orient himself on the terrain. He knew he needed to return to the village in order to free his wife and comrade from the hands of the bandits. He did not know for sure about the encirclement ring, but instinctively guessed that it existed. He knew he first needed to deceive the hunters and break through it. Not knowing the way, Jack went forward, relying on intuition. He deliberately avoided open places and tried to keep in the shade of bushes. At some point, he heard the approaching cries and rattles of the beaters. The ring was shrinking around him. 

			Suddenly, a thought occurred to Jack: as long as the distance between the beaters allowed him to slip between them unnoticed, he should try to do so. After walking another hundred meters, Jack came across a chain of dense fern thickets, which seemed to him quite suitable for the implementation of his plan. But all of a sudden, he went numb and froze like a mummy. 

			It is not clear if Jack saw the tiger or heard its powerful roar. Most likely, they happened at the same time. There was no time to think, and Jack, whose nerves were already on edge, backed away. He hid behind a thick tree trunk, and hoped to go unnoticed. 

			However, the tiger managed to spot him and made a decision in a second. Alarmed by the noise approaching from all sides, the hungry beast, who had been in the enclosure for more than two days, had finally found an object upon which to avenge itself. He began to chase Jack with a roar, and a chase began of one victim going after another inside the shrinking ring. This was the terrible roar, which pointed out to the hunters where to look for them.

			In this situation, Jack had to take flight. Taking advantage of a few seconds head start, he managed to make several jumps, like a sprinter in his most important race. But no matter how hard Jack tried, the angry animal was faster. The distance between man and tiger was a little more than twenty meters, and although at first the thickets detained the beast, he would only need a dozen jumps to overtake his prey. The distance was closing with incredible speed, and Jack clearly imagined the gaping maw of the beast with it powerful dagger-sized fangs. He only had few seconds left, and  when he almost felt the breath of the tiger on the back of his head, the decision to face danger head on came naturally to him. In a split second, he gathered his courage and overcame the primitive fear, horror and powerlessness of an unarmed man facing a furious predator. He would not give up without a fight and making a last, desperate leap forward, he turned one hundred and eighty degrees and prepared for action against the beast. 

			Then the unexpected happened. At the moment of landing, he did not feel the ground under his feet. Instead of touching the ground, he plunged into abyss in front of the very nose of the beast. Within a second, Jack was at the bottom of a deep black shaft with three-meter-high walls. Whoever had dug this pit had masked it by covering it with thin poles sprinkled with a layer of fallen leaves.

			After falling from such a height, Jack lay unconscious for several seconds. When he woke up, he opened his eyes but could not figure out how long he had spent in this state. Finally, Jack realized that he was at the bottom of an old pit with steep edges, which served as a trap for a large animal. The pit was damp, strewn with damp leaves that had not had time to dry out after the last rains It was completely eerie. In addition, the trap was built to make sure none of the animals were captured alive. Bamboo stakes with sharply sharpened ends, were dug into the bottom of the pit. Each of these stakes was about a meter high, and it is unlikely that anyone, animal or human, could survived such a fall. 

			The first thing Jack discovered, after he determined his location, was a pointed stake that stuck out between his legs in the immediate vicinity of his groin. The point made a truly lasting impression on Jack 

			Barely breathing, he began to check by touch all his organs and limbs. Not finding blood on his hands and realizing that everything was in place, Jack calmed down a little. Turning his head, he discovered a dead tiger next to him. The beast, which had rushed headlong to overtake his victim, had ended up with him at the bottom of the pit. But unlike Jack, who fell at the very edge, the predator was less fortunate, and had landed in the center of the trap. As a result, he’d been gored by several stakes at once and died instantly. The terrible maw of the animal remained wide open with huge fangs sticking out of it. Apparently, the last thing the beast was going to do in its life was to grab Jack with its sharp daggers-like fangs. Suddenly the body of the animal, in contrast to its motionless head, shuddered in the last spasmodic convulsions and finally froze. Jack swore that he watched the last spark of life slowly fade in the unblinking gaze of the beast‘s large brown pupils.

			Making sure that there was no more danger from the tiger, Jack attempted to get to his feet. But something held him on the ground. Jack decided that the reason for this was shock, but then raised his head and managed to figure out the true state of affairs. During the fall, which had saved his life from an inglorious death at the claws of the tiger, his trousers had been pierced by the stake. After Jack found out that these organs were in order, he gained some comfort and optimism. He hoped that what had so successfully survived would serve him more than once in the future. He climbed out of his pants, pulled them off the stake and put them back on. The hunters who had followed the roar of the beast caught him precisely at that moment.

			Jack barely had time to fasten his belt and raise his head when he saw people surrounding the edges of the pit. Ganesh and his guests seemed to him at an absolutely unattainable height, sitting on elephants.

			When Ganesh looked into the pit and saw a dead tiger, his heart almost broke with frustration. So much work had been put into preparing the hunt--and this was the result? Where did this damn old trap come from? But there was nothing he could do besides portray a cheerful face in a bad situation. Without pretending that he was upset, and adding vigor to his voice, Ganesh turned to the guests.

			“Sipho, just look at this specimen. It is amazing. Such a skin will become a decoration of any home.”

			“I expected to get the animal myself,” admitted Sipho.

			“I understand. But the hunt is not over yet. We will get this fellow out and continue. As for the tiger, do not take it personally. Stay an extra day or two, and we will find an equally beautiful specimenת” Ganesh assured his guest. 

			“We’ll see,” badly hidden disappointment flashed in Sipho‘s face. 

			One of the Ganesh’s men threw the end of the rope to Jack, and he climbed out. Then, two people descended into the pit to remove the still warm body of the tiger from the stakes. It turned out to be difficult to lift the heavy carcass up, but it was possible with the assistance of a strong rope and a large number of hands. Sipho and his companion were satisfied with the size of the beast, after which they expressed a desire to continue hunting tomorrow. 

			At this stage, Ashar, who, as we remember, went in search of his comrades, managed to join the escort. Following the wishes of the guests, the hunt was put on hold, but Ashar was not at all upset about this and, seeing Vimal in the crowd, went in his direction. Ashar answered the mute question of the commander with an affirmative nod, making it clear that there was a topic for conversation. A little later, they left the path where  the rest of the party were walking. Making sure that no one heard them, Ashar reported on the results of the trip. He also informed that the Jalal-Bek detachment was nearby. After specifying some details, Vimal was pleased with the results of the negotiations.

			“Well done, you did a great job. We have news here too. While you were away, the Indians found the treasure. Ganesh has already visited the place, “he said.

			“Did he tell you about it himself?” asked Ashar.

			“No, he did not. But tomorrow Ganesh will move the treasure to the village, and disappear the day after. I suppose that our arrest will be the price of his freedom, “Vimal shared his suspicions.

			“What should I do?” Ashar was ready to carry out his commander‘s order.

			“Ride back and report everything to Jalal-Bek,” ordered him Vimal.

			“Understood,” Ashar pulled the horse‘s reins. 

			“Be careful,” Vimal admonished his comrade.

			After a few hundred meters, Ashar fell behind the detachment, after which he galloped straight to the Jalal-Bek camp. 

			Upon the return of the hunters, many people gathered in the center of the village, as they always did, when some unusual event took place. People watched with undisguised interest as they unloaded the tiger‘s carcass. The beast was heavy, and it took six people to pull it out of the car with the help of a thick shaft threaded between its tied paws. The specimen was truly magnificent and measured approximately three meters from nose to tail. Black stripes spread out in beautiful patterns over the whitish-yellow fur. We have already mentioned earlier the size of the fangs, which adorned the animal‘s maw with a snow-white stockade. The villagers admiringly stroked the thick fur, stretched the tail in length and checked the sharpness of the animal‘s claws and fangs. Ganesh, with a majestic look, ordered to hang the beast on a tree.

			“Sipho, the stuffed animal will turn out great! Just give us an order, and within a few days my people will do all the work,” he suggested.

			“Yes, perhaps I will,” Sipho, like the others, was impressed by the size and beauty of the beast.

			“It’s a deal. You will be the owner of the best Bengali tiger around. And in the meantime,” Ganesh made a gallant gesture. “Please, enter the house. The supper is waiting.”

			As for Jack, they put him back in the barn, thoroughly battered and soiled in mud. Mike and Christie were overjoyed at his return. During his absence, disturbing thoughts kept on creeping into their heads. The accumulated feelings had such an effect on Christie that when she saw Jack, she could not utter a word. A heavy, viscous painful lump bound her throat, and did not allow her to say something articulate. All that she was capable of was to silently embrace the person dearest and closest to her, and without ceasing to stroke, make sure that he was not hurt, or, even worse, wounded. 

			Seeing that nothing had changed in the barn, Jack imperceptibly signaled to Mike, making it clear that he did not want to expand on the events of the past day in the presence of Christie. 

			“We will discuss the situation later. You need to rest,” Mike supported him.

			Jack followed his comrade‘s advice and settled himself on the mat, propping up his back on the wall.

			“Bengal tigers are truly magnificent. Have you dealt with them often?”

			“From time to time. I personally sent customers several specimens in my time,” answered Mike. 

			“It would be nice to get some sleep,” Jack closed his eyes. 

			“When will it end?” said Christie barely audibly. The despair at the hopelessness of their situation once again seized her. 

			Toward nightfall, Jack, whose last day was not the easiest, fell asleep surprisingly calmly.

			Somewhat earlier, Ashar, who had already become accustomed to being a messenger, reached the Jalal-Bek camp. Since his departure, little had changed there, though it seemed to him that the number of men had grown. Jalal-Bek almost got the shivers when he learned that the mythical treasures had been found. He immediately assembled his unit commanders and asked Ashar to sketch out a plan of the village. The young man easily pointed out the objects of interest to the Maharaja, including the entrances and the exact location of the houses occupied by Ganesh and his people. Fortunately, the bandits behaved confidently, and they were alien to such a thing as guards in the Ganesh detachment. Making sure that everyone understood the plan, Jalal-Bek personally accompanied Ashar on his way back. Before releasing the young man, the Maharaja graciously took his arm.

			“Let me give you advice, buddy. Tell your friends that tomorrow all of you should disappear, preferably before dawn. Those who will stay in the village can blame themselves. I owe you, but only to a certain extent. So tell this to Vimal. Did I remember his name correctly?”

			“That‘s right, although I never told you his name,” answered Ashar.

			“That‘s all right, you didn’t. But do not forget to convey the message,” Jalal-Bek repeated almost affectionately, while he looked at Ashar so that he had no doubts about the seriousness of the Maharaja’s intentions. 

			After these words, the Maharaja let go of the young man‘s hand, and the newly established allies said goodbye. Jalal-Bek hoped to find Golconda‘s treasures in the near future, and Ashar hoped never to meet his new acquaintance again. Returning to the village, Ashar conveyed the instructions of Jalal-Bek to Vimal, and by midnight, not a single Sikh remained there, with the exception of Vimal. They all received proper instructions and in groups of two or three moved in different directions.

			By order of Ganesh, an entertainment program was being prepared for the evening. A table was laid on the terrace of the large house, bursting with various dishes. Two men, dressed in traditional clothes and girdled with daggers, were right there on standby to serve the feast. An impromptu stage was erected in front of the house. They planned a performance with the local girls singing and dancing, and a guest cobra tamer was to demonstrate his art. 

			

			
				
					13	∗ This refers to the Punic Wars between the Carthaginian Republic and the Roman Empire, which took place in the 3rd and 2nd centuries BC. The Carthaginian army under King Hannibal used trained war elephants in battles with the Romans. A.N.

				

			

		

	
		
			
OH, THE GUARDS GET UP EARLY

			That evening, Parnauk was already going home when the work phone burst out with a piercing ring. It was a long distance call, from Jharkhand. The head of the SPU unit based in Ranchi there, reported an unfavorable situation in one of the controlled areas. In the jungle, not far from the border with neighboring Bihar, a large armed detachment was spotted. In all likelihood, they were not preparing for a peaceful action.

			After listening to the report, Parnauk ordered continued observation and to await future orders.

			“Who commands the squad? What group does he belong to?”

			At the other end, they delayed with an answer. It seems that the interlocutor hesitated a little. Finally, he reported that it was about the local Maharaja Jalal-Bek, who enjoyed the patronage of both the head of state and the chief of the local police. There was no doubt that the detachment of armed men was subordinate to Jalal-Bek, but the purpose of the concentration of such a powerful group, and against whom it was directed, was still unknown.

			“Try to clarify the details as soon as possible. You know what? Warn this Jalal-Bek of yours not to indulge in weapons. Best of all, advise him to disband his gang immediately. Keep me informed of the negotiations, I want to know everything about this case.” 

			The officer reported as the military man and hung up.

			What were those antics for? Parnauk was simply amazed at the impudence and ease with which some local leaders allowed themselves to act. To gather an armed squad... And for what? The times when the Maharajas took possessions from each other by means of armed conquests were long gone. What was going on there?

			Parnauk approached a large map of the country, which filled almost the entire wall, and began to study the territory located between Patna and Ranchi. Thoroughly rummaging through his mind, he did not remember anything that would help him find the answer to the issue. Quiet place, thousands of kilometers from Punjab and almost the same from New Delhi. He figured it was about local showdowns, and  was unlikely to have a political background. In any case, the presence of someone‘s private army in a civilized country is unacceptable. All that remained was to await more detailed information, if the informants would obtain it, of course. After thinking a little more, Parnauk decided to contact this branch himself. He had to take into account that they had no more than fifteen people at their disposal for a province of many millions. Parnauk dialed the required number on the telephone. 

			The same officer answered the phone. Parnauk suddenly recalled that he had once crossed paths with him in the service, a nodding acquaintance.

			“I am asking you to involve army forces in this matter by morning, regardless of the information received. Let it be no less than a battalion of soldiers. Use the police as well and wait for my command. Please, report the situation every two hours, and if the detachment starts moving, every half hour. That‘s all for now.” 

			The working day was long over, and Parnauk, returning the receiver to its place, was about to go home. 

			They had almost completed planning the sniper operation. But any matter is only considered finished after it is done. As they say, they still had to live through the end of the operation. Thoughts about the upcoming ceremony did not leave the lieutenant colonel. Had he considered everything? Maybe he had missed some minor detail, which will pop out at the last moment and play into the hands of the enemy? The intelligence officer‘s professional skills and logic prompted him to search for new solutions. Past failures and omissions that had led to failure hurt the officer‘s pride, although Parnauk personally had been working in another area then, and the oversight was the fault of other people assigned to the protection of high-ranking officials. This time, he could not allow even the possibility of missing something. 

			It would be easier to solve the problem if he could understand what kind of person this sniper was, know his habits and his way of thinking. What kind of new fad was this--to shoot prime ministers? It began with Gandhi, then Rajiv’s mother and now they were preparing an attempt on the third leader. True, there were thirty-six years between the assassinations and the political motives were different. Yet, all the violence is the same... Is it possible that savagery and barbaric methods will forever remain a part of human nature in order to achieve a desired goal and concepts such as “The end justifies the means,” will serve as an excuse for violence and mass murder for a long time to come? No. The death of Indira was enough. A repetition of that scenario would be a shame for every special service, and he, Lieutenant Colonel Parnauk, bore personal responsibility that it would not happen again. 

			On the way, Parnauk decided that it would be nice to examine the site of the ceremony once again. Of course, a personal guard detachment would operate there, but those guys had a slightly different task. Parnauk pulled the car onto the Ring Road and drove in the direction of Raj Ghat14∗. He decided to park a few blocks from the memorial and walk the route of the motorcade from there. After long hours spent exploring the area, he had the location of houses and streets firmly preserved in his memory. Now all he had to do was to confirm that the positions of the anti-snipers and observers were chosen correctly. 

			Walking the route, the lieutenant colonel was satisfied. He did not find any weak points. Perhaps it was possible to rebase a couple of posts, but, in general, everything was done correctly. If the sniper decided to act during the motorcade, he was unlikely to succeed. The only point left was the entrance in front of the memorial and the adjacent territory. A person who decided to shoot there had an advantage--it was easy to get lost in the mass of people who would congregate there. You cannot put a policeman every five meters in a crowd of thousands.

			Returning to the car, Parnauk drove back onto the Ring Road. After about a kilometer, he turned onto the forty-fourth route and crossed the railway tracks. After a little while, his gaze rested on the floodlit walls of the Red Fort15∗ that arose to his right. The distance from the corner of the wall to the road was very short. This discovery somewhat puzzled him. What if the sniper took a position on the fort wall? The view from there was the best around and the distance to the road ranged from two hundred to three hundred meters--an ideal spot for a deadly shot. And easy to get lost in the crowd afterward, since there are always many visitors at the fort. The assassin could simply slide down a rope into the moat that is near the fortress wall. With sensible planning, many options were available here. How did it not occur to anyone that the wall of the fortress could be a convenient position? Parnauk felt like a hunting dog attacking a fresh trail, and without the slightest hesitation turned into the road that led to the fort. Now it was necessary to climb its walls and assess the situation from there.

			Showing his ID to the guard, Parnauk passed the Lahore Gate leading in. Darkness finally fell on the streets of the city. At this time, only organized night group excursions were allowed to enter the fortress. First, Parnauk climbed one of the towers--the one over the central entrance, and walked to the corner of the wall. It was a comfortable place indeed. 

			He must put a guard. In addition, he must place sentries around the entire perimeter of the fortress wall, every hundred meters. Their appearance would be an impressive warning for people who were thinking unkindly. In addition, at this spot observers would have an undoubted advantage: it had a much better view of the any movement in the crowd. Parnauk went down into the yard. The walls seemed even higher than they did from below.

			Shah Jahan knew what he wanted when he built the Red Fort and he undoubtedly achieved the desired result. Having started to move the capital from ancient Agra to Delhi, the Shah did not limit himself to copying the buildings of the fort and its high walls. The internal structure of the new fortress, as well as the wonderful beauty of the decoration and architecture, were built according to the original in Agra. But in terms of the luxury of palaces and temples, created by the best Oriental and European masters, the Lal Qila (as the name of the fortress sounds in Hindi) surpassed the fortress in Agra built seven centuries earlier. 

			Still, by this time, the fortress has barely preserved its original appearance. Thus, for example, after the expulsion of the Mughals by the Persian Shahs, some of the magnificent palaces inside Lal Qila were plundered, and the property moved to Persia. Later, the British put their hands to further destruction of the fort; so respectful of their own monuments, but apparently, not the foreign ones. During their ruling, part of the buildings in the courtyard of the fort were demolished and the blossoming gardens completely razed to the ground. Yet, what has survived continues to amaze with its skilled work and grandeur. 

			Examining the courtyard, Parnauk reached the Moti Masjid mosque. Its walls, faced with white marble from bottom to top, reflected the moonlight with a soft flicker, which truly justified the name of the temple - a “Pearl.” Its construction was commissioned by Shah Aurangzeb, the third son of Shah Jahan. He overthrew his father, treacherously taking advantage of his illness,  and then keeping him in prison until his death. The Moti-Masjid erected by Aurangzeb was an exact copy of the mosque in Agra.

			Parnauk stopped to admire the wonderful structure, when suddenly a shadow appeared about fifty meters in front on him. The Lieutenant Colonel first mistook the man for one of the guards of the nearby museum. But after a moment, the Sikh turban on the man‘s head alerted him. Intuitively, without hesitation, Parnauk moved towards the stranger. The man also noticed Parnauk, and turned around, obviously deciding to avoid an unwanted meeting. Parnauk called out to him in a low voice and asked him to stop. But this had the opposite effect and he began to move faster. 

			Parnauk felt that he was on the trail with every fiber of his being, and rushed after him. The Lieutenant Colonel was well-trained, but did not succeed in reducing the distance between them. The stranger disappeared behind a corner of the mosque and when Parnauk reached there, he had lost sight of him. He seemed to have sunk through the ground. Parnauk began to look around, hoping to catch the sound of footsteps. The silence around him was so complete that he was involuntarily surprised. But there was no time to indulge in emotions, and the officer intuitively rushed along the shortest distance to the fortress wall. Finding no one there, Parnauk realized with annoyance that he had completely missed the fugitive and, probably, along with him, an important link in the upcoming operation. 

			The fugitive, in a matter of seconds, managed to run up the twenty-meter wall of the fortress with the help of a thin nylon rope and, without wasting time, instantly descended into the moat on the other side. After reaching the foot of the wall, the man released the rope in one motion, and it fell silently at his feet as soon as he touched the ground. With his next movement, he put the rope in his backpack, which, he had managed to pull off his back while the rope was falling. Returning the backpack to its place, the fugitive got out wasting no time and clinging with the tips of his toes and fingers to the cracks between the stones in the steep wall of the moat. 

			Reaching the park, the man who so cleverly got away from Parnauk, went deeper into one of the poorly lit alleys, found a bicycle hidden in the bushes and drove away. Passing another alley, he crossed Netaji Subhash Road, which was not busy at this time of day, drove through a small Urdu Park and turned onto Erdyu Baazar Road. Having zigzagged another fifteen minutes along the narrow streets, he went up to the top floor of a modest two-story building with the bicycle on his shoulder. There was an apartment at his disposal for the whole day. A salon, a bedroom with a dresser and a wide bed, a miniature kitchen on the side balcony… There was a small stove with a gas cylinder and a kitchen table. 

			This man‘s name, who so cleverly got away from Parnauk, was Garun Singh, and the purpose of his stay in Delhi was to assassinate the country‘s Prime Minister, Rajiv Gandhi. Riding a bike did not tire Garun in the least. Since childhood, his father had tried to instill in him the traditional Sikh customs. They were simple: the firstborn in the family must become a real man and warrior, a bearer of the customs of their ancestors. Garun always knew what awaited him as an adult. He readily studied the religious tenets, trained hard and perfectly mastered the art of gatka - traditional Sikh hand-to-hand combat. Then it was time to master both cold and hot firearms. Garun refused to serve in the army. He did not want to participate in military actions directed against his own people. But by the age of twenty, he had gained a lot of experience by participating in several military operations developed in the headquarters of the Sikh commanders and a complete mastery of skills to help him survive and triumph in any situation. 

			The upcoming task, like the previous ones, inspired Garun indeed. Before the beginning of an operation, he asked the organizers to call him by the pseudonym Churel. The task was significant, and according to Garun‘s concepts, the level of secrecy and preparation had to fully correspond to it. Undoubtedly, having fulfilled his mission, he, Garun Singh, would make a personal contribution to the creation of Khalistan and bring closer the liberation of the Sikhs from the dictatorship in Delhi, mired in unbelief and sins. He would certainly complete the task for which he had been sent here and reconfirm the title of warrior, thus fulfilling his destiny. 

			Garun deliberately lingered at the fort until nightfall. Following his plan, he had to find a place for the rifle. This had to be done in such a way that at the right time he could get to the weapon quickly and imperceptibly and immediately put it in action. Since the cortege would move past the walls of the fort at an ideal distance for a shot, the rifle should be hidden as close as possible to the outer wall, somewhere in the area of the stairs leading to the upper tier, or inside the wall itself. It would hardly occur to the few guards inside Lal Qila that the open flight of stairs could be used as a sniper position.

			Assistants were to hide the rifle. Garun expected their arrival any day. They were also supposed to block access to the stairs, explaining to visitors that the passage to the second tier was temporarily closed. The magazine was attached to the rifle with special tungsten tip armor-piercing cartridges, capable of penetrating tempered glass up to five centimeters thick, which meets the requirements of the British STANAG standard. 

			They scheduled a meeting with the assistants for the next morning. But now, after he was noticed in the fortress, most likely some details of the plan would have to be altered. Garun pondered, weighing the pros and cons. The “pro” was that no one saw him near the rifle hideout. They could not move the operation outside the fort without new difficulties, which they had no time  to resolve. The “con” was that he had been spotted. Garun did not know the exact route of the motorcade, and even if he knew, it was not at all easy to find a new position suitable for a sniper shot in the remaining time. To choose a position, rely on intuition, and sit there empty-handed... No, this would not work. He could not act like that. Garun decided to stick with the original plan, although it may need to be corrected, given the possible loss of the surprise factor. 

			“To be corrected...” “Corrected.” This thought stuck in Garun‘s brain and popped out from time to time, not giving him rest. Finally, the decision came to him by itself. It was bold enough and seemed quite doable to him. Obviously, every centimeter of the fort‘s territory would be under vigilant surveillance starting from tomorrow. The only solution was to hide the rifle during the day, when there were many visitors to the fort. They should use those circumstances to their advantage and, hiding in the crowd, put the rifle in a hideout. No matter how hard he tried, Garun could not come up with any other solution, and went to bed, knowing he’d be wiser in the morning. 

			Parnauk, who, as we remember, did not find any trace of the fugitive, went straight to the security room. Having contacted his deputy by phone, he ordered: to immediately ensure round-the-clock control throughout the territory of Lal Qila. There was nothing else to do in the fortress, and, having waited for the arrival of the first of his subordinates, Parnauk asked to take him to the place where he had left his car. 

			Finally, Parnauk got home, three hours after leaving his office, when it was approaching midnight. He remembered that Elijah rarely went to bed before his arrival, but just in case, he tried not to make any noise opening the door.

			Elijah was awake, of course. He found her in a chair watching TV. A glass of unfinished lassi stood in front of her on the table. When he appeared, the woman‘s face lit up with a gentle smile and her charming eyes sparkled invitingly, beckoning an embrace. Such feelings cannot be faked, and Parnauk once again realized that he had drawn the lucky ticket since Elijah became his woman. Despite his fatigue, he lingered a little on the threshold, unable to deny himself the pleasure of admiring her. He liked to notice the smallest details in her features. Each time, her eyes, her delightful smile and the curve of her waist seemed to bewitch him in a new way.

			Parnauk remembered the beginning of their acquaintance. After that first visit to Ron‘s house, he constantly remembered Elijah, came up with reasons to be near her, to be able to inhale the scent of her body, to observe, to admire and God knows what more... 

			His first marriage, which was also his last, was not the most successful. It lasted five years and left not the most rosy memories. It took years for Parnauk to finally get rid of the bad feelings of his failed relationship. He had affairs, of course. But it was completely different with Elijah. Parnauk could not remember if he had ever reached such an emotional high. 

			“Will you have supper?” Elijah continued to smile, and he forced himself to stop admiring her.

			“Yes, of course. Let’s eat. I haven’t eaten anything since lunch,” he kissed her cheek, and it was good to feel the coolness of her smooth skin on his lips. 

			They had supper in the kitchen. 

			“You have started talking about the anniversary?” reminded him Elijah.

			“I have some work to do. Not everything is so simple,” he never told her about the details of what he was doing. “Are you going to attend the ceremony?”

			“Yes I am. Sometimes I pay tribute to the deeds of great people. I think they deserve it. Without Mahatma Gandhi, the country would hardly have become what it is now. Say what you like, but he left a great legacy to the people.” 

			“Well, dear, I will arrange that you will be taken closer in advance, so you will have a perfect view of everything,” Parnauk uttered the last phrase in an indifferent tone, trying not to emphasize his proposal. He clearly imagined that if the assassination attempt would take place and shooting would begin, Raj Ghat would not be the safest place. 

			“We’ll see. Do you mind if I stay downstairs? It seems more fun to stay among the people,” she was still smiling.

			“As you wish. You know what?” Parnauk came up with a new thought, “You’re right, I’ll probably join you. Would you mind?”

			“Absolutely not. That way I can be with you.”

			Suddenly the phone rang and Elijah let him answer. She was rarely disturbed at this hour, unlike Parnauk. It was a call was from the province.

			“Good evening. You asked me to report if there is news.”

			“I am listening. What happened?” replied Parnauk.

			“The head of the local police reported that Jalal-Bek is one of our loyal people. And that now is not the time to undermine the trust of people like him.” 

			“Do you understand what you are saying?” Such a statement was not strictly acceptable.

			“I do understand. That’s not everything and not the main reason for my call,” the officer on the other end of the line made a short pause. “We found the trail of a Sikh para-military cell and we, that is, the chief of police, are counting on Jalal-Bek‘s help in this matter. In addition, we are planning to disband the armed gang which has been robbing the local population for a long time.” 

			“Do you consider this an excuse for having another armed formation under your nose? Even if we assume that its leader is three times loyal?”

			“No, I don’t. But this is the point of view of the police chief. I think we can use Jalal-Bek without him knowing. He has repeatedly supported the regional branch of the National Congress. He’s a significant figure in the state now, and we do not have anything concrete to charge him with yet. I suppose after the elimination of the separatists and the bandits, we will be able to return to this matter.”

			“Have you contacted the military?” asked Parnauk.

			“Yes, sir. A battalion of soldiers will arrive at the assigned position before dawn. We are planning to encircle Jalal-Bek‘s detachment.” 

			“Good. Keep me updated as the situation develops. Thank you for the call.”

			The conversation was over, but Parnauk remained standing, not taking his hands off the telephone. Despite the fact that there was a clear improvement in the situation in the country in general, in a number of states it remained rather difficult. The pressure exerted by separatist movements of different offshoots kept all the law enforcement agencies in constant tension, starting from the chief of police, who was equal in authority to a minister, and down to the last soldier. Political assassinations, blowing up buses, attempts to hijack airplanes--the internal security forces had to deal with all of this day after day. Conflicts on ethnic grounds, skillfully fueled by extremist propaganda, arose here and there in different parts of the country like the tentacles of a hydra. And these were not just the local fanatics. Almost every incident was supported by the ethnic diaspora from abroad with its powerful financial support, as well as by the special services of several countries. No matter how you look at it, these were deliberate actions from the outside aimed at destabilization. Behind all this was the West and its rejection of the fact that despite the instability in parliament, India pursued a policy of non-alignment from year to year. Successfully maneuvering and refusing to act on someone else‘s orders, the country‘s leaders methodically led it on its own and independent path of development.

			For several years now, the flow of weapons from Pakistan continued to penetrate into the Punjab and, from there, to spread throughout the country. Without strong political will and a reliable army, it was impossible to cope with tasks of this magnitude. Too serious forces were involved in this, starting from the closest neighbors in the North and the East and ending with a number of countries in the West, which allegedly forced themselves as partners, but in fact preferred to see the homeland weakened and economically dependent. They were striving to score the hyper-dividends and take the sweeter piece of the big and much-desired Indian pie.

			The knowledge of these realities sat latent in Parnauk‘s brain, and it was only natural that he constantly review them through the prism of the current situation, while solving the tasks set before him. Considering the above factors, a man like Jalal-Bek was more of an ally than an adversary. 

			“Dear, your supper is waiting.” While Parnauk was busy thinking, Elijah had set the table and was patiently waiting for him to join her. 

			“Sorry, I got lost in thought,” Parnauk tried to shake off the accumulated problems.

			“It‘s okay. Have a seat”. 

			They spent a joyful supper. As usual, Elijah shared the events of the past day, retelling them with humor. For the first time all day, Parnauk got the opportunity to relax, and they laughed lightly when the curiosities seemed especially funny. 

			

			
				
					14	∗ Raj Ghat is the burial memorial of Mahatma Gandhi, and later Indira and Rajiv Gandhi. A.N.

				

				
					15	∗ Red Fort is a fortress built by Shah Jahan during the move of the capital from Agra to Delhi. A.N.

				

			

		

	
		
			
THE TREASURE

			Ganesh slept badly that night. Mosquitoes and stuffiness disturbed him, and he did not allow himself his usual few glasses of whiskey before going to bed. Dawn was approaching, and there was not an easy day ahead. First, he planned to go to the place where the treasure had been found, and then he had to be back in time to lead his guests on the continuation of the hunt. After a quick wash-up, Ganesh tucked a couple of pistols into his belt. He never neglected security measures, and since yesterday, he must be doubly careful. After another quarter of an hour, he drove up to the house of the Sikhs in a recently decommissioned army jeep, went inside and woke up Vimal, trying not to make any noise.

			“Get up, dear. Great things await us,” in the darkness, Ganesh did not pay attention to the fact that Vimal was alone in the house.

			Vimal dressed in silence, and they headed north west of the village. They were not more than ten kilometers from their destination. Upon arrival, Ganesh quickly jumped out of the car and, circling the jeep, opened the tailgate. He was clearly in a hurry to finish what he had begun, and ordered Vimal to pull out a couple of shovels. walking another half a kilometer along a barely noticeable path, they came across a small clearance, which Ganesh had ordered to be cleared over the past day. A two-man guard was peacefully resting on the trunk of a fallen tree. Its powerful roots had torn out the ground when it fell. A deep hole gaped in that place. Vimal could not understand what Ganesh needed extra shovels for, but decided that Ganesh had just decided to play it safe. 

			The day before, Ganesh had sent people to clear the site at the location marked on the map. There was no need to use a lot of people for the essence of the matter, and Ganesh deliberately chose middle-aged family men for this purpose, each of whom already had at least a couple of children. The order was simple: dig a hole until the shovels hit something. Then cease digging and get out without touching anything. In case of violation of the order, Ganesh threatened the illiterate peasants, who feared him more than the destroyer God Shiva himself, that he would deal with their families. As a scarecrow, Ganesh used alien Sikhs, who, it seemed, were emerging from their mother’s womb already as invincible warriors and made a very frightening impression on the local contingent, not too burdened by intelligence.

			Therefore, the people he sent fulfilled the order meticulously. As soon as their shovels hit something solid, one of them, who was appointed as the leader because he was the head of the largest family, sent a messenger to the village. He and his assistant remained to guard the glade. 

			Once in the clearing, Ganesh briefly assessed the situation and, wasting no time, headed towards the pit. Looking inside, he ordered the guards and Vimal to retreat to a respectful distance, threw a shovel into the pit and jumped in. Once inside, Ganesh carefully tried the soil with the tip of a shovel. Indeed, the point rested on something hard, and Ganesh began to deftly clean the soil off the object. It turned out to be a large chest wrapped in a hessian cloth soaked in resin. After cleaning the lid of solid board, Ganesh took a short pause.

			Taking a deep breath, he slowly raised his head up, looked around the sky, and only then thoroughly began to examine the chest. The pit was just over two meters deep. Apparently, the person who hid the chest valued his property and spared no effort to hide it in the most reliable way. Time had hardly affected the varnished paneling. A secret lock held the lid and the new owner, naturally, did not have the key. Ganesh tried to pick the powerful forged hinges with an axe, but the lid was thick and the hinges were strong, and his first attempt was unsuccessful. Ganesh, in turn, was not saddened, but rather delighted about this, and after a while he thoroughly damaged the chest‘s wall and tore off the hinges.

			Lifting the lid, Ganesh whistled softly. The sight that appeared before his eyes was more like a dream and exceeded all his wildest expectations. Old English guineas filled the chest to the brim, each cast in solid gold. Ganesh instinctively put the cover back in place, got out of the hole and began to think. It’s fine to talk about an old treasure in theory. But a chest full of gold is no longer theory. A pit opened in Ganesh‘s stomach. It was no wonder. Now he had to hide the gold given him by fate, but also keep this find in his hands. We must give this bandit credit, his blood did not rush to his head, and despite the shock, he did not lose the ability to think rationally. His gaze settled on Vimal, who was standing aside and Ganesh called him.

			“Vimal, I will stay here. Kindly return to the village, bring along a strong rope and a couple of men. Let’s say the lame Jay and Ankur. Yes, and do not forget a few sturdy bags. Let the men take the horses, and come back in the jeep. Hurry up. One more thing. Try to keep your mouth shut--this is my personal request.”

			Ganesh did not have to express the last parting word, since no one else except himself saw the contents of the chest. He trusted Vimal in principle and did not consider him a chatterer. But in all probability his nerves might begin to fail in the game, where the stakes had increased to such an extent.

			Vimal just nodded in response and hurried off. After he left, Ganesh sat down to rest on a fallen trunk with his back to the pit. At the same time, he did not forget to keep in sight the remaining subordinates. Those, in turn, settled down nearby in the shade and tried not to break the silence without need. By that time, the dawn had finally broken, and the sonorous melodious discord of birds filled the forest. Gradually, the initial calm began to leave Ganesh. He began to feel feverish to such an extent that at some point he, who had seen a lot in his life, thought that the blood was about to boil in his veins, rush to his head and melt his brain. The thought about becoming the owner of simply untold wealth could go to anyone‘s head. But Ganesh quickly realized the insidiousness of his situation and tried to put his raging feelings in order. First, he had to think everything through and wait for Vimal‘s return without unnecessary excesses. 

			Vimal appeared half an hour later, accompanied by Lame Jay. The man was nicknamed for his slight limp. Once, as a boy, he jumped from a tree and broke his leg, which grew together crookedly after the rural feldsher put it back together awry. Ankur pranced behind them, Ganesh‘s hefty nephew. They joked about him in the village that only an elephant could be stronger and healthier than Ankur. But it seemed that in this case the Gods who generously endowed the big man with one feature forgot about the rest. The amount of gray matter, simply called the brain, in the large head of Ankur was inversely proportional to his size. 

			Ganesh deliberately asked Vimal to bring these men with him. They were local natives and Ganesh disliked the Sikhs from Vimal‘s group, although he trusted Vimal himself completely. Thus, he created a certain balance of power. If the warriors in the clearing had united among themselves, they would not have helped in a fight against him and Vimal, which, in principle, was what Ganesh wanted.

			As soon as the arrivals came closer, Ganesh got to his feet, and Ankur, obeying the command, threw an armful of sacks into the pit. Ganesh asked Vimal get in too. He ordered the rest to retreat to a respectful distance and wait until they were called. They executed Ganesh‘s commands without question. When the subordinates were so distant that they could neither see nor hear what was happening in the pit, Ganesh sat down at its edge and solemnly said.

			“Now open the chest, Vimal, but be quiet. I don’t want to be heard.”

			Vimal lifted the lid, and it seemed that the gold beneath completely illuminated the tight space of the pit with yellow reflections. Vimal took a couple of coins in his hands and, without haste, weighed them in his palm. 

			“I think you got lucky, sir,” he whistled.

			“Yes, Vimal, it‘s hard to disagree with you. Go ahead and fill the bags, and I will pull them out. Stuff them tighter. I don’t want my fellows to be tempted by the jingle of coins or get even worse ideas.”

			Following the directions, Vimal set to work. As a result, there were four sacks, thirty kilograms each. After all the coins were moved from the chest to the bags, Vimal lifted a hessian cloth that had been lying on the bottom, under the gold. Ganesh, who controlled the actions in the pit and, at the same time, tried to keep his eyes on the people in the clearing, tensed again. What kind of surprise awaited them under the pile of gold? After a few moments Vimal, who was rather tired already, pulled out the fifth bag, hidden under the cloth. It was the size of a good bucket, made of black velvet and tied with a golden silk cord with a wax seal applied. After that, nothing remained in the chest. But Ganesh did not hesitate to verify this in person. For another whole minute, he tenaciously scanned the clean bottom and after making sure that everything was done properly, turned to his comrade.

			“Well done. Give me this bag too, buddy.”

			Ganesh neatly broke the wax seal on the last bag and untied the cord. Unrolling the caked fabric, he looked inside and staggered slightly at the sight of what was filling the bag. Having coped with his momentary weakness, Ganesh put his hand inside and gathered a handful of blue transparent and dark red stones, sparkling with all the colors of the rainbow. Each of them was about the size of a pigeon‘s egg. From such a sight, the heart of the newly-minted Croesus began to beat again and with such a fierce pace that it seemed to be ready to escape from his chest. Making sure that no one was watching him, Ganesh carefully returned the stones back. Then slowly, as if he had fallen into trance, carefully tied the bag with its silk cord. 

			“Don’t fall asleep, Vimal.” He said in a changed tone. “Get out here. Come on you guys, load the bags.” He called to the others. “And be careful, do not drop them back into the pit.”

			After all the contents of the chest were lifted and Vimal got out, the sacks of gold were fixed on the back of one of the horses. The fifth, last, bag Ganesh carefully tied to the saddle of the horse, which he was going to ride himself. Then he and Vimal headed off on horseback, while the rest of the team set off on their way back on foot. Reaching the jeep, Ganesh ordered his assistants to load the loot into the metal box where he usually locked the weapons. After making two full turns of a key and carefully checking the padlock, Ganesh hung the key around his neck. 

			After making sure that there would be no problems with the safety of the cargo, Ganesh got behind the wheel. He gestured to Vimal to a place next to him. Then, he turned to the big man Ankur with a short phrase in a local dialect that Vimal did not speak. Ankur assumed a preoccupied look and, obeying the order, took a seat in the back seat behind the Sikh.

			This maneuver of Ganesh did not escape Vimal’s attention and he thought that he would probably have done the same in such situation. At the end of a day, God helps those who help themselves. In any case, by doing so, Ganesh showed that it is every man for himself in the new situation. After that, if Vimal had some last remorse for his old friend, now he could consider himself completely free from it, as well as from any other obligations. 

		

	
		
			
THE BATTLE

			Within half an hour, the jeep loaded with jewels returned to the village. Ganesh did not park it as usual in front of his house, but in the back yard. Having done this, he went to visit the guests. On the way back, Ganesh managed to sort out many options for his near future development. Suddenly he had become the owner of untold wealth and it would be wrong to remain in India with it. The reputation of his recent, as well as distant past, left much to be desired and pricked the eyes of law-abiding citizens. In addition, Ganesh had too little real strength and connections to protect himself and his acquired treasures. This meant that it was necessary to leave the country as quickly and inconspicuously as possible. The first thing that crossed his mind was paying a courtesy call and visiting his African friends. Naturally, he would take with him most of the treasure. As Sipho put it, why else is there a diplomatic mail? 

			The idea seemed tempting and quite feasible. At the same time, Ganesh was not going to share the news about his swift luck with anyone. Let it be so. He should order a safe deposit box in some reputable bank in Europe or America. In addition, God willing, to move there by himself a little bit later.

			After finding Sipho inside the house, the hospitable host was extremely delighted and offered to talk face to face. Taking with them a bottle of whiskey, the men retired to a corner of the terrace. After pouring the drink and emptying the glasses, Ganesh proceeded to clarify the question of his interest. 

			“Sipho, I know that you are heading back home soon. And I have long dreamed of visiting Africa, I will not hide it,” he began from afar.

			“So what‘s the problem?” Sipho did not understand him.

			“It didn’t work out somehow before. But I do want to visit new places. Will you take me with you?” asked Ganesh.

			“Of course, my dear.” Sipho was delighted. “What are friends for? You can stay with us as long as you like.”

			“Thank you for your invitation. I will most likely use it. Basically, I would like to buy a comfortable house on the coast. I have to invest my savings somewhere.” He explained the purpose of the visit.

			“We have no problem with that at all. We’ll select the best properties for you,” promised him the guest.

			“Thank you. Now, shall we continue hunting?” asked Ganesh.

			“With pleasure. I have been waiting for you since the morning,” admitted Sipho. “But you’ve disappeared somewhere.”

			“I had to deal with something,” But work is one thing, and friendship another, dear Sipho. Now I am at your complete disposal.” Ganesh got up from his chair, but remembering something, stopped the guest, who was going to return to the house. “By the way, do not consider it superfluous, I decided not to charge you for the time spent here. May this remain my humble gift for you?”

			Sipho, who had known Ganesh for several years, was a little surprised at this proposal. The only reasonable explanation that came to his mind was somewhat contrary to his previous life experience. He concluded that some people become somewhat kinder and more sentimental with age.

			“Okay, dear friend. I will not forget about it. When can we go out?” he asked.

			“Give me a quarter of an hour and we’ll leave,” promised him Ganesh.

			“Excellent. I’ll tell Rene to get ready,” and Sipho went up to his room.

			Ganesh used the agreed quarter hour in his own way. Unlike Sipho, he went down to the jeep in the yard, started the engine, and having rounded the square, stopped at the place where the elephants were standing. Having unlocked the weapon box, Ganesh took out a bag of black velvet, put it under his arm and went to Airavat. At the sight of the owner, the elephant began to nod its head, expressing more and more joy as he approached.

			“Hello, Airavat. You are the only one who loves me, Airavat. You are the only one I can trust.” 

			With these words, Ganesh patted the elephant on the trunk and crawled under the dickey that adorned its neck. After checking the strength of the strap, which held it, Ganesh carefully tied a bag to it, in a way that it remained invisible behind the dickey.

			“Take care of it, Airavat. You are my most devoted and unselfish friend and the only one I can trust with this,” Ganesh admitted to the elephant.

			Airavat continued to nod his head as if confirming the words of its master. After making sure that his actions did not attract attention, Ganesh returned to the house. He was in an excellent mood, and, going up to his room, decided to put on his best hunting outfit. In order to impress the guests, he hung a long, curved saber on his belt, the blade of which was honed like a razor. After another five minutes, he went down to the courtyard. His team was already assembled. They were waiting for the guests to come out. 

			Everything was ready, and only Sipho and his wife lingered. Ganesh was about to order to bring Jack, when suddenly, right in the middle of the square, a grenade exploded loudly. Three or four of his entourage fell to the ground, hit by deadly fragments. Some of them were still conscious and continued to writhe convulsively in pain. No one really had time to figure out what had happened, as the second grenade exploded very close to the jeep. This time the blast wave killed three more, one of whom was one of the guards.

			Ganesh felt cold in his chest from the premonition of impending disaster, but he quickly overcame himself and screamed heartrendingly.

			“Open fire! Shoot anyone who tries to get close. Shoot, you fools!” 

			After the first volley, several bandits remained unharmed in the square, and about forty people poured out of their houses attracted by the noise. An incredible commotion arose. Two jeeps full of armed men broke through to the center of the village from different sides, sowing death around them in long bursts of automatic weapons. The fire was dense, and Ganesh‘s fighters continued to take damage in manpower. Less than two minutes after the beginning of the attack, more than a dozen of his men perished under automatic fire. Ganesh rushed back into the house, and a minute later, he was already lying on the veranda, armed with a hand grenade launcher. He knocked out a strange jeep rushing past him with his first very shot. Then he transferred his fire to the enemy‘s foot soldiers, forcing them to seek cover. The attack died down. Ganesh‘s grenade launcher did not fall silent and inflicted sensitive damage on the enemy. Despite the fact that the offensive attack weakened somewhat, the village and the people within were taken into a tight ring of attackers. Ganesh, furious with rage, was firing continuously, encouraging his fighters in every way. In addition to the loud swearing, he did not forget to curse both the attackers themselves and their entire families up to the fifth generation.

			The peasants, already accustomed to the idle shooting of Ganesh‘s people, abandoned their occupations in panic at the first grenade explosions. They rushed to their homes, overwhelmed by only one desire: to huddle deeper in the cracks and basements with their whole families. It seemed that the terrible chaos of explosions and bullets whistling from all sides would not end. Some of the men rushed to the attackers with pleas for mercy. But Jalal-Bek‘s people did not pay any attention to them. With the beginning of the battle, the streets in the village became deserted and empty. The corpses of the dead were lying around here and there and the attackers continued to push Ganesh‘s fighters stubbornly to the center of the village.

			All this time the captives were still in the barn. From the very morning, Mike kept looking into the gap between the boards, trying not to miss anything of what was happening outside. At the break of dawn, the noise of a motor awakened him and he witnessed how Ganesh and Vimal left the village. Then Mike noted the return of Vimal and his imminent departure in the company of Ankur and Lame Jay. The empty bags that Vimal threw into the trunk of the car did not escape his attention. Comparing what he saw, Mike concluded that Ganesh had found the treasure. It was time to act and Mike woke up Jack without hesitation.

			Jack fully supported his friend.

			“God dammit. We cannot just sit around. Let‘s dig under the wall again,” he suggested.

			“I guess you’re right. Untie me,” Mike agreed.

			As last time, Jack managed to loosen the bonds on his comrade‘s hands with his teeth, and they carefully set about digging, trying not to make noise. As it turned out, it was not the easiest task. This time, the guards prudently removed anything that could serve as a digging tool from the barn. Yet, they managed to make a hole under the wall with the help of strong hands and a sharp peg. When this was over, Mike again took the observer‘s seat and right on time as it turned out. He managed to see how the jeep, in which the bandits were driving into the forest, returned to the village. After a while, Mike watched with growing interest as Ganesh took out a black bag from the trunk and hid it under the elephant‘s neck. 

			After that, Mike was finally convinced that there was no need to delay the escape.

			“Listen to me, Jack. You will get out on my command. I will give it to you as soon as the sentry turns away and does not look in our direction. As soon as you get out, take out the sentry without being seen. You need to do this in one stroke. I would risk it myself, but I’m afraid I’ll make a noise, and we cannot afford this,” he suggested.

			“Then what?” asked Jack.

			“Then you and Christie will get to the jeep. Ganesh parked it behind the house. Can you start the engine without a key?”

			“I think I can handle it,” Jack said firmly.

			“Okay. So, you’ll start the engine and rush at full speed to the end of the square--to where the elephants are,” continued Mike. By that time, I will try to get there, but from the other side. You can pick me up there.”

			“Mike, why don’t we make our way to the jeep together?” asked Christie.

			“Your idea makes sense, but right now there is no time for explanations. Any minute they can come for us. If my plan succeeds, consider that we were all born under a lucky star.”

			“Okay, Mike. Watch the sentry. I’m waiting for your command,” Jack sat down at the ditch and got ready for action.

			Mike returned to the observation slot, raised his hand up and literally immediately gave permission to proceed. Jack instantly disappeared into the hole, and within a few seconds, the sentry was laying under the wall of the shed, knocked down by a masterful uppercut. While Jack tied the insensible guard‘s hands behind his back, Mike made a gag from a handkerchief and a bundle of straw and gagged the poor fellow. Just then, the first grenade exploded in the center of the square. Mike did not wait for further developments and literally pulled Christie out of the hole before the second one exploded.

			The situation changed significantly, but Mike was not going to deviate from the plan.

			“Take Christie and proceed as agreed,” he reminded Jack. “Be vigilant and try to go around the square along that street.” Mike pointed to a narrow street, winding between the houses. “Otherwise you risk getting hit by bullets. And don’t forget to watch yourselves!”

			“Okay,” Jack took Christie‘s hand and was about to move to the jeep.

			“I almost forgot. Try to get into the Ganesh‘s house from the back entrance. It seems to me that it is empty now. Try to find our passports. Just don’t stay too long.”

			Mike finished his instructions and rushed to the intended target, hiding behind the fences and walls.

			All this time, the intense firefight did not stop for a minute. The fighters of Jalal-Bek tried to rise to the attack here and there, but the well-aimed fire Ganesh’s men pressed them to the ground, fighting a life-and-death struggle. Jack waited for a short pause in the shooting, ordered Christie to keep up and crawled to the jeep in the courtyard of Ganesh‘s house. Jack, relentlessly keeping Christie under supervision, mapped out the safest way to it. When they were almost near the car, at least a dozen grenades exploded one after another in the square. Seeing that his people were unable to break the resistance of the village defenders, Jalal-Bek sent fresh forces into battle, with parting words not to spare ammunition. Jack pulled Christie into the nearest gateway to escape the explosions. It was not so dangerous in the backyards, and they began to advance faster, jumping over the wicker fences separating the farmsteads.

			Every corner of the square was perfectly visible from the terrace, and Ganesh continued to hold back the enemy with continuous fire without changing his position. At one point, he noticed Mike crawling from cover to cover. Observing him, Ganesh figured out his plan, to reach the elephant camp. This discovery unpleasantly pierced the consciousness of the nouveau riche, who had not yet had time to enjoy his riches. Now he was at the additional risk of losing his property. Ganesh immediately released a couple of grenades towards Mike. But Mike noticed this maneuver and began to move with redoubled caution, until, by small dashes, he found a safe refuge behind a wide stone fence. Ganesh was furious that his rival remained unharmed and continued to move towards him. A rather simple, albeit risky, plan immediately ripened in his head. He pointed the nearby soldiers, who covered their commander with fire from their carbines, at Mike.

			“Don’t let him take another step. Otherwise I’ll blow your heads off, both of you!” he threatened.

			They understood and pressed Mike to the ground  with suppressive fire from two barrels. Seeing that they executed his order correctly, Ganesh rushed across the square to Mike in spite of the hail of bullets raining down from all sides. Only one desire overwhelmed him--to stop his old rival. Ganesh almost managed to cross the space separating them and reached the fence behind which Mike was hiding when a sudden volley of mortar fire hit him. Shrapnel pierced through the chest of the bandit and he was severely concussed. Mortally wounded and bleeding, he collapsed unconscious on the ground with his arms outstretched. 

			Before the start of the battle, Jalal-Bek chose a convenient high point on the edge of the village and led his people from there. He was dumbfounded when he heard the first explosions of heavy mines. Their roar blocked the explosions of grenades, which sounded like the popping of children‘s crackers. As far as he knew, neither his detachment nor the people of Ganesh had heavy weapons, but the regular army had. 

			Meanwhile, after the first shots in the village, Parnauk received a report about the incident by special communication. It took him no more than five minutes to report the current state of affairs upstairs and obtain permission for military intervention. As we remember, the day before he ordered to bring a battalion of soldiers to the place of the rapidly unfolding events. The battalion commander was a determined officer, an old bird, who did not have the habit of discussing orders. He immediately and surprisingly accurately executed them. With the beginning of the operation, he received an unambiguous order to destroy everyone who armed himself illegally and resisted the regular forces. The Major, not bothering himself with senseless negotiations, launched an attack according to the scheme--with artillery barrage, to demoralize and destroy the enemy‘s forces. In order to protect the civilian population, it was decided to focus the shelling on the open area, away from the houses. This lasted for ten minutes, after which soldiers began to occupy the village, combing every courtyard.

			Seeing the army, Jalal-Bek finally realized that he was in a dangerous and extremely undesirable situation. He did not inform any of the government officials about the action he organized, neither the police leadership nor the head of state. How could he prove now that all was done supposedly to strengthen order and the welfare of the defenseless population, in order to protect it from bandit arbitrariness? Jalal-Bek still hoped for a miracle, but his hopes were dispelled at the sight of approaching submachine gunners in army uniforms. Obeying common sense, he gave the order to cease fire and retreat to the vehicles left outside the settlement. But it was too late. The village was completely surrounded, so it was hardly possible to carry out this order. The situation escalated to the point when every man was trying to protect himself and break free from the hellish cauldron. This is when the real carnage began.

			In the middle of all this chaos, Jack and Christie managed to get to the jeep, and Jack started to work the ignition. Luck was on his side, and within a minute, the engine roared powerfully under the gas pedal. Having jumped into the car, the captives felt some relief--everything seemed safer on wheels. But when you think of it, a bullet does not care whether you are on wheels or not--one direct hit, and no one will even remember your name. Driving morbid thoughts away, Jack made an unsuccessful attempt to break into the square. Both the attackers and the defenders did not spare ammunition, and the jeep almost ran into heavy fire rushing from all sides. Bullets whistled around so often that they did not give one an opportunity to raise his head and look around. Taking a shortcut was tantamount to suicide, and Jack, pulling his head into his shoulders and tearing down the hedges, began to make his way through the yards to the place where Mike was supposed to wait for them.

			At this time, Airavat, Ganesh‘s favorite elephant, excited by the noise of the shooting, began to loosen the log to which he was chained. Seeing his owner, who was running across the square, the beast calmed down for a moment. Then Ganesh, fell, killed outright by fragments. The clever beast, realizing that his master and friend had died, became furious. It was a matter of a moment for the mighty elephant to rear up and pull out the log dug into the ground as an experienced housewife pulls feathers from freshly boiled chicken. Having gained freedom, the raging Airavat begun to indiscriminately pounce on both Ganesh‘s fighters and strangers from the attacking detachment. The personal goal for the distraught animal was to knock people down and destroy everything he came across. Two or three fighters tried to crawl away, hoping to escape, but the elephant overtook them on one of the side streets and trampled them mercilessly. 

			Mike, who watched all this from his hiding, decided that it was time to act. Trying not catch a bullet, he crept up to the body of Ganesh, spread on the ground, in order to rip the pistol and the saber from his belt. Having done this, Mike crouched low and chased the raging Airavat. He overtook the elephant when he was finishing the massacre he had started in the alley. 

			The street separated the peasant buildings on either side, and was narrow to such an extent that it barely allowed two carts to pass. It seemed an impossible task to cope alone with an angry, furious animal, in such a limited space. But there was no time for reflection, especially since Mike was determined to go all the way. Running up to the elephant from behind, he thrust his saber into its buttock with all his strength. Airavat howled a terrible roar, stood up on its hind legs and immediately turned his snout towards the new enemy. It was a terrible sight. Marking his target, he reared up and lunged at Mike. He shook his head in rage, trying to trample the man with his front paws. Mike found himself practically under the animal, and could perfectly see the bag hidden beneath the dickey. Escaping the mighty paws of Airavat, Mike turned on the spot and continuing the course of this pirouette, cut off the trunk of the elephant with a saber, sharpened like a razor. The blow, delivered with terrible force, fell at its very base. 

			Poor Airavat, distraught with pain and the sight of his lifeless trunk plopped down on the ground, reared up again. At the same time, blood gushed in a stream from a huge, dark pomegranate-colored stump, gaping at the site of the wound. Blood splattered all over, including Mike. A large, brown puddle immediately formed under the animal. Airavat, in wild despair, uttered a last terrifying roar, which completely drowned out the noise of the battle, and rushed forward. The only thing he wanted was to crush the offender under him and trample him into the ground. But with a sharp movement from the bottom up Mike plunged the point of the saber up to the hilt right into the heart of the unfortunate animal, and thus forever stopped its suffering. 

		

	
		
			
THE LIBERATION

			Meanwhile, Jack and Christie continued to rush at breakneck speed in the captured jeep. The fallen hedges could easily trace their path. As soon as they got onto the road, a mine exploded right in front of the car. Fortunately, Jack’s reaction did not disappoint, and in one reflex, he turned the steering wheel to the side and simultaneously pressed the pedal to the metal. The maneuver was a success, and the jeep, practically standing on two wheels, drove around the new crater along the very edge. At that moment, Christie lost her balance, probably from confusion, and began to slowly fall out of the car. Jack managed to catch her hand and drag her back in. They were soon noticed, and the jeep ran into a volley of automatic fire in the gap between the houses. Jack had to immediately turn around and, as much as possible, rush along a narrow street in the opposite direction from where Mike was waiting. On a straight section, the jeep briskly picked up speed, but this did not prevent the bullets from grazing it, leaving holes with a dull ringing. At the very outskirts, the jeep ran into an army barrier, and Jack, obeying the unambiguous command of the soldiers, stopped. Fortunately, they noticed a woman in the front seat in time and did not shoot.

			The lieutenant in command of the post made sure to take the recent captives to safety, after which Jack had to tell the story of their adventures, as well as how they got into the bandit camp. Naturally, Jack chose not to reveal the true purpose of the trip. The lieutenant seemed to believe his story and had a short radio consultation with the battalion commander. Having received a positive answer, he reported to Jack that he saw no reason to detain tourists who happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time. Before letting the young people go, he asked if they needed any help.

			“Listen, Lieutenant. Our friend, who was with us in captivity, remained in the village,” Jack reminded him. “You know that there were three of us.”

			“What do you want?” asked him the lieutenant.

			“If you agree, we’ll wait until the end of the fight and start looking for him,” Jack suggested.

			The lieutenant did not object.

			“Okay. But under no pretext, do not go to the village until the shooting subsides, if you value your lives. 

			After that, he left the young people to worry about Mike‘s fate alone and returned to his post with a sense of accomplishment. The battle continued for another forty minutes. From the direction of the village, rare shots were heard less and less, until at last it became unusually quiet.

			“That‘s it, as it seems,” Christie looked questioningly at Jack.

			“Let‘s wait a little,” after being shot at, Jack did not want to risk it.

			Indeed, another quarter of an hour later a line of captured bandits appeared on the outskirts. They were mixed with the people of Jalal-Bek. The lifeless body of Ganesh was carried on a stretcher. He died without regaining consciousness. Jalal-Bek was also here. He looked somewhat lost and walked with an aloof look, surrounded by his people.

			Jack found a lieutenant to remind him of Mike, and he promptly requested permission for civilians to enter the village. They did not have to wait long, and the lieutenant gave the order to let the young people pass. They were about to head towards the jeep, someone called Jack’s name from the side of the column, and he happily turned to Mike‘s voice.

			“Lieutenant, here is our comrade. Order to let him go, would you? He was captured with us,” Jack pointed to Mike. 

			At a sign from the lieutenant, they allowed Mike to leave the column and join his friends.

			“Good job,” Mike said to the officer. “These freaks imagined themselves that they can do anything here.”

			“That is our duty,” the lieutenant saluted. “Do you need some help?”

			Jack tried to add something, but Mike, seeing the bullet-tattered jeep, did not let him say a word.

			“Thank you. Perhaps we will hasten to leave this terrible place,” Mike shook hands with the lieutenant and slightly nudged Jack.

			“Is the car working, Jack?”

			“Yes.”

			“Then let‘s go, and hurry up,” Mike continued to enthrall his friend. 

			“Why such a haste, Mike? The danger seems to have passed, and nothing threatens us,” Jack was surprised. 

			“Jack, let me explain to you on the way,” Mike stopped him in a low voice.

			Jack had no reason not to trust his comrade, especially since it was really for the best to wait with explanations. For some time the friends rode in silence, still impressed by the recent massacre and their miraculous salvation. The desire to be as far away from the ill-fated place as possible united the friends, and with increasing relief, they counted the kilometer columns, marking the distance separating them from the village. Finally, deciding that the danger was finally over, Jack was the first to break the silence. 

			“Damn it, I have not settled the score with Ganesh and his gang. Just for the sake of this pleasure it would be worth going back, “he regretted. 

			“Ganesh was covered with a blast wave; I saw it myself. It is unlikely that he will survive. The rest will probably be dealt with by the military. May God be with them,” Mike told what he knew. 

			“That‘s a pity. My fists itch to beat these scoundrels up,” Jack tightly clenched his fists and carried out several short blows through the air for clarity.

			After an hour on the road, Mike, making sure that no one was following them, asked Jack to go deeper into the forest and stop so that the car was not visible from the road. 

			“Let‘s see if there is any crowbar here,” he turned to his comrades.

			“What are you going to do?” Asked Jack.

			“I want to know what he put behind this lock,” with these words Mike patted the metal lid of the weapon box, which was behind them. “I confess that this question has been tormenting me since the morning, and I still haven’t found time to satisfy my curiosity. I believe this is what we need.” 

			Mike showed his comrades the crowbar he found and reached to the trunk. The young people, intrigued by the sudden turn of events, watched him handle the padlock. Two precise strikes were enough to rip the shackle. Putting the tire iron aside, Mike opened the box and took out the bags of guineas, which were safely stored where Ganesh had locked them. He untied one of the bags, whistled softly and placed a handful of coins in the hands of each of the young couple.

			“Mike, you are a genius!” exclaimed Christie. “We seem to be rich.”

			“I do not know if we are rich or not. The main thing is that we did it. Now let us hit the road until we are completely safe. We need to get as far from state lines as possible,” suggested Mike.

			“What are you afraid of? A pursuit?” clarified Christie.

			“I don’t know yet. But if we managed to remain safe and sound after all this mess, let us not anger the gods. Ganesh is dead, but Jalal-Bek is still alive,” Mike reminded his comrades. 

			“Are you sure about that?” asked Jack.

			“I saw him in the column of those arrested. It seems to me that he did not recognize me. But that doesn’t make any difference,” Mike confirmed. 

			“We drove far enough,” said Jack.

			“Knowing Jalal-Bek, we can safely assume that he will not hesitate to go to any dirty trick. He was not afraid to arrange a massacre in the village. I think he will not stop, and will do everything to get hold of the gold,” assumed Mike.

			“What do you suggest?” asked Jack.

			“I suggest not returning to the road on which we went here. God takes care of those who take care of themselves,” Mike finished his thought.

			“You’re probably right. We should not tempt fate while it is favorable to us. What should we do?” asked Christie.

			“Maybe we should go to Delhi?” suggested Jack.

			“How?” asked Christie.

			“I have a plan,” said Mike. “Let‘s get to the nearest town. We will telegram to Karim in Kolkata from there or simply call him. We will ask him to transfer money for the trip. The bandits took all of ours. Well, we can say goodbye to it.” 

			“And what then?” asked Jack.

			“Then we will switch cars and meet Karim in New Delhi. And divide our booty there.”

			“This will work,” Jack firmly shook Mike‘s outstretched hand, after which the friends set off.

			Three hours later, they reached the town of Khurmuz, where they had already visited the day before they were captured. They were not planning to stay there overnight. It was necessary to resolve the issue of food and gasoline for the car, which, as you know, are extremely difficult to get without money. Having exchanged Mike‘s Swiss watch for a few cans of gasoline, lunch and some provisions for the road, the friends had a quick bite and set off. They headed North West towards Patna. Night found them on the road, and Mike announced that they had completely lost their way in the dark. After dodging around the environs, the friends ended up in the town of Tola Butu and stayed there for the night. 

			In the morning, Mike sold a gold guinea to a grocery store owner for about fifty American dollars and went straight to the telegraph office. They did not have to wait long for a conversation with Kolkata, and within twenty minutes after negotiations with Karim, the friends left for the road leading to Patna. 

			“Everything is working out as it should for now,” Mike summed up the situation. “We’ll get the money in Patna. Then you take the jeep along with the cargo and go to meet Karim.

			You will return home by sea. Get on a ship, say, in Bombay. That’s a big city, they won’t look for you there. If anything goes wrong, Karim will back you up.”

			“Aren’t you going with us?” asked Jack. 

			“No, I’m not. I will lead you to Patna and we’ll split up afterwards. I have something to do here. If it works out well, I will definitely let you know,” said Mike.

			“You are always so mysterious and enigmatical,” Christie smiled flirtatiously at Mike.

			“Yes, Christie,” Mike, was in a good mood and decided to play along with her. “This is how I usually charm young girls. It feels good when you smile. Jack, you must be the happiest husband in the world!”

			“Thanks, Mike, I’m used to the fact that everyone envies me. But what the hell are you planning to do if the gold is here in our trunk?” he asked.

			Jack knew perfectly well that if Mike was going to leave them after everything that had happened to them, then he probably had good reason. But he found it difficult to hide his bewilderment. Their recent adventure greatly strengthened their friendship and brought them closer together, and Jack had become sincerely attached to his new companion even before that. He did not want to lose such a reliable and intriguing travel companion as Mike.

			Mike noticed Jack‘s mood change and decided to cheer him up.

			“Believe me, this is an important matter, and I just need to see it through to the end. I do think that the main danger has passed us. The scoundrels have either been arrested or killed. When you are in Bombay, I advise you to visit a furniture store. Order a living room or bedroom set for your future home. Many people are doing this now. Then hide the gold in it well. And be sure to load the container onto the same ship that you are sailing on.”

			“Thanks for the idea. We will definitely do so,” promised Jack.

			The friends expected to reach Patna in four hours. The route ran along the wide channel of the Ganges, which suddenly appeared after the next turn of the road. The distance to the other side of the river was so great that it was barely possible to see its shore. Mike told them everything he remembered about the places they passed on the way. It turned out that Buddhism was born here, in Bihar, with ancient Patna as a capital. It is quite possible that the Buddha himself once walked on the fields surrounding them. As for the name of the state of Bihar, it comes from the word ꞌviharaꞌ, which literally translates as ꞌmonasteryꞌ. 

			“Patna has been a major religious center for many centuries, for Buddhists, Jains and Sikhs. It was here that the tenth (and last) guru of the Sikhs, Gobind Singh, was born and spent his youth,” Mike told his friends. “One Sikh worked for us as a tracker. He made a pilgrimage to Patna every year. After that, he always returned thoughtful, enlightened... It was like he was shining from within.”

			“Is this an ancient city? Patna, I mean,” asked Jack.

			“It is over two thousand years old. Its name Patna, as we know it today, stuck with it a little later. In the beginning, they called this place Pataliputra. Patraka, the lord of these places back then founded it in honor of his wife Patali. Hence, the first name of the city. At that time, it was the largest city in Hindustan. The city has preserved many ancient temples, so it is extremely popular with tourists and pilgrims.”

			“Mike, you are replacing Kamil quite successfully. Nice guy. In my opinion, we did not have time to pay everything that was own him,” remembered Jack.

			“Jack, I still have his address in Ranchi. Transfer him the money before leaving Bombay or send him some English guineas. I think this will more than cover our debt. I became interested in the history of these places after I left India. But the local customs and traditions have always piqued my interest,” said Mike.

			This way, passing time in conversations, the friends reached Patna. The first thing Mike did was find the post office in town and telegram Karim. He asked him to transfer a sufficient amount to cover the forthcoming expenses. Mike also urged Karim to arrive in Bombay in two weeks. 

			Having finished with this matter, the friends went to a hotel. After their stay in the goat shed, the hotel rooms, with large windows and comfortable beds, seemed like a real mansion. For the first time in the past few days, the young couple had the opportunity to sleep well and  to get rid of the monstrous experiences that had poured down on them as if from a cornucopia since they were captured. 

			The next morning, at ten o’clock, Mike went back to the post office to receive an awaiting money transfer. They divided the money equally between them. Mike took this opportunity to buy  a truck battered by long years of service from the owner of a small supermarket. It was a medium size car and the new owner paid three hundred dollars for it. Its condition left much to be desired, but Mike could not find anything else that would meet his requirements, and he reluctantly agreed to this purchase. 

			Before leaving, Mike once again instructed Jack on the best way to get to Delhi and then Bombay. He repeated again how to hide the guineas reliably while sending the container. 

			After that, Mike drove off in an unknown direction, as promised. But on the outskirts of the city, the truck‘s engine completely stalled, and the new owner had to change the dynamo along with the battery in the nearest garage. It cost him several hours of waiting and an additional hundred dollars. Paying the mechanic, Mike recalled how the truck owner meticulously questioned him about how far he was going to ride in a car so dear to his heart, and how glad he was when he found out that Mike was not going to go back. But the truck was quite consistent in terms of the rest of its parameters, and Mike was pleased with his purchase after all. 

			Our friends felt like free tourists again in Patna. The hotel turned out to be cozy, and they decided to stay in the city for another day. Looking through the morning newspaper, Jack learned that only a few days remained before the Mahatma Gandhi‘s birthday ceremony. The young people decided to spend two of them to see the city, and postpone the trip to Delhi until the third morning. The day after arrival in the capital, they were planning to visit the Raj Ghat memorial, where, as you know, Indira Gandhi was buried next to the grave of the father of the nation. Besides, where else could they get an opportunity to see first-hand the leaders of the country, if not at an official ceremony?

			“I wonder if we can get closer to the stands. They report that in addition to the head of the government, many of the local bonzes will be present there,” the journalist within Christy was clearly awaken. “It would be nice to make a report for our newspaper, post pictures, and interview some important guest, if I get lucky.”

			“Good idea. You do not lose a scoop even on vacation,” Jack was glad that Christie‘s interests began to return to everyday life. “I think the editor will appreciate your diligence.” 

			“You are laughing now, but I will get an interview. This is a truly unique opportunity to see Rajiv Gandhi himself with my own eyes, with some luck, of course. The press writes that the young prime minister is a charismatic person. It would be unforgivable to miss an opportunity to see him,” Christie shared her plans. 

		

	
		
			
SIKH TRACE 2

			Churel opened his eyes as soon as the first rays of the sun touched the wall in front of his bed. It was a calm night. Immediately after getting up, he did intense gymnastics and a half-hour yoga work out. This combination helped the young man to bring his body and mind to the desired condition. He had slept well, felt cheerful and was quite ready for the upcoming matter. 

			He was supposed to meet with the people who were at his disposal for the forthcoming operation in the first half of the day. Churel chose the place himself, on the right corner of the Old Railway Station building. The time allotted for this was from ten in the morning to twelve, every fifteen minutes from the beginning of the hour. They were supposed to be located directly at the corner of the building for no more than two minutes. If, for any reason, the meeting did not take place within the three allotted time intervals, then it would be automatically postponed to the following day. If the assistants did not arrive the next day, then Churel had to act alone. That scenario did not bother him much. He would just have to work a little more.

			It was advisable to look around the place in advance, and Churel drove up to the station about an hour before the appointed time. There is not such a thing as excessive precaution, although he perfectly understood that it would be difficult to determine the surveillance, with a large crowd of people here.

			But there were no surprises. At exactly ten sixteen, he felt the touch of a hand on his shoulder and, at the same time, heard the first phrase of the password. 

			“Excuse me, how long ago have you been to Amritsar?”

			“Long time ago. At least five years.”

			“Good.” The exchange of key phrases was completed. “How can we serve you?” asked the older one.

			“Can we move?” Churel suggested in his turn. “Let‘s not linger. I’ll go into details on the way.”

			According to Vimal‘s plan, the people who arrived in Delhi were Ashar along with his older comrade, Noirish. As we remember, on the night before the attack, Vimal‘s people split into groups and left the camp, everyone except himself. Ashar and Noirish set off from the nearest railway station. The conspirators spent a little less than thirty hours on the road to arrive in Delhi, having made a change in Patna. Here they found Churel at the appointed time and at the agreed place. 

			The new comrades had not yet had breakfast and Churel invited them to the teahouse. The tables on the street were occupied by several people, but the hall inside was completely empty. After being served tea and pumpkin flatbread, Churel briefly outlined the situation, which became somewhat complicated after the incident that had happened so inopportunely with Parnauk. The ceremony was to take place in exactly two days. They had until tomorrow evening to resolve the issue of concealing the rifle. They had to organize a cache as close to the fortress wall as possible, or as a second option--to find a new position for the shoot. 

			Noirish was well over fifty. The experience gained over the years taught him to listen more than to speak, and the wise warrior strictly followed this rule. He was silent at first at the table, trying to understand as best as possible the essence of the proposed problem. Meanwhile, his younger and more energetic comrades expressed their views. Only after they voiced their opinions more than twice, did he cough slightly, attracting the attention of his interlocutors.

			“And how about this... Ashar, you are not a bad shooter, aren’t you?” He addressed this rhetorical question to his comrade, but it was intended for Churel. Noirish knew very well that Ashar was a first-class sniper and wanted Churel, as the group commander, to know it too. 

			“So,” he continued, “I propose this plan. First: if everything goes right with the rifle, you, Churel, take a position on the wall. If for any reason, it does not work out, Ashar will be in the crowd directly on the territory of the memorial and will look for a position as close as possible to the entrance. When the target arrives, Churel, try to shoot it at close range. In the meantime, if Ashar will be able to, he will get to the memorial and act in accordance with the situation. I will first back Churel and, if necessary, will pull up to the second position. I will need a bicycle for the second situation. Maybe we should wait until the end of the ceremony. Then the three of us can focus on the goal from different angles. I propose to do this after the end of the ceremony, while the target is on his way back to the car.” 

			Thus, all the available proposals were announced. After a short thought, Churel decided to take his comrades to his apartment and continue the discussion regarding the final version of the plan later.

			On the way, they stocked up on food. At the apartment, the guests were provided with simple beds, consisting of a pair of mats and clean sheets. Leaving his comrades to rest, Churel went to the kitchen-balcony and lit the gas under the kettle. Having brewed strong tea, almost black from a large amount of tea, he returned to the living room and began to dial the telephone.

			“Greetings, honorable one. Is it okay to bother you?”

			The person on the other end of the line delayed a little with the answer. 

			“What do you need? I’m always at your service.”

			“There was an unexpected problem,” said Churel.

			“I am listening.”

			“I need to hide one thing in Lal Qila yard until tomorrow night. It will be better if the place is as close to the western wall as possible. It is will be best that only you and I know about this,” Churel warned the interlocutor.

			Another short pause followed. Apparently, someone on the other side was digesting the information.

			“Excuse me for specifying: inside the fortress or outside?”

			“Inside is better.”

			“Are you sure that you want this?”

			“Yes, very much so. In addition, one more thing: I am limited in time. Everything should be ready tomorrow by the end of the day,” Churel recalled.

			“Okay. It is a pity that you are asking for this only now, and not immediately upon arrival in the city.”

			“When you helped me with the apartment, this was not an issue.” 

			“I understand and will try to help. Call me back tonight.”

			Still not giving any names, Churel once again thanked the interlocutor and said goodbye. The person on the other end of the line hung up first. 

			After dinner, the conspirators stayed in the apartment and as befits military men, put in order the entire arsenal at their disposal. Churel repeatedly wiped the sight glass of a sniper rifle and methodically checked the action of the bolt. Ashar counted the cartridges of the Hungarian Parabellum magazine and the short-barreled Uzi, which had just appeared in the country. Exactly two hours later, Churel went to the phone and dialed the number he had called in the morning. He got almost an immediate answer, as if they were just waiting for the call.

			“It is me again, honorable one,” said Churel.

			“I am glad you called. I have some news. When can you meet me tomorrow?”

			“Seven in the morning?”

			“Okay. I will wait for you at the same place.”

			“There is some news,” Churel turned to his comrades. “Tomorrow I will meet with a person who will help solve our problem.”

			“That‘s good. The gods will help us,” replied Noirish.

			After that, Churel went for a walk to breathe fresh air, while his new comrades chose to stay at home. Time passed and the small apartment of the conspirators was stuffy, so Churel did not feel a great desire to return there before the heat subsided. The food for the guests was prepared, and they could surely manage without him. Walking along the bank of the Jamuna, which divided the city into two parts, Churel found himself on the territory of the Golden Jubilee Park located along the river. He did not know the name of the park, but this did not hinder him from walking around it. It was not crowded at this time of day. Bright yellow flowers fell from the crowns of the acacias and covered the grass with velvet patterns. Churel took a fancy to a spot in the shade of a spreading tree and lay down. It was a hot day, Churel allowed himself to relax and fell into a light doze almost immediately. He slept for about a quarter of an hour until female voices nearby disturbed him and forced him to open his eyes. 

			The voices sounded rather pleasant and belonged to two girls. The few minutes of rest gave the young man cheerfulness, and, like men of his age, Churel had a desire to take a better look at them. He admitted for a second that they, or at least one of them, could turn out to be the most charming girl in Delhi. Raising himself on an elbow, Churel covered his eyes with his palm and tried to look imperceptibly at the girls sitting next to him. They apparently were students, or possibly employees of one of the institutions located nearby. They brought with them a food bag, from which they extracted white flatbread stuffed with cheese and fruit. Sitting comfortably on a mat under the same tree that Churel had chosen a little earlier, they began to eat. The girls ate their meal without interrupting the conversation, from time to time provoking each other into melodious laughter. The girls turned out to be pretty, but the one sitting on his right attracted him more. She was beautiful: fair-skinned, with straight, black hair and long eyelashes framing large brown eyes. The regular shape of her face was distinguished by the thin outline of her nose and the arches of her eyebrows, and the light scarf draped over her shoulders added to her charm. Churel had no desire to stop watching this nice, pretty girl, on the contrary, he was drawn to get to know her. Her laughing friend finally noticed that a stranger was not taking his eyes off them and probably said something about this. The girls simultaneously looked in his direction and burst out laughing again. After a few more minutes they started getting ready to leave, probably their lunchtime was running out. Churel, having decided on something, also got up.

			“What are you beauties, laughing at?” he asked politely. 

			The girls did not answer and only laughed again. Collecting the remnants of their meal, they moved to the exit of the park, and Churel followed them from a distance of a dozen steps. He really wanted the girl he liked to pay attention to him. At first, the girls walked without looking back, but after a minute, the one that was more jovial turned around and saw the man following them. Churel was of above average height, well-built and not bad looking at all. The girls, apparently flattered by the attention, slowed down and allowed the young man to catch up with them. 

			“Sorry for my immodesty. I arrived in Delhi only recently and have not made any friends yet. I saw you and you seem like wonderful girls.” Churel smiled good-naturedly, trying to put maximum charm into his words. 

			The girls, having exchanged glances, took pity on the lovely stranger, and the one that Churel liked the most was the first to hold out her hand. 

			“Priyana.”

			“Derived from the word ꞌloveꞌ, “Churel was delighted.

			“And I am Nislam,” the giggling one introduced herself, giving Churel a flirtatious look from under her eyebrows.

			“Garun Sing, “Churel, without hesitation, gave them his real name--he liked the new acquaintance so much. And, anyway, what could happen? The operation was scheduled for the day after tomorrow, and a chance acquaintance in the park could hardly affect its course.

			After shaking hands, the girls smiled and moved on.

			“It‘s time for us to get back to work,” said Nislam.

			“Can I walk with you?” he asked.

			“Yes, you can, if it is not a burden.”

			He did not have to walk for long. Soon they reached their destination and, saying goodbye, Churel asked permission to meet Priyana at the end of the day.

			“Sorry, I can’t today. If you want, come to the park tomorrow. We usually walk there after work,” she suggested.

			“I cannot promise, but I will try,” Churel bowed goodbye.

			He did not wait for the girls to disappear behind the high, massive doors of the institution and decided to return home, since there was nothing much to do. On the way, he thought about his new acquaintance and made plans about how tomorrow would go and whether the date would take place. Churel was completely pleased with himself. It is no wonder: the most beautiful girl he had ever known had agreed to meet with him. 

			On the other hand, who knows what would happen the day after tomorrow, and how it would end. He might die in a shootout. He might be captured. There are always escape routes, of course, but who could guarantee that he would be able to take advantage of them and avoid danger. Therefore, the trembling dreams of youth and the experience of the seasoned warrior fought in his soul. In the end, the youth won. Having weighed all the pros and cons and relying on his training and skills, Churel decided that he had more of a chance to complete the operation and get out unharmed, and therefore there were no obstacles to continuing his acquaintance with Priyana. After wandering around the city a little more, Churel could not resist the urge and returned to the building where he left the girls. He decided that he would certainly see her again. There was very little time left until the end of the working day, and the young man‘s patience was rewarded. He immediately noticed her in the crowd of colleagues. She walked alone, looking strictly in front of her, and noticing little around her. Churel quietly called out to her, and she seemed delighted. 

			“Hello. Are you waiting for me?” 

			“Yes,” he was a little embarrassed by the directness of her question.

			“My plans has been canceled,” she said cheerfully. ‘so I have a little time.”

			“That‘s good. Shall we take a walk?”

			“Let‘s go to the park,” Priyana smiled sweetly at him.

			They went towards the park where they met that afternoon. On the way, Churel listened to her talking about what had happened since the moment they parted. To his surprise, many events happened, and it seemed that Priyana was ready to talk about them endlessly, to the great joy of her companion. Churel felt good to walk with her alone. In fact, this was his first real date, and he felt a quiet joy being in her company. At some point, Priyana began to talk about her father. It turns out that when she was very young, he died at the very beginning of the undeclared Pakistan war. Her father then served with the rank of captain, and his unit was transferred to the combat zone on the second day of the conflict. The notice of his death arrived exactly a week later. Afterward, her father‘s comrades told them how they were bombed during an air attack near Longville. Some were lucky, but her father did not survive.

			After a while, her mother got remarried. Therefore, a stepfather raised Priyana and her older sister. But her father forever remained the pride of the family. The girl spoke of him with great tenderness and enthusiasm. Continuing the conversation, Churel realized that Priyana was a real patriot of her homeland and saw the country as strong and indivisible. The charm and beauty of the girl overshadowed him so much that at first, he did not attach much importance to the meaning of her words. The further they walked through the park, the less he listened to the girl‘s chirping, and tried to understand properly what was happening. After the park , Priyana headed home and Churel offered to walk her. For the rest of the journey, the girl noticed the subtle change in the mood of her companion and became more restrained. Churel limited himself to random questions to keep up the conversation. Before saying goodbye, they agreed on their next date, and the young man went to his apartment. 

			Early in the morning, Churel drove up on his bike to a small public garden adjacent to Wazir Road. The man who had helped him upon his arrival in the city, namely, to settle him in the apartment known to us, was already waiting for him. He settled down on a bench, held a smoking pipe in his hand, and was busy sipping it methodically, bringing it to his mouth from time to time. Churel sat down next to him, leaving his bicycle near a tree. Judging by his slightly rumpled cotton suit and his age, the pipe lover might have been an employee in one of the banks, or maybe some kind of lawyer or broker. After exchanging greetings, the man--Churel wanted to think that he was a broker for some reason--began to share with him what he had been able to discover.

			“In the courtyard of the fortress, on the right side of the central tower, there is a staircase leading to the second tier of the wall. Under those stairs, there is a stone which can be taken out, the fifth stone from the corner, in the third row from the floor. It is easy to open the cache, all you need to do is just lift the stone with a small crowbar or screwdriver. You do not even have to remove the stone totally. It is enough just to crank it up, and if your object is not very bulky, then there is a two meters deep niche behind it. Two people can hide there if desired. Perhaps they once did it.”

			“This is a good spot. All that remains is to get to it unnoticed,” said Churel.

			“That’s easy,” the broker hastened to reassure him. “Your people should enter the territory of the fort disguised as visitors. Sightseeing tours start there from nine in the morning. It will be better if they join the first of them. They will find a wheelbarrow with sand and two shovels under the stairs. The weapon will be hidden in the sand. Having penetrated the territory, your assistants, already in the guise of repair workers, will be engaged in laying sand under the wall, and they should act according to the circumstances later on.”

			“I don’t know how to thank you.”

			“Don’t mention it, brother. We have a mutual enemy.” 

			“By the way, how the rifle will get into the wheelbarrow?”

			“This is a significant issue,” the broker once again brought the pipe to his mouth and let out a cloud of thick, aromatic smoke. “An old comrade-in-arms came in handy. He has been with us for twenty years now. I can tell you nothing more. Especially, because you do not need it. He could have put the weapon in the cache by himself, but he is an elderly and weak man, I am afraid, he could not have coped with the stone in the wall. We do not need unnecessary delays. We will limit ourselves to his services in order to carry the rifle into the fortress.” 

			“How does he plan to do it?” asked Churel.

			“It turns out that two well-camouflaged underground grottos have been preserved intact since the time of Khan Aurangzeb. They lead outside and end far beyond the moat surrounding the fortress. They say that there were many more such passages, but the British filled them up in the middle of the last century for security reasons. Do you remember the history of the Seven Years War?” 

			Churel nodded to show that he remembered, and the broker took out a four-fold sheet of tracing paper from his pocket.

			“Then the city was repeatedly passed from hand to hand. Here is the scheme of passages. I think you might find it useful. The iron gate that leads to one of them will be unlocked. The second one is marked with a cross, as, indeed, the first one, is located here.” The broker pointed his finger at one of the three red crosses on the piece of paper. “An iron ring is mounted in the slab. It is enough to pull it easily and be careful if you decide to go down. There are steep steps. On the shelf, right at the entrance, you will find a torch, matches and a lantern. As you can see, we have taken care of everything. Someone will visit you for the rifle in an hour,” he said.

			Churel took a sheet of paper from his interlocutor.

			“It is interesting without a doubt. Thank you.”

			“Good luck, brother.” The man got up and walked towards the exit from the park.

			Churel also did not linger, he saddled his bike and hurried home. After a secret knock, Ashar opened the door for him. 

			“There is good news,” Churel laid the sheet on the table. “And if everything goes as planned, then this, he pointed to the sketch, “will make our task feasible. Crosses mark the grottoes leading outside the fortress. I do not think that you will need them, but pay attention to them just in case. And here,” Churel pointed to the third cross. “This is a niche in the wall.” 

			Churel outlined to the comrades the task they were to accomplish. 

			“Remember the location of the cache. What do you think? Can you handle it?” 

			“Don’t worry, brother, we’ll do it,” Noirish answered for the both of them.

			Soon someone knocked on the door, and Churel handed the man a suitcase with the rifle wrapped in a sheet. An hour later, the guests from Bihar performed a prayer ceremony and left to carry out their task.

			Churel was in high spirits. The operation had begun and he could hope for its success. If the rifle ended up in the niche, that was half the battle. All that remained was to think about how to distract the attention of the guards while he took up a shooting position. Ashar was enough for this. Noirish, as was suggested, would go to the memorial, take a comfortable position there and act autonomously.

			Three hours later, the comrades who had gone to the fortress returned. 

			“It‘s done, brother. The rifle is in the cache,” reported Noirish. “We have not spotted any surveillance.”

			“That is good, brother. Tell me how you did it?” asked Churel.

			“Everything went as we expected. We bought tickets for an eleven o’clock tour. More than forty people gathered in our group alone. In addition, there are many outlanders in the fort and many people in general. In one of the museums, we separated from the group and went out into the courtyard, it was easy, and no one in the crowd paid attention to us. We quickly found the place and the wheelbarrow. It stood exactly under the right stone. While I was covering, Ashar poked a stone, turned it around and I put the rifle into the niche. Then Ashar returned the stone to its place,” said Noirish.

			“Did anyone see you?” asked Churel.

			“Everything was done quickly... And is not so easy to see a small hole in the wall behind our backs.” 

			“Do you need a rest? We do not have an easy day tomorrow. On the other hand, perhaps, you want to walk with me. Let‘s get some air.”

			But the forest brothers, as Churel benignly christened the guests from Bihar, preferred to stay in the apartment. He himself went into the city, as he had intended. The details of the operation entrusted to him began to turn into specifics and loom to the smallest detail. Along with this came a slight feverish tension similar to that experienced by an actor on the eve of going on stage or a sprinter with a full stadium before the final start. He just needed to seclude himself, to set his body in motion and release the energy that was building up inside him. A special day awaited him tomorrow, and if everything went well, as it should, his brothers, who had laid down their lives in the struggle for the revival of Khalistan, would be avenged. Then, in the near future, the hated government, forcibly imposed upon the Sikhs, would collapse, and after that, the secession would not be far off. 

			This way he wandered through the streets lost in thought and the flow of people, and did not notice how he mechanically turned into a quiet alley, which ended on the busy Pashta Road. A river appeared from afar, and Churel headed towards it without hesitation. He did not climb the Old Iron Bridge, but went straight to the edge of the coast. After the rains, the water level of the Jamuna River had risen noticeably, and it rushed past him in an endless stream. A light coolness emanated from the water, and the young man involuntarily began to follow after small, barely noticeable objects floating on its surface. 

			At some point, Churel saw the vague, faintly perceptible contours of a deep whirlpool in the depths and felt how this dark abyss, tangible at a distance, pulled towards itself and took possession of his consciousness to such an extent that it was difficult for him to look away. It began to seem to him that he was plunging into the endless depth of the whirlpool, into this multi-ton abyss, which to his surprise, turned out to be inside a vacuum and an absolutely weightless space, were he found himself in complete, frightening solitude. This immersion, as it seemed to him, lasted an infinitely long time and took him into eternity. Thoughts about the next world arose in his head, which became associated in his suddenly inflamed consciousness with galactic black holes, completely absorbing everything and everyone without a trace. As in a bad dream, Churel ceased to feel his body; he was seized by a lack of desire to change anything--a sudden complete impotence. His limbs seemed stiff and numb to such an extent that it was impossible to move even the tips of his fingers. The numbness lasted no more than a minute, but Churel, who had lost track of time, thought that it would never end, and nothing, not even his own body, was subject to his will. 

			He tried to collect himself internally, and force himself to make at least some movement. At first, he did not succeed, and only, on the edge of his last strength, managed to get off the ground. With his next effort, he forced himself to avert his eyes from the smoothly flowing water that bewitched his consciousness, and return to reality. He wanted to leave the embankment as quickly as possible, and with every step away from the treacherous river, he felt the ground under his feet grow more and more solid. Churel increased his speed as much as possible, and only having moved far from the ill-fated place, was he able to shake off the remnants of his sudden phantasm. What happened to him might seem a sign from above to a less purposeful and more superstitious person. But Churel was too confident in himself to attach great importance to it. Tomorrow he would prove he was a true patriot, and that the people who sent him on the mission had made the right choice.

			His former confidence returned to him. After lunch, he had an appointment with Priyana, but he firmly decided to overcome his feelings and not meet with the girl. What happened on the river helped him better understand himself. He reminded himself that the struggle and Khalistan were above all and his new love should recede into the background in the name of a more important goal. Of course, one fact that had little to do with love served as a decisive factor. Namely, the girl‘s devotion to her homeland, which Churel could not share with her for obvious reasons. 

		

	
		
			
THE CEREMONY

			Jack and Christie arrived in Delhi in the evening of the day before the ceremony. You had to agree that the trip in the compartment carriage left an extraordinary impression on the young people. You can agree that the view from a train window is different than from a car window or an airplane porthole. The train, tirelessly rushing forward, transfer its measured calmness and confidence to the passengers, while the landscapes smoothly change outside. 

			Leaving the station building, the young people went straight to a hotel. Renting a room turned out to be a simple matter and, having thoroughly rested, they went for a walk. The city was prohibitively large, with many long and seemingly endless streets. Late in the evening, the exhausted, but completely satisfied young people returned to the hotel and immediately went to bed. They planned a hike to Raj Ghat the next day, and Christie did not give up the hope of a first-hand look at Rajiv Gandhi himself. 

			The next day, Jack accompanied his wife, as he had promised her. To get to the memorial, they took a regular bus, along with the bulk of the people arriving there. The ceremony was scheduled for eleven in the morning. Christie hoped to arrive a little earlier and get seats as close to the stands as possible. Already at ten o’clock, they were in the forefront of the audience that began to gather. The people arrived quickly, and after another quarter of an hour, the square was so full that it was almost impossible to break through. 

			On this day, Parnauk had an early rising. From the early morning, he managed to check the route of the motorcade, from the presidential palace to the point of arrival. Then he dropped into the office. On the way, the lieutenant colonel received reports from the unit commanders by special communication. A confirmation of readiness was received from the snipers and observers on duty on the rooftops. There was a slight tension, of course, but Parnauk believed that it should be so. Ultimately, it encouraged the men in their positions to focus on the task.

			After breakfast, the Prime Minister reviewed the text of his speech. Sonya went to her room to change or the departure. Between nine-thirty and ten o’clock, Gandhi had an appointment with the military. The military are always punctual, and at exactly nine-thirty, he was told that the visitors had arrived. General Mohan Laxman, who had held the position of Air Force Commander for four years now, appeared at the doorstep of the office, accompanied by his assistant, flight ace, General Denis La Fontaine. Gandhi himself, who had a direct relationship with aviation in the recent past, warmly welcomed them. From these people it was not necessary to worry about political intrigues, which he had to face both in parliament and in the ruling bloc. Pilots are special people and it is not for nothing that they enjoy unlimited respect in the army of any country.

			After announcing their arrival, the generals settled down at the desk. On the agenda was the final approval of the new MIG-29 fighter’s model, as a machine that should enter service with the Indian Air Force starting from next year. 

			“Sorry, gentlemen, that I must get straight to the point,” began Gandhi. “We have no more than forty minutes at our disposal. I would like finally to decide on this issue in an informal setting, so to speak. But first, I would like to know your personal opinion and technical assessment of the presented model.”

			Laxman, who had been struggling with a serious illness for several months and was not feeling very well, preferred La Fontaine to speak.

			“I believe Denis will be able to give us detailed information. He personally had the opportunity to study the Russian machine,” Laxman nodded to his old friend.

			“Allow me to report?” asked La Fontaine.

			“Please, Denis,” Gandhi prepared to listen. “Do report.” 

			“MIG-29 is a great machine. I personally made over thirty hours of flight time on it. I must say that we have not yet had a machine of this class. The rest of the pilots who tested it at the Lugovaya training ground in Kyrgyzstan speak about it the same way.” 

			“Good. Let us get down to specifics. Although the overall impression, of course, is also important,” said Gandhi.

			“I understand. May I continue?”

			“It‘s desirable.”

			“As you know, we intend to use the MIG-29 against the American F-16, which the Pakistanis are armed with. This suggests a comparison of the technical characteristics of these machines. In our opinion, the Russian model is superior to the American one with its radar and long-range target identification means. Thanks to these systems, the capture and destruction of air targets in the MIG-29 are brought to the optimum level. If we consider agility, then there are some differences. In the horizontal plane, the MIG-29 is inferior to the American machine, but in the vertical plane, its advantage is immeasurably greater. In terms of missile range, the Russians have a quarter more advantage.”

			“Do you have exact numbers?”

			“Yes, of course. This is 100 km versus 75 km for American missiles. The advantage of the MIGs is also the greater protection of the pilot and the presence of two engines, which allows him to remain in the air if one of them fails. 

			“Now about the direct disadvantages. Setting up the control system takes a few minutes, while there is an automatic process in the American model. That is, the MIG can be ready for takeoff only five minutes later than the American model. 

			“But there is a way out--we can set the task of installing additional equipment for our electronics engineers. This is according to the main parameters. A detailed report and data that we were able to collect about the F-16 is presented here.” La Fontaine laid out a leather-bound folder on the table. 

			“So, generals, shall we still think?” Gandhi asked.

			La Fontaine looked at Laxman, leaving the chief with the final word. Since the pilots had come to the meeting with a definitively worked out position, the Air Force commander did not delay with the answer. 

			“As for us, we consider the Russian model to be quite competitive. In addition, the price and subsequent equipment are important too. In the end of a day, with an approximate similarity of machines, the main thing in the sky is decided by the pilot.”

			“I understood you. I just thought that it would be nice for us to start producing our own machines, for a start, at least under a license,” suggested Gandhi.

			“We have discussed this matter. The Hindustan Aeronautics has reacted with interest to this proposal. They are ready to go to production and supply up to one hundred units per year. It only remains for us to get the consent of the Russians,” reported Lafontaine.

			“Good. We will move forward in this direction. If you need my assistance--do not hesitate to contact me,” replied Gandhi.

			Then, for another ten minutes, he studied the folder La Fontaine had brought, from time to time asking for clarification. Suddenly he changed the subject of the conversation.

			“Tell me, gentlemen, isn’t it time for our developers to start promoting our Indian fighter model?”

			Laxman‘s eyes lit up with enthusiasm, and La Fontaine looked on incredulously.

			“That would be great. But it seems that this is a five or even ten years project,” he warned.

			“I have no doubt about that. But we have to start at some point,” Gandhi encouraged the pilots. “We will find the necessary funds. While I was waiting for you, I picked a suitable name for the bureau, which we will assign to deal with this matter. For example, ꞌAviation Development Agencyꞌ. I think to come up with this proposal at a meeting of the Defense Commission.”

			This news made La Fontaine feel warmer in his soul, and in a fit of enthusiasm, he extended his hand to Gandhi.

			“I think the sooner we deal with this topic, the better it will be for everyone. And the state will not be left behind.” 

			The audience ended. Gandhi once again warmly shook hands with the generals and escorted them to the door. The visitors left the office more than satisfied: the prime minister not only understood the needs of the army, but also took an interest in the technological development of its material base. In addition, the final decision was made to switch to a new generation of fighters, and soon the first MIG-29s would appear at Air Force bases.

			At exactly ten fifteen, Colonel Nijar, the commander of the bodyguard, entered the office. 

			“The cars are waiting, we can leave,” he reported.

			Gandhi put aside the newspaper, which he never had time to finish. Sonya was waiting for him in the limousine. She was wearing a beautiful sari in a delicate pale pink color and he could not resist the urge to compliment her.

			“Thank you, dear,” Sonya was pleased that her husband did not forget to pay attention to how she looked.

			After everyone settled, a motorcade of three limousines drove out of the gate accompanied by police officers on motorcycles. The president with his wife and his first assistant were in the first car. In the second--Rajiv Gandhi and his wife, and in the third--the Minister of Defense and the Minister of Internal Affairs. 

			On the way, Rajiv thought about how his mother had been resting for a year in Raj Ghat, next to the remains of the great Mahatma Gandhi. Like her great predecessor, she devoted most of her life to the prosperity of her country, and paying tribute to his indisputable merits, she took the last name his children bear. He also thought about how ephemeral life could be sometimes, but despite this, these two personalities had managed to leave behind not only a good memory, but also a great legacy that continues to work for the common good. 

			The dark shadow of the past was behind it all. The only two people of this magnitude in the country who died at the hands of political murderers bore the same surname. Someone made an attempt on them, and carried out the sentence of fate. Although, if you look at it, the political goals of these killings were not connected. In light of the above, what could he expect, being the fourth Gandhi, if we consider his brother Sanjay, who also ended his life with an unnatural death. All there was for him to do was hope that his fate would be the exception and he would leave this world without any outside help.16∗ Recently, they again reported on an impending assassination attempt, despite the titanic efforts aimed at reconciliation and calming the hot heads. 

			He could give up politics and quietly step aside. That was not an option... Not for him. The share of responsibility he had taken on was too great and he would not stop halfway when many things have just begun to improve. 

			Parnauk agreed to meet with Elijah in advance at the entrance to the Raj Ghat. The roads were packed with traffic, but Parnauk, who never allowed himself to be late, arrived on time. Knowledge of the city and a service certificate, at the sight of which the guards at the police cordons let his car pass freely, played a role. Elijah, who had arrived a little earlier, was waiting for him at the entrance. 

			There was very little time left before the opening. Parnauk, as planned, arranged a seat for Elijah on the main platform, among the invited guests.

			As a result, instead of being downstairs, on with the level of the ordinary citizens, she found herself quite close to the platform reserved for the speakers. Places on the guest tier were pre-allocated and officials of different ranks filled them. There were mainly members of parliament, heads of states, ambassadors and representatives of diplomatic departments with their wives. They paid attention to Elijah. The men, as usual, cast curious, ingratiating glances at her. The women gazed jealously at the cut of her turndown-collared beige dress. A large bow, attached on its back, at the level of her waist emphasized her figure and made Elijah even more attractive. Many reporters from both local and foreign companies gathered at the foot of the stands. The cameramen had already set up their tripods and rotated their cameras in all directions. They did not stop clicking and the wives of the diplomats, dressed in the latest fashion, tried to charm the lenses aimed at them with snow-white smiles.

			According to Churel‘s calculations, the cortege was supposed to drive along the northern wall of Lal Qila between ten thirty to ten forty, about an hour before the opening ceremony. Noirish was two kilometers from the fort with a walkie-talkie. His task was to alert the sniper when the motorcade passed him. Churel would then have two or three minutes to climb the wall, get the rifle from the cache and take his position. 

			At exactly ten twenty-five, Churel was at the end of the rope. Not long before that, a fourth, unknown accomplice threw it down. Less than five minutes of waiting, the radio began to rustle, and Noirish‘s voice on the other end succinctly reported. 

			“They are coming.”

			In a matter of seconds, Churel climbed up the wall with the dexterity of a circus gymnast. As we remember, Parnauk ordered to post sentries on the second tier of the fort. But plans do not always work out in practice, and those who are charged with executing them often violate them. Either there were not enough people, or someone decided that it was better to use some of the guards at other sites, but instead of forty sentries, fifteen were allocated to be on the upper tier of the wall. Once upstairs, Churel looked around. He was far enough from the nearest guard, and he hid behind the curve of the staircase. Then, unnoticed, he ran down the steps leading down, and saw that he was all alone on the stairs.

			Not far away, in front of the arch leading to the second tier, a stranger stood with his back to him with the badge of a fort employee around his neck. He politely redirected visitors to the opposite side of the courtyard. Churel understood this was an unknown ally, providing the opportunity for him to work. A little effort--and the stone that covered the cache was moved. A few seconds later--and the suitcase with the rifle was in the sniper’s hands. If the bullet reached its goal, to change the course of history and the fate, not only of the Sikh people and the country, but, perhaps, of the entire region as a whole. Taking possession of the weapon, Churel hurried back up the stairs. Exactly two minutes remained to hide in one of the holes and wait for the cortege to pass by. Churel tried not to make noise as he skipped up the steps. But as soon as his foot touched the last of them, a shadow appeared from behind the stone border, and a powerful, crushing blow of a gun butt fell on his head. He rolled down the stairs head over heels with a concussion. Someone immediately grabbed him, pressed him to the ground, and pulled the suitcase from his hands (breaking his fingers in the process) and shackled his wrists. Then someone pulled a sack of black impenetrable fabric over his head and dragged him away. Soon Churel heard the creak of rusty hinges and was pushed into an empty room. After that, the bag was pulled off without ceremony and he was seated on the only chair in the room.

			“We need you to name your accomplices and say where they are now!” 

			The man interrogating him, small in stature, but very strong-built, broke into a yell. Churel did not even think to react to the question asked in a semi-hysterical tone. A moment later without giving him time to recover, three people in the room began to beat him, sparing neither strength nor emotion. They beat him for a long time and painfully,  but tried not to hit him on the head. They stopped after Churel almost lost consciousness. Then they began to pour water on him, so as to resume the beatings. Still he remained silent, ignoring his investigators. He tried not to think about anything, simply turning off the part of his brain responsible for pain by an effort of will. Churel knew that he needed to hold out for an hour or an hour and a half, after which the ceremony would have  ended, and his comrades would continue the operation that had begun so unsuccessfully for him. 

			It was a shame that his mission failed. This was not how he expected to end the day. But a warrior must be ready for any circumstance, and to be able to pass the test with dignity, even accepting his death. But Churel was not even thinking about that. His thoughts were with his comrades who remained free and had to complete the operation. During a break between the beatings, Churel caught a glimpse of the girl he had recently met. So beautiful and delicate. Her face clearly engraved itself in his memory, although now it seemed that an eternity lay between them. Churel felt bad that he would most certainly never meet her again, but he managed to cope with this momentary weakness and drive away unnecessary thoughts. They were preventing him from withdrawing into himself, to quickly part from the pain and end the torture. 

			At a quarter to eleven, Parnauk rose to the podium and joined Elijah. It was much better to oversee everything from above. They reported to him via radio that they had captured the sniper. This meant that they had succeeded in the first round of the operation, and his counterintelligence professional instinct had not disappointed him. At this point, the main player was out of the game. But it was too early to relax. Perhaps there were accomplices. Maybe he was just being used as bait in a complex, multi-step operation. 

			The ceremony began. The radio came to life again. They reported that the people who had taken the sniper, so far, could not get any information from him. Parnauk demanded more posts and sighed, unheard by Elijah. Danger continued to float in the air. They could only hope there would be no misfires and his units would make it possible to neutralize the remaining intruders, if there were any.

			Noirish, who had notified Churel of the approach of the motorcade, took a fancy to his post at the table of a small cafe. It stood close to the road and occupied the roof of a small, one-story building, where the first floor was reserved for the dining room and kitchen of a family restaurant. On the roof, the visitors were served aromatic tea and soft drinks under wide umbrellas. The place occupied by Noirish turned out to be an excellent observation point, and, armed with binoculars, he watched the street, glancing at the Lal Qila wall where Churel was supposed to appear. Ten minutes passed after a line of cars, accompanied by an escort, drove past and disappeared around the nearest corner. He did not notice his comrade, although at some point it seemed to him that someone‘s shadow flashed over the edge of the wall and immediately disappeared. As much as Noirish tried to pick up the signs of what was about to happen, he heard nothing. Nothing disturbed the everyday situation in the city, and according to the music of the bravura march, which poured continuously from powerful speakers mounted high on the pillars, Noirish drew a disappointing conclusion--something had gone wrong for Churel. 

			Therefore, the first part of the operation had failed. Now it was time for him and Ashar  to act. After finishing his tea, he went down to the street. It was just over two kilometers from the cafe to the memorial, and Noirish set off on a bicycle specially reserved for this purpose. It took him twenty minutes to get to the place. He left the bicycle far from the memorial and walked the rest of the way. He had the latest model Austrian Glock with a dozen rounds plugged under his spacious shirt. The spare clip was in his pocket. 

			Noirish found Ashar at the agreed upon spot. Then each of them took a position to cover the passage from the memorial to the parking lot of the government limousines. All that was required of them was to wait for the target and shoot at the right moment. 

			After incessant maneuvers in the midst of the crowd, Jack and Christie were almost adjacent to the podium. After the solemn speeches and the laying of wreaths, the Prime Minister and his wife, surrounded by guards, went to the exit. The reporters were already waiting for them there. The young people tried to keep up, and Christie, armed with a notebook, tried to approach Gandhi, hoping to get an answer to at least one of her previously prepared questions. 

			Jack, not letting go of his wife, stayed close. At some point, he thought he was dreaming. Jack recognized a man standing a meter away from him--it was a man from the Ganesh squad. There could be no mistake. He was one of the bandits who had captured them. Jack did not know what to do. Shouting aloud that there was a forest bandit in the crowd did not seem to him the most reasonable solution. 

			He did not have time to do anything, as Noirish pulled out a Glock from his bosom and directed it towards Gandhi. Jack rushed forward. The criminal was no more than a meter away, but a large crowd prevented him from getting through to him. Realizing that he might not have the time, Jack shouted as loud as he could.

			“Watch out!”

			Simultaneously, two shots were fired one after the other. The guard managed to cover the prime minister with his body. The bullet entered from below, into his armpit and pierced his shoulder right through. From the resulting traumatic shock, the man began to slowly sink to the ground. The second victim was a random woman. Someone had pushed Noirish under the arm and changed the direction of the bullet, which hit her just above the knee. 

			During this time, Jack managed to get to the shooter, and knock him down with a blow to the cheekbone. Then, knowing that after such a blow, the man would be completely out for another ten seconds, Jack looked briefly in the direction to which Noirish was shooting. His gaze met the eyes of Gandhi, who, although overshadowed by the guard, calmly watched everything that was happening around him. A general disarray occurred. In a matter of moments, the bodyguards formed a human shield around the people under their care. Jack, in turn, saddled Noirish, shaken by the blow. He shoved the gun far to the side. 

			The nearby crowd was parted and an empty space formed at the scene of the incident. Only one person remained motionless. A young, bearded man pointed a submachine gun towards Gandhi and his guards. The attacker hesitated for a split second in the hope of catching the victim at gunpoint. But the bodyguards did not blunder this time. They managed to neutralize the shooter even before he could pull the trigger. It was Ashar, as expected. Several bullets were fired at the same time and killed the young man. There were so many people around that it was hard to understand what was really going on even at a short distance. Parnauk, who and followed this scene from the podium, called for reinforcements by radio, and dozens of people from the security unit rushed from all sides. They immediately took control of the terrorists, providing the opportunity for the guards to evacuate their wards. 

			A great clamor broke out. People tried to lynch the attackers, despite the fact that one of them was already dead. But the ring of security forces was tight, and the hotheads could not break through, despite the rage that engulfed the crowd. Within a few minutes, Noirish and Ashar‘s body were taken from the territory of the memorial under a reinforced escort. The president and his wife managed to take off a little earlier, almost simultaneously with the Gandhi couple. Colonel Nijar directed the evacuation and returned to the scene.

			Making sure that Jack, who had neutralized one of the attackers so successfully, remained unharmed, Nijar deemed it necessary to thank him in person. Then he asked him to wait a bit and contacted someone on the radio. After receiving instructions, the Colonel asked if Jack would agree to ride with him.

			“Not a problem. But who is inviting me and where?” asked Jack.

			“I am inviting you, Colonel Nijar, Prime Minister Rajiv Gandhi‘s personal guard.”

			“Alright then. Let me just get my wife,” Jack agreed immediately. 

			The guard accepted the hero‘s wish with understanding, and soon the young people were in the escort car. On the way, they even managed to catch up with the convoy and the prime minister‘s car, sent off a few minutes before them. They were dropped off at the  government residence, and Nijar escorted them to the Prime Minister‘s reception. Gandhi himself appeared after a few minutes.

			“I immediately recognized you, Mr. Jack Beijeren - the famous champion,” Gandhi shook Jack‘s palm with both hands. “I didn’t know that you were here with us. First, thank you for participating in my rescue. Colonel Nijar also recognized you and immediately reported to me who brought down the shooter. There are some wounded, but we have already sent them to the hospital.

			 “We will never know. We can only state for sure that if it were not for your intervention, the number of victims would have become much higher,” said Gandhi.

			“I recognized the bandit. And when I saw him with a gun, my doubts disappeared,” explained Jack.

			“Excellent. I am glad to personally thank you. Let me ask you what brings you to Delhi?” it seemed that Gandhi was not averse to asking his new acquaintance for more details.

			“One very pleasant circumstance has brought me here. My wife and I are spending our honeymoon in India.”

			“This is very good,” Gandhi suddenly realized that he did not really know how to thank Jack for his selfless deed and resorted to Nijar’s help. “Nijar, tell me, how can we thank Mr. Beijeren for his heroic deed?”

			“I think we can ask Mr. Beijeren if he has any preferences or wishes,” replied Nijar.

			“You are right. Jack, maybe you were thinking of something that you wanted to find or see in India. If there is, please, feel free to say. And please call me Rajiv.”

			“Okay... Rajiv, you know, I was actually thinking about something.”

			“That‘s great,” Gandhi smiled warmly. “I will be glad to help if I can and thank you for participating in this unpleasant incident. Colonel Nijar will try to help you with this. And now, excuse the short reception and once again accept my sincere gratitude.” Gandhi held out his hand in parting.

			The audience was over and Jack had turned to the exit when Christie preceded him with her address.

			“Excuse me, Mr. Prime Minister. I work in one of the print weeklies and, taking this opportunity, I would like to ask you to answer a few short questions.” 

			“I would be honored, but let us sit down,” Gandhi seemed to be delighted with the proposal and, remaining a gentleman to the end, did not want to talk to the woman at the doorway. 

			“Please, bring us some lassi and tea. By the way, we can film it. Nijar, make sure to invite the TV crew if they have not left yet. There is a job for them.”

			“Thank you,” Christie‘s face sparkled with a happy smile. Having received consent to do the interview, she felt that she had finally gotten her moment of glory in her short journalistic career.

			They decided to hold the conversation right there, at the desk. Jack and Nijar positioned themselves so as not to interfere and prepared to listen. Finally, the television crew arrived. 

			“Tell me, Mr. Gandhi,” began Christie, “how would you define the state of the country at the time of your election to the post?”

			“This is a good question. As you know, at the time of my election, India was going through a difficult period of development. Today, especially, we need a confident hand in the leadership of both the government and the country as a whole. At the same time, I am sure that the crisis of power in the country has passed. We were able to almost completely consolidate various political forces in the regions and work out a position on our common development and cooperation.” 

			Gandhi took a pause and, realizing that Christie was waiting for more information, continued. 

			“As for the urgent needs and the economic policy being undertaken, here we adhere to a long-term development plan. This applies equally to the industrial complex in a number of individual regions, and to other spheres of economic activity. We have a huge untapped potential.

			“Now, returning to the internal political situation. I repeat once again: the moment of crisis, when the struggle for power was waged by undemocratic, unlawful methods, has passed. We strongly wish to cooperate with all those who cherish an indivisible and strong India: both those who are in the country and those who live outside of it.”

			“Thank you for this comprehensive answer. You explained everything so clearly. But one or two more questions arise.”

			Gandhi nodded his head in the affirmative and Christie continued.

			“You said that the political differences within the country have been resolved. Then how do you explain today‘s attempt?”

			“This is not an easy question, But there is an answer to it. We understand that not all wounds have healed completely for a certain part of the Sikh population after the events that took place over a year ago in Amritsar. We and I personally regret the bloodshed not by terrorists, but by our fellow citizens. The hotheads of a relatively small group of the population (and I emphasize--a relatively small one) continue to hatch plans for an independent Punjab (which runs counter to our policy) and show an unwillingness to forget the past. But we are moving towards better understanding on this issue and are finding ways for close and, believe me, fruitful cooperation with the current leadership of Punjab.

			“We tirelessly explain to the Punjab citizens that the separation of the state from the country would be an irreparable economic disaster, first of all for the residents themselves. If this happened, they would be faced with unemployment, impoverishment and political chaos. There is always someone to take advantage of such a position in an unprotected territory. It is enough to turn to the historical experience on this matter. I’m sure there are many examples of this.” Gandhi signaled that he was finished with his answer. 

			“Thank you. I have one last question. Please tell me which path of development you are going to take as a person educated in the West and who is today‘s head of the cabinet? Will you adhere to... or, if I can put it this way, which path is closer to you: the Western or the communist model of development?”

			“I will answer this question as follows. The father of the nation, the great Mahatma Gandhi, charted the path of India’s development. My mother, Indira Gandhi, who took not only her surname from him, also continued it. They both advocated the idea of an independent and, I emphasize, absolutely substantive way of development of Indian society. 

			“In addition, I, as today‘s head of cabinet, consider this path to be the only correct one. We are going to work for the good and development of the country, in close cooperation with our friends overseas, our closest neighbors, as well as our partners in Eastern Europe. At the same time, we do not want to focus on an ideology. In our partnership, we will only provide advantages to countries whose interests correspond with the development path we have chosen. Now, let me ask you a question,” Gandhi smiled. “How do you find India?”

			“We liked everything. But we recently went through a small adventure, which, fortunately, did not end as badly as it began,” and Christie briefly told Gandhi about recent events and how they managed to avoid danger.

			“I’m sorry about what happened. We are fighting the remnants of extremism and, as you yourself have noticed, not without success. At this point, let me thank you for your interesting questions. I hope the readers of your newspaper will understand our position for the benefit and development of India.”

			With these words, Gandhi got up and, having warmly said goodbye to the guests, accompanied them to the exit.

			Colonel Nijar took the young people to the car, which was supposed to return them to the city. 

			“Jack, I have not forgotten about the mission entrusted to me and will try to serve you. Please, do not hesitate to ask,” he reminded.

			“Thank you. I believe that I really need your assistance,” replied Jack. “Upon returning home, we are buying a new house and are going to furnish it in an oriental style. It’s not a problem to order the furniture, we even looked at some samples. But I’m afraid I will have some problems with shipping the container by sea,” he complained.

			“What kind of problems?” asked Nijar.

			“I have never done this before and am afraid to get bogged down in the port bureaucracy. It would be wonderful if you could help,” finished Jack.

			“I understand. Please take my card. When issues  regarding the shipping arise, please contact me. I believe I’ll be able to assist you without delay,” promised Nijar.

			“Thank you. And if I get back in the ring, I’ll send you tickets in the first row.”

			“It’s a deal. Thank you again, Jack, for what you did today. We shall always cherish it.”

			Saying goodbye, Nijar gallantly kissed Christie‘s hand and put the guests in a car to take them back to the city. 

			

			
				
					16	∗ Rajiv Gandhi was killed on May 21, 1991 by a suicide bomber from the Tamil Eelam organization. A.N.

				

			

		

	
		
			
THE KIDNAPPING

			Within a few days, our heroes arrived at Bombay. As we remember, they were going to sail home from there. Naturally, they significantly reduced their time in the country. Christie‘s recent adventure did not pass without leaving a trace, although she tried her best to hold on and not to show it. Jack felt some discomfort in her behavior, and he wanted to get his wife home as soon as possible. He rightly assumed that distance and her home environment would help her finally get rid of her unpleasant memories. 

			In Bombay, the young couple engaged in buying tickets and sending luggage. Jack tried to do everything exactly as they agreed with Mike. To begin with, they purchased some furniture, then had it delivered to a small warehouse where the bags of guineas were hidden inside. After this, the container was sent for loading. As promised by Colonel Nijar, there were no problems with cargo clearance. All that was left to do was to wait for their departure date, which was less than a week away. During the last few days, Jack had a feeling that someone was following them, and, after some deliberation, decided to share his concerns with Christy. 

			“I don’t think so. Do you remember all our trials, and how we got here?” she reminded. 

			“Maybe you’re right. But something bothers me and I cannot understand what,” admitted Jack.

			“Alright then. Let‘s be careful,” agreed Christie. 

			Jack was glad for his wife‘s good mood and optimism. After all that had happened to them over the past month, he was in no hurry to build any bright plans and remembered that the responsibility for Christie was completely on him. The feeling of insecurity in a foreign country aggravated him. If Mike were with them, it would have been another matter. Mike, with his experience and understanding of local customs, would take many worries off his shoulders. But he had driven away in an old truck, vaguely explaining the reasons for his absence. As a result, the taking care of the gold and his wife weighed heavily on Jack.

			On one of these days, near noon, a tall, familiar Hindu in a white turban appeared on the doorstep of the hotel where the newlyweds were staying. The young people, who had recently begun to prefer rest to afternoon walks around the city, stayed in their room. Finding the registration counter, Zinar--and it was he--approached. He was followed by his constant companion, Gray, whom he introduced as a guest to the capital. He introduced himself as the escort--a representative of a company providing services to the European market.

			In a leisurely conversation with the concierge, Zinar asked if there were rooms available. After registering and receiving the keys, he paused for another minute to find out if other foreigners were present at the hotel.

			Having learned that a young couple, compatriots of Mr. Gray, had settled here relatively recently, Zinar perked up.

			“It will be interesting for Mr. Gray to meet them,” he said confidentially.

			“They got a room on the third floor,” the helpful concierge easily shared this confidential information. “The second door from the elevator.”

			“Thank you. We will definitely go introduce ourselves,” and the new arrivals headed for the elevator. 

			“How do see this happening, Zinar? We knock on the door and say that I am a cousin from an extramarital affair of our grandfather?” asked Gray.

			“Don’t worry, Gray. You kept telling me we would miss them after they so cleverly escaped Ganesh‘s camp. I knew they were going to Patna and we would intercept their trail there. They will not get away now.”

			“I hope that‘s true. But we do not know if the map is still with them or if it disappeared without a trace,” Gray could not calm down.

			“It might be possible. But we will find out soon,” Zinar, as always, was calm and confident in himself. 

			The elevator reached the desired floor, and the criminal couple continued their conversation in the room.

			“Now we can work for ourselves. What has this fat dog Jalal-Bek given us so far? Am I right, Zinar?” Gray kept talking.

			“You’re right. There were many promises. And he did not even settle accounts with us for past cases.”

			“So, what is the plan of action? I know you always come up with something.”

			Zinar looked down on his comrade, not considering it necessary to either refute or comment on his words.

			“There are not many options. We need to get into their room. And if it does not work out, you will have to go to extremes,” he said.

			“I don’t want to get my hands dirty,” said Gray.

			Zinar looked away from the window at his comrade, but this time with poorly concealed annoyance.

			“Don’t be so primitive, Gray. We’ll just have to grab the woman and keep her in our room until the husband leads us to the treasure.”

			“How cunning. Well, it should work. I always knew you were smart.”

			“Stop scoffing. We need to figure out how to lure the man out of the room or we won’t be able to carry out our plan.”

			“What is there to think about? Let‘s call their room,” suggested Gray, “and say that a certified letter came in his name. That he should sign and take it in the lobby. We’ll say that they don’t allow the messenger to go up. It’s an old trick.”

			“Look at you, Gray. Your head is not empty after all. This is a fine idea.”

			“Let‘s start right away,” Gray began to rub his hands.

			“No. Let us wait another day. Maybe we can do it without violence.”

			“Let it be your way, Zinar,” agreed Gray.

			But a day passed, and despite the fact that Zinar and Gray managed to get into the room of the newlyweds, they did not find any map or traces of treasure.

			This is when the phone rang in the young people’s room. The receptionist said that a messenger was waiting for Mr. Beijeren, with a certified letter in his name. Jack came downstairs in five minutes. But the lobby was empty. The messenger seemed to have left. Maybe he was waiting for Mr. Beijeren on the street. But Jack could not find the messenger even there. After spinning around for another five minutes, Jack returned to his floor, wondering who came up with such a joke.

			Already approaching the room, he noticed that the front door was slightly ajar, although he remembered exactly how he slammed it until it clicked. This struck him as somewhat strange. Did Christie go out and not close the door behind her? Going inside, Jack found the room completely empty. It was not difficult to juxtapose the false call and the absence of Christie. Jack‘s chest felt tight with presentiment, and a slight chill ran along his spine. He remembered very well leaving Christie in the bathroom. She would hardly have had time to take a shower, quickly pack up and leave, and she was not going to do any of that, anyway. Jack returned to the corridor, but it was empty too. Calling the elevator and going downstairs took him no more than a minute. Christie was not in the lobby either, and the concierge and porter had not seen her.

			“Tell me, maybe my wife met the messenger with the letter?” asked Jack. 

			But the porter had no answer to this question either. He insistently repeated that during this time no one except Jack had come down or passed him. Jack returned to his room. It was still empty. The phone rang and he picked it up, hoping to hear Christy‘s voice. But after a short pause, there was an insinuating male voice.

			“Mister Beijeren?”

			“Yes. Who is asking?” Jack answered impatiently.

			“Don’t worry. We have your wife. If you want to get her back, you should do as I ask.”

			“What do you want?” a trickle of sweat ran down Jack‘s back.

			“You will leave the hotel in two hours. In your pocket, you should have a map known to you, which indicates the place of the buried treasure. Then turn right and after two blocks, without crossing the street, go to a cafe on the corner. In the cafe, leave an envelope with the map with the bartender. 

			“When can I see my wife?” asked Jack.

			“I hope you will be prudent and not do stupid things. If you suddenly decide to report what happened to the police, then we will not be able to vouch for your wife‘s health.”

			“When can I see my wife?” repeated Jack.

			“Follow the directions and there will be no problems. I hope you understand that no one intends to joke in this situation.”

			“Alright then. I will do as you ask. And I want my wife back,” demanded Jack.

			“Do what is required of you and your wife will be returned to you,” the man hung up.

			Wanting to avoid an unexpected delay, Jack went downstairs half an hour before the appointed time. He was so worried that he was not even surprised when he came face to face with Miss Thorenson in the lobby, accompanied by Michel as always. He bowed hastily and wanted to pass by. But the elderly lady, who did not consider arrogance to be the best manifestation of human qualities, called out to him. 

			“Jack, wait. Why are you going in such a hurry?” 

			“I am sorry, but I’m in a hurry. Something bad has happened, and I’m not myself,” Jack answered, not knowing what to do in this situation.

			“Don’t you have a few minutes to chat with old acquaintances?” asked Miss Thorenson.

			“No, I don’t,” hesitated Jack. 

			“What happened, Jack?” asked Michel.

			“I’m in trouble,” repeated Jack.

			“You know you can rely on us.” 

			“I know, Michel. But really, I don’t know how you can help me in this situation.”

			“Let‘s figure it out,” suggested Michel.

			“Okay, Michel. I think I have about five minutes,” Jack decided that there would be no harm in confiding in his friends. Besides, Michel was a combat officer, and his advice in this situation could be useful.

			“Let‘s sit down here in the corner. And tell us everything in order.” 

			“Michel, Christie is missing. Someone abducted her from our room two hours ago. They are demanding a ransom from me.” 

			“Is it a large sum?” asked Miss Thorenson.

			“It‘s not about the amount. The kidnappers demand that I give them something,” said Jack.

			“What are you going to do?” asked Michel.

			“I’m going to give the kidnappers what they ask for. This thing has no value for me or for them, only they don’t know that yet,” Jack told his friends.

			“What is it, if it’s not a secret?” asked Michel.

			“Michel, it’s an old treasure map. But the treasure is no longer there. They probably don’t know about that or they would not have kidnapped my wife,” said Jack.

			Miss Thorenson, who had listened, decided to intervene in the conversation. 

			“Jack, I can almost certainly guess where Christie is now. Or at least who might have been involved in her abduction,” she said.

			“You can? How?” Jack was surprised.

			“I saw a man in the lobby who sailed with us on the Victoria. I remember him well. There is something repulsive about him. Back on the ship, I got the feeling that this guy is a slippery one. Then I thought he just liked to watch the famous champion. Now I am one hundred percent sure that he has been following you closely,” said the elderly lady.

			“Excuse me, but are you sure about this? Perhaps you are confusing this person with someone else?” asked Jack.

			“Now after I recognized him, such a coincidence no longer seems to me accidental. I’m pretty sure he‘s the one involved in the kidnapping.”

			“Maybe Emmy is right,” said Michel.

			“Young people, there is no doubt about it. You can just knock on his room and simply find out if Christie is there or not,” the elderly lady suggested.

			Michel immediately agreed. 

			“This makes sense indeed. What can we lose? Emmy, do you know which room this person is staying in?”

			“Yes. It is almost next to ours.”

			Michel looked at Jack, but he was still somewhat confused and hesitated to make any decision.

			“I understand your concern, Jack. You have two options. First, you give the villains the map and wait for them to return Christie. Second: I can go up to this guy‘s room and find out if Christie is there or not. The risk here is quite small--he does not know me by sight. I will find a reason to enter his room and dispel or confirm our suspicions.”

			“Michel, you are a military man. I welcome any help, of course, but the participation in such an enterprise could harm your career, don’t you think? After all, this is a police matter and my own business,” Jack warned him.

			“No, it won’t, Jack. Do you really think I would refuse to help a good friend who has fallen into the hands of scoundrels?”

			The answer was unequivocal, and Jack, perhaps, was ready to agree with the proposed plan.

			“Thank you. But what if this guy is involved, but has already had time to take Christie away from the hotel?” he asked.

			“It is possible. Then I will stay to guard him in the room, and you will go to deliver the map,” suggested Michel.

			“Okay, Michel. Let us go upstairs together. You go first and I will be behind you. I still have ten minutes left,” Jack agreed.

			“Let’s do that. Is this person alone in his room or not?” assumed Michel.

			Miss Thorenson wished to take the most sincere part in the fate of Christie and offered her services. 

			“Michel, let me check with the concierge. What could be easier?”

			The young people agreed with this offer. It took the elderly lady no more than a minute to find out that the number was registered in the name of only one guest, but it is possible that he had an interpreter who accompanies the arriving gentleman everywhere. The young people left Miss Thorenson on duty downstairs as an observer, while they went up to the floor, where it turned out that Michel‘s room was adjacent to the room of Gray McRear, this was the full name of that gentleman. 

			“How will you introduce yourself, Michel?”

			“As simple as ABC. I will say that I am his neighbor on the floor and would like to meet him.”

			“And what if they will not open the door?” asked Jack.

			“Quite a reasonable remark. 

			By the way, here‘s the servant.”

			With these words, Michel went to the right door and tried to open it with his key. Naturally, the attempt was not crowned with any success, especially because Michel only imitated his actions, so as not to make noise and arouse the suspicion of those inside. In fact, he did not even intend to insert the key into the keyhole. Having waited for the moment when the maid would pay attention to him, Michel turned to her.

			“I do not understand what happened. Only an hour ago I opened it, but now it doesn’t work,” with these words he handed the key to the maid.

			She took the key, but the lock did not budge. Gray McRear‘s name was on the floor‘s list. Michel, possessing a representative appearance, in the eyes of the servants, could not be more consistent with the name and image of the room‘s owner. Not doubting the correctness of her deed the maid wasting no time, opened the door with her key. While she was doing this, Jack and Michel stood on the sides of the door and, as soon as the path was clear, entered the room.

			Christie was sitting with her back to the door, securely tied to a chair. Gray, as it turned out, was smoking on the balcony and did not noticed the strangers in the room. Zinar was waiting for Jack at that hour in the cafe. The situation was in favor of the friends. Jack felt a real pleasure knocking Gray out with one blow. Christie looked quite well and they sent her to their room under the supervision of Miss Thorenson. The men stayed to wait for the police to bring the criminal to justice.  , they had a secret feeling that did not let them down. The partner and part-time translator of Mr. McRear was about to return. And he did. After half an hour, Zinar was struck down by an equally masterful blow, and they securely tied him up and placed him next to his comrade on the floor. The police arrived half an hour later, which was quite normal by local standards. All they had to do was to draw up a protocol and send the criminals to the police station.

			A few days after these events, having warmly said goodbye to Michel and his lovely aunt, our heroes finally left the country. 

		

	
		
			
EPILOGUE

			Three months have passed since the above events, when a truck with a ten-foot container on board drove up to the gates of a beautiful chalet twenty kilometers West of Devon. A luxurious car, one hundred percent hand-assembled, silvery and shiny as a sunny bunny accompanied the truck. Mike was driving this six-cylinder engineering marvel. After both vehicles stopped, Mike asked the truck driver and the workers sitting next to him to wait for his return.

			Approaching the gate, Mike pressed the bell button. The gate opened automatically, and the guest, passing it, found himself inside the estate. Taking a quick glance over the vast area, Mike whistled sarcastically. The size of the beautiful flowerbeds and the perfectly trimmed lawn the size of a football field were clearly impressive. A narrow, concrete path led to the house, which was located at the far end of the courtyard.

			Jack was waiting for his friend on the doorstep. The dark English oak door behind him remained wide open. The friends hugged each other tightly, and Jack, taking his old friend by the arm, led him into a spacious hall that started from the front doors. Mike did not notice Christie immediately. She curled up her legs and settled down on the couch. He immediately recalled one of the difficult nights they had spent in the goat shed, their shared experiences and Christie‘s terrible dream, which came true. It moved Mike and he tenderly hugged the woman who had risen to meet him. Receiving a warm kiss in return and coping with a momentary weakness, the guest cheerfully looked around.

			“As I can see, you’ve settled in well. Great house,” he determined.

			“We bought this estate practically as is. We just touched up the paint in some places and brought in the furniture. By the way, note that we also have several Indian samples here. It was wise to follow your advice,” said Jack.

			“I am glad that this furniture suits you,” Mike agreed cheerfully. 

			“Have a seat. We’re eating dinner soon. Would you like to drink something?”

			“When have I ever said no to booze, Jack?”

			“That is true.”

			Jack approached the sideboard, took out a bottle and glasses and placed them on a tray. Then he opened the door of the bottom drawer, from which he took out a heavy, medium-sized bag. Jack grabbed the tray with his free hand and placed it in front of Mike, putting the bag next to the leg of his chair.

			“I propose a toast to our meeting and the success of our enterprise. But I cannot even imagine where you have disappeared to for three months. Your share of guineas is here,” Jack pointed to the bag. “Safe and sound. As you know, Karim received his share before our departure.”

			“Let‘s drink!” suggested Mike. 

			Then he returned the empty glass to the tray and slowly lit the offered cigar.

			“As far as I understand, you didn’t have big problems with delivery. At least I see the guineas are here,” he said.

			“There were no problems, we got lucky,” and, without embellishment, Jack told Mike about the service he had rendered to the Indian people, and how, thanks to the assistance of Colonel Nijar, they sent off the container with the furniture.”

			“What an interesting story,” admitted Mike. “I visited Karim once again before leaving India. I flew out from Kolkata. By the way, I sent a container too. Not with furniture though. It arrived in the port only yesterday. And today I cleared it and headed straight for you.” 

			“How interesting,” Jack looked at his friend with curiosity. 

			“Be so kind, Jack, to open the gate. There‘s a truck waiting there,” asked Mike.

			Jack pressed one of the buttons at the front doors, and the gate slowly crawled inward. Mike whistled from the doorway and waved his hand, inviting the driver into the yard.

			Half an hour later, after a short debate, they installed a huge stuffed tiger in one of the corners of the room.

			“I think I’ve seen this animal somewhere,” said Jack.

			“You bet, Jack. This is the same animal you met in the jungle,” reminded Mike.

			“Exactly. Been there. It‘s scary to remember.”

			“I understand you,” agreed Mike. “And what about you, Christie? What do you think about this beautiful beast?”

			“You never cease to amaze us. You present us with such luxurious gifts.”

			“I think it will look good here. Besides...” 

			Mike approached the head of the animal, stuck his hand up to his shoulder into his wide-open maw and pulled out a bag tied with a golden silk cord.

			The young people did not believe their eyes. 

			“More guineas? Where from?” asked Jack.

			“This bag was not in the jeep when you hijacked it.”

			“How did you find it then?” Christie was eager to know the details of the last bag‘s origin.

			“I knew where to look. Let me not go into details. It was not the most pleasant deed in my life,” admitted Mike.

			“Okay, let‘s share that too. Christie, I’ll order you a wonderful guinea necklace,” said Jack.

			“The necklace is a possibility. But not from this bag. Would you mind?” with these words, Mike picked up a large vase of chocolates from the coffee table. Emptying out the sweets, he filled the vase with the contents of the sack.

			Radiant stones, each the size of a pigeon‘s egg, fell into the vase, playing with all the colors of the rainbow. It seemed to Christie that this made the room brighter, and she and Jack froze, unable to utter a word.

			Finally, overwhelmed with enthusiasm, they asked Mike to tell how he got the last bag.

			“It‘s simple. On the morning of that tragic day for Ganesh and so successful for us, I saw where he hid the last and the most valuable bag, as it turned out. As you remember, in the midst of the battle it was not possible to take it out of the village. I had to hide it elsewhere and only later go back to pick it up,” admitted Mike. 

			“Why didn’t you tell us earlier? What a secretive person you are! said Christie.

			“I didn’t want to get your hopes up for nothing. I could not know what may have happened to the bag while we were away. By the way,” Mike looked at Christie, “I’ve read your interview with Gandhi. You scored it. Not every reporter manages to get such an exclusive.”

			“This is how I was taught, Mike. To take what is mine,” Christie looked with her charming eyes at her husband, and gently clung to him. “So I had to seize the opportunity.” 

			“I’m happy for you and your teacher,” Mike filled the empty glasses.

			“I must say that our honeymoon was over unexpectedly. What are you thinking of doing, Mike?” asked Jack.

			“I will become a philanthropist. I’ll build a private zoo and breed rare animals there,” Mike said dreamily.

			““And I’m probably going to go into real estate. I’ve always been attracted to the business,” admitted Jack.

			This is where our story ends. At the end, everything happened according to our heroes plans. Mike became the owner of the largest private zoo in the south of the country. The visitors could find the rarest animals there. Jack succeeded in the real estate market and sometimes gave master classes to children in sports clubs. He was often invited, and Christie, who did not want to leave her husband alone, interrupted her studies and accompanied him...
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