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Twelve-year-old Zoe Guire just talked to an elephant. Well, technically speaking, the elephant talked to her, but either way it was weird, and as a rule, Zoe doesn't do weird. Except the thing is, when Zoe goes along on her mom's business trip to India, things get very weird, very quickly. Only hours after she arrives, Zoe finds herself tagging alongside a kid named Zak, totally lost in a crazy city, with no money and no way home.
And those are the least of Zoe's troubles. Because if she's to believe the scary-looking snake charmer guy sitting in the corner, she and Zak have been chosen -- chosen to protect some kind of mythical animal called the Ghost Leopard from who knows what. Now, Zoe is no fool. She knows that the average leopard lives in a zoo, she doesn't trust snake charmers, and she definitely doesn't believe in ghosts. What she does believe in is trying to get back home, which would be fine, if it weren't for Zak who seems intent on hiking into the mountains to give this whole Protecting-the-Ghost-Leopard-Thing a shot. 
Now, the further they get into the mountains, the more crazily impossible things get. Carpets fly and statues talk and if either Zoe or Zak want to make it back to their parents, or the sixth grade, or anything even close to resembling normal, they're going to have to make some new friends, learn some new tricks, and listen, really listen to that talking elephant. Because if they don't, things will never be the same for any of us ever again.








 
 
 
 
For G & G -- Listen carefully.
You never know when adventure may knock . . .
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MY EVER SO GRAND ARRIVAL IN INDIA
 
The man walked backward through the blizzard. He was high in the mountains and the blowing snow stung his face and eyes, but the man didn’t seem to care. He carried a bow and arrow and looked almost ageless with his tight waxy skin and coal-black eyes. A roar filled the air and the man looked up. He readied an arrow and pulled back on his bow string, his gaze focused up the cliffside. At that moment, the full moon shone brightly through the snow revealing a monstrous, cat-like shadow. 
The man took aim, treading a thin line backward along the cliff's edge, trying to get a bead on the shadow. As the man stepped backward, the shadow followed him. The man stepped backward again, and once again the shadow followed him. Then, without warning, the shadow covered the man in darkness. That’s when the strange part happened. The man’s face tightened even more, his skin stretching beyond the breaking point. His jaw lengthened, jutting outwards. Fangs flared where his teeth had once been and coarse wiry fur grew out across his face. Even his hands changed, yellow claws sprouting from his fingernails. But the most frightening part was his eyes. The man’s coal-black eyes glowed red.
The man, or creature, or whatever it was now, ran a rough black tongue over his lips. Then he took another step back along the cliffside. His foot searched for firm ground, but this time instead of snow his rear foot found ice. He wavered as his foot began to slide, trying to regain his balance, but it was no use. A gust of wind whipped across the mountainside. The man couldn’t stop himself. He tumbled back, over the edge of the cliff. He screamed into the wind as he fell, his cry cut short by a thud, and then there was no sound at all.
 
That’s when I woke up. The thud was the thud of my head on the side of the rickshaw. I’d been having weird dreams for a while now and I guess that one totally qualified. I’d never even been to the mountains, so I had no idea why I was dreaming about them. I yawned and tried to do a better job of staying awake. 
My name is Zoe Guire. I’m twelve years old and at the time of this writing, almost finished the sixth grade. Right now, I’m just writing this down because everything that happened was so very strange that I have to say something about it. I don’t know if I’ll post it as a blog later or what. For now though, just consider this my diary. The stupid thing is, I hate to write. Really loathe it, as in, cannot stand to do it. But when something happens to you like what happened to me, you need to do something. And since there’s only one other person in the world, well let me correct that, since there’s only one other living person in the world, that I can actually say this stuff to, and he and I are already talked out, I decided to scribble this down, for his sake as well as mine — you’ve got to stay sane, you know.
So here goes. Where was I? In the little yellow and black auto-rickshaw, I think, coughing and sputtering my way through a sea of traffic. It was my first time in an auto-rickshaw and I thought it was pretty cool. In case you’ve never been in one, an auto-rickshaw is basically smaller than a car, but bigger than a bicycle, a sort of motorized tricycle that people ride around in like a taxi. Since it was my first trip to India, I had insisted that my mom and I ride in one of the cool three-wheelers instead of taking a more normal looking car from the airport. The flight from Washington had been long, but there hadn’t been that many people on it, so I’d been able to sprawl out the length of three seats and sleep. Still, obviously I was tired, because I’d been in India for less than half an hour and already I’d dozed off.
Like I said, I’m nearly done with the sixth grade. I guess I’m a bit of a tomboy, meaning I’m not super girly. It might be because I’m tall for my age and bigger than most of the boys I know that I’m like that, I don’t know. I have long legs and arms and my teeth are pretty straight, you know, given that half the kids my age wear braces. I’m fairly physically strong, like I play volleyball and stuff, so I don’t tire out easily or anything like that. My dark brown hair is wavy and long and my eyes are green, though sometimes they look a little blue. Kind of a strange combination, but I didn’t pick it, that’s just how I am. I guess I consider myself fairly outgoing. I mean, I have friends, but none of this stuff really matters, except to give you an idea of who I am. I also need to say right now that I consider myself to be a fairly calm person. That might not seem like a big deal, but trust me, I’m letting you know so that when things start to get really freaky later on, you might at least half believe me. 
My mom works for the United State government in the State Department. Her job means she has to travel and lately she’s taken me on a couple of trips to foreign countries. This particular trip came up near the end of the school year and I had begged my mother to let me come. After some discussion, and since we probably wouldn’t be doing that much important stuff in class anyhow, my mother had agreed. It would be educational my mom had said. I thought it would also be fun, but my mom told me she would have to work everyday for the first few days, so I would have to promise to be on my best behavior. I suppose what I’m saying is that I knew going into this whole thing that there would be a lot of time at the beginning of the trip when I would be on my own.
But have you ever noticed that however much you think you know how something is going to turn out, it doesn’t turn out that way at all? Like not even close? This turned out to be one of those times. I thought I was going on a short trip for some quality time with my mom. Instead I ended up questioning every single thing I had been told in my life so far.
The trip to India had something to do with a World Economic Forum which basically meant, as far as I knew, a fancy meeting at a fancy hotel. But so far the India I had seen though the open doors of the rickshaw hadn’t been fancy at all. It had just been crazy traffic and a whole lot of people. Horns blared and exhaust smoke billowed into the sky while entire families rode by on tiny little scooters designed for one person. In the five seconds I’d been there, I could already tell that the place was going to be a crazy experience. Which brings me to the other thing that you need to know about me: I love to take pictures. I love to take pictures so much, that even though I was really tired, I snapped away with my camera for the whole rest of the ride from the airport. Pictures of ox carts and monkeys on the side of the road. Pictures of women walking with giant brass jugs of water on their heads. Pictures of cows on the streets rooting through piles of garbage. Pictures of everything.
The driver pulled off the main road and the screech of the engine died down enough that I could hear myself think. The yellow and black auto-rickshaw thingy had no doors or windows, just an open seat in the back under a little roof so it was pretty noisy and windy and it smelled like exhaust. When the rickshaw slowed and there was less breeze blowing over me, I could actually feel how hot and humid it was. It didn’t take long before I was drenched in sweat. I saw some women in purple and red saris, selling big round plates of what looked like candy or fruit on the street. 
Saris are the long pieces of fabric that Indian woman wrap around themselves. They’re basically the traditional dress and I think the piece of fabric in the average sari is almost thirty feet long or something, so you can imagine how long it must take to put one on. The other random factoid that I know about saris is that they’re supposed to be mega dangerous to go swimming in because the fabric wraps up around your legs and doesn’t let you move. I know this and all kinds of other stuff about India because in the month before we came I read up on tons of it. I like to be prepared when I can and research stuff as much as possible. I guess I just feel better knowing what’s coming at me, which I suppose is why I was so totally unprepared to deal with what did come at me. I had no idea it was coming at all.
We turned off the side street and rolled through an enormous stone gate into a beautifully manicured garden. The place looked like a palace it was so fancy. I swear, almost immediately the blaring horns and exhaust and chaos were behind us. It was totally peaceful as we pulled up to the gleaming glass hotel. I shot a picture as we squeaked to a stop under the porte-cochere, which is the fancy French word for the roof thing out front of a hotel where the cars stop. I know some fancy French words from Madame Brossard’s French class back at school, but that’s not really the point. The point was, the difference between this peaceful tropical landscape and the blaring horns of the street was so extreme that I almost needed to take a minute to recalibrate. It was like we had stepped into a totally different country.
“Is this where we’re staying?” I asked my mom.
“It sure is, Zo,” my mother answered. She called me Zo, without the “e,” a lot of the time. I guess sometimes one syllable is better than two. “There are two pools and a garden too,” she said. “The conference is four days, but we have eight days here, so like I said, for the second half of the trip we’ll be able to go sightseeing. Sound good?”
Sound good? It sounded great. I could already tell without even going in the front door that this place was going to be amazing. “Sounds cool, Mom,” I said.
“Good. Just do me a favor. Listen to me carefully while we’re here, and don’t run off. Do you understand?”
“I get it, Mom.”
Before we go any further, let me tell you a little more about my mom. My mom has long chestnut hair and brown eyes that twinkle when she talks. Her name is Alexa and I think she looks pretty good for someone that old, you know in their mid-thirties. She’s about five feet ten inches tall and exactly the weight she should be, and she has a really cool sense of humor. I smiled and snapped her picture. She had a real glow about her just then, and I wanted a record of it. I was like that. I liked to record moments. You know, to make them last. I hit the shutter one more time for good measure. 
“Now, let’s check this place out,” I said.
 
I jumped out of the auto-rickshaw while my mom paid the driver. There was a beat-up meter that told how much we owed, but I think there might have been some kind of problem with it because there was a lot of back and forth. My mother had gotten some Indian money at the airport, and it took quite a few of the brightly colored bills to settle the fare. The money was called rupees. I didn’t have any of my own yet, but my mom had promised me she'd change my allowance into them once we were settled in.
I pulled my suitcase out of the rickshaw while my mother finished up paying. A big doorman in a red jacket and red turban came to help me, but I politely declined. I prefer to carry my own bag. I don’t like to owe anyone anything. I did, however, after a little bit of sign language to make sure it was OK, take the doorman’s picture. He stared sternly at me, his back stiff and his arms at his sides.
I should tell you that the other part of the reason for all this picture taking was that my school back in Washington DC, along with a bunch of other schools, was participating in Shutter Shooter magazine’s photography contest. The first-place prize was a field trip to New York City for the whole class, plus a really cool new camera for the lucky winner, and I was pretty sure that I could win it if I tried hard enough. I had already won an art contest last year, but since photography was my new thing, my mom had given me her old camera. It wasn’t new, but it was waterproof, and it had a good strap and lens, and could easily fit in a pack around my waist. Fanny packs were kind of stupid looking, but surprisingly useful if you wanted to carry a camera around with you. The camera took pretty good pictures too, so I knew I would be able to get some good shots. I was already pretty sure that if the rest of my trip to India was half as good as the ride from the airport, I'd win the thing hands down. There were just so many great photos to take.
I waited for my mom to catch up and led the way inside the giant glass hotel. I guess, given the stone gate, I had expected the place to be old, but it looked brand new. The doorman opened the door for me and I thanked him with a smile. I would have just said thank you, but I wasn’t sure that he spoke English. I knew that some people spoke English here, but not everybody. There are a lot of different languages in India and I was still a little shy to try out the few words of Hindi I had read up on. The correct thing to say, if the doorman had spoken Hindi, was probably, namaste. Namaste was kind of like aloha. It was a greeting you could say when you met someone, and when you left them. Still, like I said, I was feeling a bit shy and I had just gotten there, so instead of saying anything, I just smiled. 
The hotel was called the Grand Delhi Palace and as soon as I entered the lobby, I couldn’t believe how crazily fancy it was. The place really was like a palace. Outside on the road, things had been chaotic and dusty and dirty, but in here, the marble and gold floor gleamed. There was a huge atrium. It looked like the ceiling was maybe ten or twelve stories high, with shiny brass elevators going up the walls. The lobby was so big and tall that there were trees inside, growing in giant porcelain pots. There was even an echo in the air because the space was so large. I saw people in all different kinds of clothes walking back and forth. There were people in regular suits like I would see back home in America, but there were also people in Arabian head dresses, and people in African clothing. There were even monks in saffron robes. It was like the United Nations in there. There was a restaurant in one corner of the atrium and a long marble front desk on the far wall. 
I waited under a tall tree that was planted in a big porcelain pot while my mother lined up at the reception desk. Turned out that waiting under that tree was my first mistake. It kind of set the tone for the rest of the trip, but hey, hindsight is twenty-twenty. I couldn’t resist snapping a few shots while I stood there. I wasn’t as tired now. I guess I’d gotten my second wind or something. I took pictures of the crowd and, when I was done with that, of the beautiful mosaic on the floor. It was going to be a lot of fun being here, I thought to myself, even if I was going to be at the hotel most of the time. 
I took another shot of the intricate mosaic on the floor. I was into stuff like that, patterns and colors. I guess that was another reason I liked photography so much. It let you make a souvenir out of everyday life, something you could bring with you, though, when I think about it now, I have to admit that my feelings about photography in general and souvenirs in particular, have evolved. But at the time, the blue and green glass embedded in the marble in the shape of a rustling palm was something I wanted a snapshot of. It was so pretty that when I put the viewfinder to my eye, I could swear I actually heard the rustling of the breeze. Of course, I came to my senses. The rustling sound couldn’t be the mosaic, it had to be the tree above me. But, I was inside. There was no wind.
“Zoe…” I thought I heard a whispering voice say.
I stood ramrod straight. I could have sworn I had just heard my name. I looked from left to right, but there was nobody standing anywhere near me. Just the tree, and trees didn’t talk.
“Zoe Guire….”
I heard it again. My full name this time. It sounded like the Ghost of Christmas Past, from that old movie, A Christmas Carol. I should probably tell you that I like old movies a lot too, not just YouTube clips but full-on movies. I watch them with my mom. But this was no movie. Whatever was happening, was happening to me. I turned right around, but there was no one there. Just my mother at the reception desk and some bald monks in orange robes, maybe fifty feet away. Oh well, it had been a long flight. I probably still had that feeling in my ears from the altitude adjustment, when you can’t hear quite right, but don’t really know it yet. Besides, I was in India. Who here knew my name? My nearest friend was back home, ten thousand miles away. I snapped a picture of my mom who waved back to me from reception. But then I heard it again: the same rustling in the tree.
“Zoe Guire, I speak to you.”
Had I gone crazy? I was starting to feel uncomfortable. I knew I was tired, but still, I couldn’t be hearing things. Could I? I looked at the tree. It was normal looking. A gray trunk and a lot of leaves. But the voice had come from somewhere around it. Was the tree talking to me? No. That was nuts. Trees didn’t talk. But its trunk was moving ever so slightly. I could see it sway. Maybe there was an earthquake? I didn’t know if they had earthquakes in India. Of course, that wouldn’t account for the talking either.
“I’m pleased to see you here, Zoe.”
I jumped backward, the color draining from my face. To be clear, I didn’t actually see my face, but I’m sure it was pale because I was totally shocked. The leafy, green tree was talking to me. Then it started to move. Its big branches bent, green leaves falling to the floor, and bam! I ducked out of the way as something or someone fell out of the top of the tree, nearly landing on top of me. I couldn’t believe it.
“Zak!” I screamed.
My voice echoed through the lobby. My mom looked at me. The doorman looked at me. Even the bald monks in the orange robes looked at me. And Zak, who had somehow landed on his feet, bent over, literally rolling on the floor in laughter. I kid you not, he did two full barrel rolls on the floor.
“I got you, I totally got you,” he said laughing. “You thought I was ghost or something.”
“I did not.”
“You did. You should have seen the look on your face. It was hilarious.”
“What are you doing here?” I asked.
“What do you mean, what am I doing here? What are you doing here?”
“My mother,” I said succinctly, “is attending the conference.”
“So is my dad,” Zak said.
“Oh.”
“Oh, is right,” Zak said. “Are we going to have fun or what?”
OK, time to fill you in. Zak Merril was a boy I knew from my school back home. In the interest of honesty, and since nobody else is reading this, except myself, and maybe you, I should rephrase that. Zak Merril was a super-mega majorly annoying boy I knew from my school back home. Zak was maybe an inch shorter than me with longish, scraggly blonde hair and blue eyes. He was lean and pretty athletic looking, or maybe he only seemed that way because he was always jumping around all over the place like some kind of hyperactive monkey. He was in the sixth grade, but he wasn’t in the same class as me because it was a fairly big school. I knew that Zak's dad sometimes worked with my mom. I had seen them talk together a couple of times before at school functions, but Zak and I had never spent that much time together ourselves. Sure we’d been at the same school for quite awhile now and each of us knew who the other one was, but that was about it. 
There were reasons we didn’t know each other that well. For one thing, Zak was a boy and I had too many girlfriends to bother hanging out with boys. For another thing, as should be obvious, I thought Zak was a class-A jerk. He was always a bit of a troublemaker and I didn’t like to make trouble or get into trouble. All in all, we just weren’t two people who hung out. I realized in that moment, however, that this was all about to change in a big way. Zak was here and we were a long way from home, which meant that Zak was going to want to hang out with me whether I liked it or not. I could hope he wouldn’t, but if this incident with the tree was any indication, I doubted that he was going to leave me alone. So much for relaxing, I thought. Things were about to get complicated.
“When I saw you coming in the door, I couldn't believe it,” Zak said. “I ran and climbed this tree first thing.”
“Why did you do that?” I asked.
“Because I wanted to freak you out!”
“How did you know I’d be stopping under the tree?”
“I don’t know, people always stand under trees. I just got lucky I guess. You should have seen the look in your eyes. It was so worth it.”
Let me be clear here. I’m a nice person. Even though we weren’t exactly friends, I wanted to be happy to see Zak. I was, after all, a long way from home and it was normal to be happy to see people you knew when you were a long way from home. But I wasn’t happy. I was annoyed. Annoyed that Zak was making an idiot of himself hiding in a tree. Annoyed that he had scared me. Annoyed that I had let myself get scared. Mostly I was annoyed that here we were, in another country, and instead of being just a little bit mature, Zak was rolling around on the floor of this nice hotel. What was the guy’s problem? I was about to ask him as much when my mother stepped over. She walked alongside a man in a blue suit. He was about her age, but a little taller with dirty blonde hair and a strong chin. He was fairly broad in the shoulders, but a little gangly, kind of like a grown-up Zak. He wasn’t bad looking, I guess. I recognized him right away.
“Zoe, I have a surprise for you. You’ll never guess who — ” My mom turned and saw Zak. “Maybe you will guess. Mr. Merril, my colleague, brought his son Zak along at the last minute. You guys will be able to keep each other company.”
“Great,” I said with a big fake smile on my face.
“Nice to see you, Zoe,” Mr. Merril said.
“Now, let’s go to our room,” my mom said. “You guys can catch up in a little bit.”
I smiled at Zak and said, “Bye.” Then I pulled my roller bag after my mother to the big brass elevator. It was only when I saw the dorky forced smile on my face in the elevator’s shiny brass doors that I finally exhaled. It was going to be a long eight days.




2
THE POOL OF DREAMS
 
Our hotel room was huge and luxurious with a view of the dusty, dirty city beyond a row of towering palms. Normally I’d be all over the place, checking everything out, but I was preoccupied. I wasn’t looking in the little fridge, or examining the soaps and shampoos, or even trying out the giant bath tub. I was thinking about Zak. Why did he have to show up? Everything was going to be different now.
“It’s going to be fun for you with Zak here,” my mother said. “Now I’m not going to have to worry about you getting bored while I’m in the conference all day.”
I nodded to my mother. She was always a little worried about me, whether it was me getting bored, or me getting home safely on the bus. Overprotective I think they call it. That and she made me work really hard at school. But I guess I thought that, in the end, those were good things. Really, I loved my mom and wouldn’t change a thing about her, except maybe the fact that she worked too much.
As far as my dad went, I had never known him. I just knew that my mom had adopted me when I was a baby, and so far, these twelve or so years we’d had together had been great. There had been some stuff lately, stuff that I knew my mom wanted to discuss with me and that I wanted to discuss with her. Some important stuff about my adoption, but all in all, little bumps in the road aside, things had always been good between us. I worked hard at school and I tried not to bother my mom with too much kid stuff, like problems I was having with my friends and things like that. In return, as long as I was safe about it, my mom pretty well let me do the things I liked. In regard to Zak, however, I had to say something. Zak was here in India with us and that was what it was. But I didn’t think that meant that we had to be together the whole time. It was one thing not to be rude, but totally another to hang out constantly. On this particular point, I thought I had better set my mother straight.
“Look, Mom, I know you work with Zak's dad, and that’s cool and all, but just because Zak and I are in the same grade at the same school, doesn’t mean we’re friends.”
“Are you and Zak having a problem?” my mother asked.
“Well, no,” I said.
“Well, what’s wrong then?” my mom asked.
“I just, I don’t know, I thought this trip was going to be just you and me.”
My mother looked at me and smiled. Then she wrapped her arms around me and hugged me. I felt like an enormous doofus right then and there.
 “We’re going to have time together, honey, I promise,” she said. “But Zak's going through a rough patch right now. His mom and dad just split up. It would be great if you could spend some time with him. Who knows, you guys might even have fun.”
I knew right then that she was right like she almost always was. I might not have liked it, but I was thinking all about me and not about Zak at all. 
“OK, Mom,” I said.
She kissed me on the forehead. “Now what’s it going to be? Explore the hotel or a nap before lunch? My first panel isn’t for another two hours.”
I smiled. Even though I felt a little tired, I knew I was too excited to sleep. “Explore,” I said. “Obviously.”
“OK then. Let’s explore.”
My mom grabbed me by the hand and we headed out the door.
 
Like I said before, the hotel was the fanciest place I had ever been to. Way fancier than anything I’d ever seen back home. There were lush carpets in the corridors and doormen with red turbans standing at every elevator to push the buttons for you. There were fresh-smelling, cut flowers in vases everywhere. And there really were two pools. One of the pools was rectangular with an elephant designed from shiny, brightly colored tiles on the bottom. It wasn’t a regular elephant though. It was a mosaic of the Hindu god, Ganesha. Ganesha was an elephant-headed god with a bunch of arms. He looked very wise, sitting there cross-legged in the blue water at the bottom of the pool. I remembered that he was supposed to be the bringer of good luck. 
The other pool was giant and round with a mosaic of what looked like a monkey with five heads and ten arms on the bottom. I thought that the five-headed monkey might be Hanuman, another important Hindu god. I think he was a general who led an army and was super strong and loyal and things like that. I wasn’t totally up on this stuff because, just like the Greeks, the Hindus had a bunch of old gods and it was super hard to remember what each of them did. There was Bhrama the creator of stuff, Vishnu the preserver of stuff, Shiva the destroyer of stuff, and oh, about three hundred and thirty million others, including of course Ganesha and this Hanuman, both of whom were relaxing there at the bottom of the swimming pools. All the Hindu god stuff made my head spin, so I’d kind of skimmed that chapter in my reading. I’d told myself I’d look into it more if the issue became pressing.
Outside the pools there was a lush garden with brightly colored parrots in an outdoor aviary, and a badminton court, and even a giant trampoline. I was pretty sure I'd have fun out here while my mother was working in the conference rooms. There was just so much to do. I'd loaded my tablet with books to read, one of which was a guide to Delhi, the Indian city where we were. I figured if I planned everything out, we wouldn’t have to waste any time figuring out where to go once the conference was over. 
 
My mom and I ate at one of the hotel’s two restaurants. I had a non-spicy red chicken curry with a cool smoothie sort of drink called a lassi. I had been a little worried that I wouldn’t like Indian food, but so far it had been pretty good. I was on the lookout, but we didn’t see Zak the whole time we were eating or wandering around. He was probably sleeping off his jet lag, I thought. After lunch, my mom changed her clothes for a panel she had to attend. I went with her into the huge conference room. There was a big sign that said World Economic Forum. I wasn’t sure exactly what the specifics of the conference were, but I knew a whole bunch of people from different countries were getting together to talk about money and jobs and how to make the world a better place and that kind of thing. I also knew that a lot of people would be talking because of the number of bottles of water and microphones at the long front table where the panelists sat. I was proud to see my mom’s seat there with her name tag on it: ‘Ms. Alexa Guire,’ and the subheading: ‘Policy.’ 
When people started to file into the conference room to take seats, I kissed my mom goodbye and headed out. I thought I'd shoot some pictures of the parrots in the garden first. Another thing I loved about photography was that you never knew which picture you took was going to be that golden shot — the one that really turned out great. I didn’t think that I was ready for a nap, so I thought that after the pictures maybe I’d go for a swim. Of course, right outside the conference room I met Zak.
“Hey, Zoe.”
Zak leaned against the wall outside the big gleaming conference room doors where everybody was going in. He was going to be hard to shake. The hotel was big, but Zak had already found me. Then of course I remembered what I had said to my mom about being be nice to him.
“Hey, Zak,” I said.
“Going swimming?”
“Yeah. How did you know?”
“Bathing suit,” Zak said, pointing to the suit I forgot I was holding in my hand.
“Oh,” I said. “Yeah, I’m going to check out the pool.” I thought about it, remembering my promise. “Wanna come?”
“Last one there buys the ice cream!” Zak called out as he took off through the lobby.
 
The pool was totally refreshing. We chose the rectangular one with Ganesha at the bottom of it, closest to the aviary. Exotic birds chirped and squawked as we swam.
“Cannonball!” Zak screamed as he ran off the pool deck and splashed down.
I preferred a more subtle approach as I lay there floating quietly on my back in the warm water, taking in the sun. The air was fragrant with the smells of tropical fruit out here and the outside world seemed to float by like I was in a dream. I guess Zak got out of the pool because the next thing I saw was what looked like his bouncing head. It went up and then down, up and then down, his blonde scraggly hair lifting in the breeze. What was he doing? I turned and swam to the side of the pool. There it was: the answer to the bouncing. Zak had somehow pushed the trampoline onto the pool deck. He bounced up, higher than I had seen him go the last time, and then flew right off the trampoline into the pool.
There was a huge splash and he came up for air, a giant smile on his face.
“You can’t do that,” I said.
“Why not?” Zak asked.
“Because. I don’t know,” I thought about it and I really didn’t know. It wasn’t like there was anybody else at the pool. We weren’t bothering anyone.
“ So what’s the big deal?”
“Nothing I guess.” I didn’t see the point in arguing. I was feeling pretty relaxed. 
“You want to try it? You can get some wicked air.”
“Nah, I’m just chilling.”
“You can chill later.”
“Or I can relax now.”
“Relaxing is for sissies.”
I could see I wasn’t going to be able to shut him up. Jumping in now would be easier than listening to Zak prattle on about what a chicken I was for four days.
“Why not?” I finally said.
I pulled myself out of the pool. If you put a trampoline beside a swimming pool, it’s a no-brainer that eventually somebody is going to pull it onto the pool deck. What harm was there in jumping off of it, I asked myself? I thought I’d do one swan dive into the pool to satisfy Zak and take a nap. The jet lag was starting to creep up on me.
I walked over to the trampoline, the hot sun already drying my back.
“Double flip, double flip, double flip,” Zak chanted.
He sure was annoying. Obviously this whole trip wasn’t even going to be close to relaxing. I lifted myself up onto the round trampoline and began to bounce. The black mesh was hot on my feet, I didn’t know how many bounces I’d be able to last. The good thing was that Zak had pulled the trampoline within a foot of the pool. One good forward bounce and I’d be in the deep end. But that wasn’t all I wanted to do. I kind of felt like Zak was testing me, trying to show me who was boss. Not in a mean way, but in an I-don’t-know-how-cool-you-are kind of way. Now, normally, this isn’t something I would let bother me. Especially with a kid who wasn’t even my actual friend, like Zak. But in this case, I saw some value to showing him what I could do. If only so that he would lay off me for a while.
So I decided to go big. I jumped up once on the trampoline feeling the taut bounce beneath my feet. I hadn’t been on one since about six months ago in gym, but I still remembered how to more or less stay centered on the thing. I twirled my arms and landed right in the center of it, sinking way down into the black mesh before I popped up again. This time I got a little higher and was actually able to see over the walls of the hotel garden. Mostly I saw the dusty city around us, some birds circling in the air. They looked like vultures or buzzards, but I wasn’t sure, and before I could take a closer look I was falling back down again.
This was it, my third bounce was coming up. Zak chanted from the pool. “Go, Go, Go.”
There was no one else around, so I wasn’t worried about getting into trouble for jumping on the trampoline so near the pool, but I was a little nervous. I’d have to push off at an angle this time if I wanted to be going in the right direction for my dive. My feet landed on the hot black mesh and I pushed off with my toes. I felt myself going up, up, up, but instead of looking around this time, I concentrated on the pool below me. Zak had a big goofy grin on. I could tell that he was impressed. I was practically flying through the air like a speeding missile. There was no way I was going to land back on the trampoline so I started to concentrate on my dive. I tucked my head down and put my arms out in front of me. I didn’t want to dive too deeply and end up hitting my head on the elephant at the bottom of the pool.
I was perfectly aligned with the center of the pool. It was no double flip, but it was going to be a perfect swan dive. I saw Zak’s face before I hit the water. He was definitely impressed. Hopefully impressed enough to leave me in peace. I closed my eyes as I hit the surface, but then opened them again as I sliced though the clear water at the bottom of the pool. It had been a good dive. I thought that I would order a lassi when I got out of the pool and maybe take a short nap. I was expecting Zak to shout whoo hoo, or awesome, or something like that. What I wasn’t expecting was to have the elephant at the bottom of the pool speak to me.
I know it sounds crazy, but I heard it clear as day as I swam over the mosaic elephant god at the bottom of the pool. I would say that I saw his lips move too, but I wasn’t ready to admit that to myself, not yet. But I had definitely heard it. I heard the mosaic elephant god say, “Welcome to India, Zoe Guire.”
Then I think he winked at me. He was mosaic, a drawing in tile, so I knew it was impossible for him to wink, but I think I saw it just the same. One big blue eye shut, just for a second. I must have blinked because when I looked again, both elephant eyes were open and I was headed back to the surface. I came up for air and took a long breath.
“Wicked. Wicked dive,” Zak cheered. “I want to see that again!”
I didn't respond, but just swam to the side of the pool and pulled myself out of the water. I had to be tired I told myself. Dead tired and imagining things. Just like the tree hadn’t been talking to me, the elephant probably wasn’t either. I grabbed my towel and lay down on a partially shaded lounge chair, closing my eyes. I’d take a nap, a short nap, and I’d be myself again. After all it was a long flight. I was probably just dreaming. Because what other explanation was there? Mosaic elephant gods didn’t whisper greetings to strangers from the bottom of swimming pools. That was totally nuts. Or so I thought then. 
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BEST LAID PLANS
 
At first all I saw was the dirt. The man ran his claw-like fingers through the rich red dirt. He looked like he was massaging the red earth with his fingers. Then he held the dirt up to his nose. I didn’t see his face, but I saw that the man was surrounded by monkeys. Reddish-brown monkeys unlike any monkeys I had ever seen. The monkeys seemed to be following the man’s every move. They crouched around him, watching as he stared at the ground. And then, as the man stood, I saw that he had a reddish-brown tail. Weird, I know. The monkeys screeched horrifically and the man walked away staring down at what I now recognized as large paw prints in the dust.
 
The monkeys continued to screech as I opened my eyes. I knew I’d dozed off again, but the screeching I was hearing hadn’t come from my dream. It had come from the aviary behind me. Zak was still leaping around like a Mexican jumping bean on the trampoline. I couldn’t have been asleep for more than a few minutes. If Zak had been a friend, I would probably have told him about the weird thing that had happened in the pool, maybe even about the strange dream that I had just had. But Zak was just a guy I was in India with and I wasn’t in the mood for explanations. Besides, whatever had happened in the pool had to have been just my exhaustion talking. All I needed was a good rest to put it behind me. I got up and reached for my camera.
I didn’t want to dwell on the weirdness anymore. What I wanted was to get some good shots. I didn’t want to miss a single moment while I was in India. I wanted to capture every last one of them. The downside to always photographing everything, of course, was that sometimes you felt like you weren’t really there in the moment, that you were just taking pictures of it, but that didn’t really matter to me right then. What mattered was that I get some great pictures. I picked up my camera and started shooting.
The screeching I had heard in my dream had come from a black-and-white lemur monkey in a cage next to the parrots. The monkey chewed on a banana and then some orange slices. I got a shot of the monkey opening its jaw wide with the orange peel stuck inside of it, so it looked like it had a whole orange in its mouth. That might be the shot that wins it for me, I thought. I pulled back from the screeching lemur and turned my lens to the parrots, trying to make the composition interesting. They had blue and green feathers with bright red beaks. I focused on just a beak, or a feather, rapidly clicking shots. I was so absorbed in my work that at first I didn’t notice the man who sat down in the lounge chair a few steps away.
“You were asleep for like half an hour. Are you coming back in?” Zak called out from the pool.
“In a minute,” I said, madly snapping shots. The truth was, I didn’t really want to go back in that pool. Not until I’d pulled myself together at least. It was kind of spooky that I thought I had heard an elephant god speak to me. It didn’t really matter if it had happened or not. It was just weird, either way. Zak must have gotten out of the pool, because the next time I heard his voice he was right behind me.
“Why do you like taking pictures so much?” Zak asked.
“I don’t know, I just like it,” I said. “You know about the whole magazine contest thing? The student that takes the best picture gets the entire class a trip to New York, plus a camera for themselves.”
“Nice,” Zak said. “Lots of stuff to take pictures of here.”
“I know.”
“I bet there’s even more stuff out there,” Zak said, pointing beyond the high stone walls of the garden.
“Probably.”
“What I’m saying is, this is India. Don’t you want to get out of this hotel? See what’s out there?” 
I could see where this was going and I wanted to nip any infantile plan Zak had about skipping out of the hotel in the bud. My mom hadn’t told me in so many words not to leave the hotel, but I was pretty positive that, don’t run off, meant she wanted me to stay put. What else could it have meant? We were in a totally foreign country. It wasn’t like I could just wander down the street to a friend’s house.
“I’m going with my mom,” I said. “When the conference is over.”
“Sweet.”
I snapped another shot, this time of another monkey in the cage. It was eating a banana, but instead of peeling it from top to bottom, it peeled it from the bottom of the banana, with the stem hanging down. As I snapped the picture, I idly wondered what else was upside down in India? What frightened me was this little feeling I had in the pit of my stomach that told me that whether I wanted to or not, I was going to find out.
I noticed that there was long pause in the conversation. It was going to be a very long four days. Even though I remembered I needed to give Zak a chance, I still didn’t relish the idea. He and I were like oil and water, that was for sure. With some people, it just doesn’t matter. You can tell that however much you might want to, you just won’t get along. Oh well, at least he thought my dive was cool. My train of thought was broken by the ring of a mobile phone. I looked over my shoulder to see the ringing phone sitting on a lounge chair. A man stepped out of the pool to answer it.
I hadn’t seen the guy get into the pool. I had obviously been either A — too interested in the monkeys, or B — asleep. But I saw him now, if only from the side. The man was of medium height and very muscular. He had a fairly dark tan and wore one of those super tight, Speedo-type black bathing suits. It’s kind of rude, but I guess the thing that most stood out about the guy was his muscular butt. His butt kind of filled out his tight black Speedo like it was made of steel or something. I don’t know why, but it reminded me of a rhinoceros. I had seen this guy for two seconds, and I already knew that forever after, in my mind at least, he would be known as Rhino Butt. Rhino Butt grabbed a towel and picked up the mobile phone for a second before dropping it back down on the lounge chair.
“Yeah?” Rhino Butt said in a deep gravelly voice.
“Good afternoon, Mr. Berger, I trust your flight was a pleasant one,” a silky, smooth voice said from the phone.
OK, so I guess Rhino Butt’s real name was Berger. Didn’t matter. He was still Rhino Butt to me. He toweled off. I guess he had put the phone on speaker so he didn’t have to stop what he was doing. Busy guy.
“It was fine.” 
“A Jeep awaits you in Moon Surrie. I expect my men have been useful to you?” 
“As long as they keep taking orders, they can tag along,” Rhino Butt said.
“And the time frame?”
“We’re getting there.”
“Enough,” the guy on the other end of the line said. “You’re being very well paid. Have you located the Leopard?”
The muscles in Rhino Butt’s whole body tensed. “I’ve spent nine months compiling the data. I have a Ph.D. in ecogeography. I was an Army Ranger. Don’t worry,” he said, “you’ll get your Leopard.”
Rhino Butt finished toweling off and put the phone to his ear, clicking off the speaker phone. He stood there, with his back to us, obviously getting annoyed with whoever was on the other end of the line. I tried not to stare though I had to admit, the conversation was getting interesting.
 “Yes. I’m still here,” Rhino Butt said. “And yes I know what I’m looking for, but no, of course I’ve never seen a picture of the Leopard because the Leopard’s picture has never been taken. What are you doing? Testing me? Like I said, I’ll address your concerns tomorrow. At the station.”
Rhino Butt hung up. One thing was for sure. The phone call had irritated him pretty badly. He must have sensed Zak and I were there, because he turned to look at us and I got my first good look at his face. He was old, not like super old, but at least as old as my mom. He had pock-marked skin, a crooked nose, and a balding head, but what was most obvious, besides his bulging butt, were his bulging muscles. His tanned chest was scarred and his strong arms were tattooed in blue ink with what looked like an eagle. All in all, he just looked really mean. I immediately looked away from him as though I was engrossed in the parrots. Zak looked away too, but with a little more finesse than me. Surprisingly, I thought, Zak did a pretty good job of maintaining a low profile. There we were, totally eavesdropping on this guy, and Zak had managed to basically not look guilty at all. 
After a fleeting moment of eye contact, Rhino Butt roughly pushed aside his lounge chair and left the pool area, leaving his towel in a heap. It was when the conversation had gone to the part about this Leopard never having had its picture taken that I was hooked. Now that was interesting. With all the mobile phones, and tablets, and computers, and just regular cameras in the world, I didn’t think that there was anything left in existence that hadn’t had its picture taken. It was a strange idea.
“Whoa,” Zak said. “That guy was mad.”
“Tell me about it,” I said.
“Like crazy mad.”
“He wasn’t happy.”
“Did you see his rear end?”
“What about it?”
“He had like muscle booty or something.”
“Rhino butt,” I said.
“Mega rhino butt,” Zak said. “Just looking at it made my eyes sting. I’m going back in for a swim.”
I guess Zak thought he still needed to show off around me, or maybe he was getting me back for that perfect dive I’d made, because instead of just walking back to the pool, he made out like he was falling over and did a cart wheel. I have to admit, it was a pretty good one and if I was in a more charitable mood, I probably would have told him as much. As it was though, I was just feeling kind of irritated and a little freaked out from my dive to the bottom of the pool and all the weird dreams. After all, you have to admit that it’s not everyday that an elephant dude welcomes you to India. I don’t think Zak noticed my mood though. He was acting like he had seen something out of the corner of his eye. He walked over to Rhino Butt’s lounge chair and picked something up.
 “Rhino Butt left this.”
Zak waved a manilla folder and a white hotel key card in a little envelope at me. The key card envelope had a room number on it, but what was interesting was the manilla folder. It had a thick piece of paper sticking out of it. As I approached Zak, I couldn’t deny that I was curious.
“We should turn it in to the front desk,” I said.
“Yeah,” Zak said. But I could tell he was curious too. Maybe more curious than me. Zak pulled the thick piece of paper out of the folder.
“You can’t do that,” I said.
“Do what?”
“Look at his stuff.”
“I’m not looking, I’m just…”
“You’re just what?”
“OK, I’m looking.”
Zak opened the folded paper. It wasn’t paper really. More like parchment, or maybe something even thicker like an animal hide. It was hard to say exactly what it was. It was smooth to the touch, but at the same time very old. On one side of it, drawn in brown ink, was a map of the mountains. They were drawn just like little triangles everywhere. There were valleys as well, and X’s marking different places on the map.
“Put it back,” I said.
“OK, OK, I just want to know what the X is.”
“If you don’t put it back, I will,” I said, taking hold of the map. “You don’t just take stuff that doesn’t belong to you.”
“Hi guys.” 
I whirled at the man’s voice. It was Zak’s dad. He was walking toward us with my mom. I folded up the map.
“What do you have there?”
“Nothing. Just a brochure.” I dropped the map face down on the chair. I didn’t know why I’d lied. Probably because I felt guilty. But my mother didn’t seem overly interested. Instead, she seemed a little worried.
“You guys, we need to talk,” my mom said.
“Listen up, Zak,” Mr. Merril said. 
My mom looked anxious, and I had to admit, I was beginning to feel a little anxious myself. Since when did Zak’s dad and my mom talk to us together? Like they were some kind of unit? That was weird. My mom spoke again, directly to me this time.
“There’s been an emergency. I’m going to have to go away for a few days,” my mom said.
Though we all stood fairly close together by the pool and there wasn’t much noise except the squawking of parrots, I wasn’t sure that I had heard my mother correctly. We had a plan. What was this about her going away for a few days? What emergency was she talking about it?
“Me too, Zak,” Mr. Merril said. “Zoe’s mother and I have been called away unexpectedly and we’re trying to figure out what to do with you two.”
“Can’t we come?” I asked.
“That’s one option,” my mom said. “But I don’t know how much fun you’re going to have. We’re going to be moving around a lot and there won’t be a great hotel. But we can do that if you want. Though I warn you, I’m a little concerned it won’t be nice for you at all.”
I thought about it. “What’s the other option?” I said.
“You could stay here at the hotel,” my mom said. “A local nanny service has recommended a wonderful woman who can look after you two. You can order room service. Swim. Relax. Take pictures. And we’ll both be back before you know it.”
“Cool,” Zak said.
“I thought you’d like that,” Mr. Merril said.
I, however, wasn’t so sure.
“Don’t worry, Zoe,” my mother said. “I’m not going anywhere until we have a plan.”
 
I paced as my mother packed. I felt unsettled. And it wasn’t just the strange dreams or my hallucination when I dove to the bottom of that pool. The way I felt seemed embedded right into the walls of the hotel. Our hotel room that had seemed so promising earlier, now felt a little different. A little hollow. It was true, it also felt a little more exciting, but a little strange too.
“Are you sure?” my mother asked.
“I’m sure.”
“Because you can come if you want. What I’m saying is, I want you to come if you want. I’m just worried you’ll have a bad time.”
“It’s only three or four days right?”
“Three or four days, max. The nanny’s name is Anu. She comes highly recommended. She’ll stay in her own room so you’ll have your privacy, but she’ll be there to help you with whatever you need.”
“OK.”
“Are you sure?”
“I’m sure, Mom.”
The truth was, I wasn’t sure. I wasn’t sure at all. But I could tell that my mother thought this was for the best. And I wanted to give her what she needed. I knew her work was stressful enough without me tagging along if I didn’t have to. 
“Thanks, Zoe.” She hugged me. “I promise I’ll make it up to you as soon as I’m back. And be nice to Zak. Like I said, he’s been having a hard time adjusting since his mom and dad split. You two will be looking out for each other.”
“I know.”
“OK then.” 
My mother smiled. I loved to see my mother smile like that even though I was missing her a little already. I couldn’t help but wonder if this was happening because of Zak’s dad. Did my mom like him? I didn’t know. But I told myself it would be OK if she did.
“And Zoe, there’s something I want to talk to you about.”
I looked away. I was pretty sure I knew what my mother wanted to talk about. A little while ago I had stumbled upon some new information about my adoption and I wanted to ask my mom the whole story. I had hinted at the subject before we left and my mother had told me that we would talk about it soon. Now it seemed my mother was ready to talk about it right there in the hotel room except the funny thing was, I wasn’t ready anymore. Not right then. Right then I just didn’t want to think about it at all.
“Yes, Mom?” I said.
My mom must have read the pained expression on my face because she changed the subject.
“When we get back, we’ll do that tour I promised, OK?”
“OK.”
She kissed me and zipped her suitcase shut.
“Now, walk me down. We can meet Anu together.”
 
Anu was a slim young woman with raven-black hair and a broad smile. She looked neat and organized. She was younger than I thought she would be, and, I suspected, probably more fun. Zak was down there as well, chewing on a bag of sunflower seeds. We stood just inside the lobby doors, looking out onto the porte-cochere. Zak’s dad spoke first.
“Anu here has volunteered to look after you guys. Be nice to her, that’s the main thing, and she’ll be nice to you,” Mr. Merril said.
“We’ll be back before you know it,” my mom added. “The area we’ll be traveling in is remote. If by chance we get mobile phone coverage, we’ll call. Now, Zoe, I want you to promise me, you’ll be good and listen to what Anu says.”
“I promise, Mom.”
“You too, Zak,” Mr. Merril said.
“No problem, Dad. We’ll listen to Anu.”
Anu smiled. “I’m sure they’ll both be perfect,” she said in her proper English. “Don’t worry about a thing.”
My mom hugged me for like the millionth time. “ Stay safe,” she whispered. “ I’ll call if I can get through.”
“Don’t worry about me, Mom.”
She kissed me again. Then Zak’s dad hugged him and gave him a friendly punch on the arm.
“Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do, kid. And be nice to Anu.”
My mother and Zak’s father walked out the door to a waiting cab, my mom waving the whole time. I was sad to see her go. But it would be OK. It was only three or four days, and then she’d be back and we would see the sights in Delhi like we had discussed. The only difference was that now, instead of being downstairs in the conference room, she would be away in some small southern villages. It would be fine, I told myself.
Anu smiled. “Don’t worry, children. I won’t breathe down your necks. Your mother and father are fine with you looking around the hotel on your own. But anything you need, you simply ask, all right? I’m staying on the fifth floor in room five hundred and three. If I’m not down here, I’ll be there. Now, is there anything you guys would like to do?”
“I think I’ll just hang out around the pool for now,” I said.
“How about you, Zak?” Anu asked.
“I’ll just hang. But we know where to find you.”
“OK. And please, whatever you do, don’t leave the hotel.”
“No problem,” Zak said.
“OK. Have fun. I’ll see you soon.”
Anu smiled and walked toward the elevators. Zak had a big smile on his face.
“Like the way she called us children?” Zak said.
“Well, we kind of are.”
“Yeah, I know, but why rub it in our faces?”
“I don’t think she meant it like that.” Zak still had that giant smile on his face. “What are you so happy about?” I asked.
“Me? Happy?” Zak said. “Nah, I’m just psyched we get to find out where this goes.”
“Where what goes?” I asked. Then I looked down. Zak held the map we had found between his thumb and forefinger.
“Oh no. We’re not doing that. We’re bringing that to the front desk.”
“Are not.”
“Are so.”
“You just told Anu we would stay put.”
“I didn’t say that. I said, ‘No problem.’ Think about it. We’re in India, Zoe. Wouldn’t you rather take a few pictures outside the hotel?”
I thought about it. Then I looked at Zak with the best conflicted expression I could muster on my face. Finally I said, “Sure I guess you’re right. Let me see that thing.”
Zak smiled. “I thought you’d never ask.”
Zak held up the map to me. But instead of looking at it, I snatched it from him.
“Hey.”
“Hey, yourself. We’re turning the map and key in.”
I wasn’t afraid of Zak. I really doubted he was going to wrestle me for the map and even if he did, I might have been able to take him. I marched toward the reception desk. There was a large group of people there with their luggage on big brass trolleys. I took my spot at the end of the line and waited. Zak tried to grab the map from me, but I held firm.
“Come on, there are a million people in this line,” Zak said.
“So? The map’s not ours. We need to give it back.”
“Fine,” Zak said. “We give it back.”
I was surprised by Zak’s change of heart, but I didn’t show it. We stood there and waited.
“Sure is going to be weird here, without your mom or my dad,” Zak said.
“Yup,” I said.
“Do you think Anu’s going to bug us?”
“She’ll probably check in once in a while. No big deal.”
Zak looked at the map in my hand. “Hey. What do you say, we just bring the map to Rhino Butt’s room? We’ve got the number.” 
Zak flashed Rhino Butt’s room key. I thought about it. The line was taking forever. On the surface of it, there was nothing wrong with Zak's suggestion. We could just knock on the door and hand Rhino Butt the map. Of course, I was starting to get the feeling that things weren’t always what they seemed with Zak. There was a possibility that handing over the map wasn’t all that Zak had in mind. In fact, I got that tingling feeling in my stomach almost as soon as he had said it — the feeling that no good would come of it. I looked ahead at the line. A man in a neat blue turban was now arguing with the woman behind the desk. They weren’t speaking English. It was Hindi, or Punjabi. But whatever they were discussing, it was clear that they wouldn’t be done anytime soon. A long line versus whatever Zak had in mind. The thing was, I really hated lines. 
“OK,” I said.
“OK, what?”
“OK, let’s bring the map to his room.”
And there you have it. Sometimes you make a decision, and it’s no big deal. Like should I have cheddar or mozzarella cheese on my sandwich? Cheese is cheese. For the most part, whatever you decide, it’s no big deal. But other times, what seems like a small decision turns out to be a very big deal. Bigger than you could ever imagine. It turned out that for me, this was one of those times.
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DOING THE WRONG THING
 
Zak and I rode the glass elevator up the side of the interior wall of the hotel. As the lobby disappeared below, I shot a picture of the people beneath us. I didn’t say anything though. After all, what was left to talk about? We would knock on the door and hand the map and key back. That was it. Done.
“What do you think Rhino Butt was talking about?  About this leopard never having had its picture taken?” Zak asked.
“I don’t know,” I said.
“Well, it was weird, don’t you think? Because leopards aren’t common or anything, especially back home. But it’s not like they haven’t had their pictures taken. They’re in zoos everywhere. Lots of leopards have had their pictures taken.”
“Maybe he was talking about a really rare kind of leopard,” I said.
“I’ll say,” Zak said. “It would have to be even rarer than Big Foot. Because I saw a ton of YouTube clips and guess what? Even Big Foot has had his picture taken.”
“Well, whatever this leopard is, I guess it hasn’t been photographed,” I said.
The elevator bell chimed and the shiny brass doors opened. We were on the tenth floor. We left the elevator and walked down the wide corridor. I heard the hum of air conditioning as we walked over the gold swirls on the rich red carpet. We passed by the rooms, one by one.
“What number is it?” I asked.
“1081.”
We were at 1075. The next one was 1077. Then 1079. 1081 was coming up. We both stopped in front of the door. It was an orangish-brown door, like the others, with a brass handle and a peep hole in the middle, about two-thirds of the way up. I shared a glance with Zak and knocked. The rap of my knuckle echoed down the empty hallway. We waited quietly, but nobody came. I knocked again. We waited longer this time, but still, nobody showed up. Since I was a little taller than Zak, I stood on my toes and tried to look through the peephole. That didn’t work, I couldn’t see anything.
“Oh well,” I said. “We’ll have to give the map to the front desk.”
“We could slide it under the door.”
I looked to Zak, then bent down and tried to fit the map under the skinny crack in the door. 
“Too thick,” I said. “It won’t fit.” But as I said it I heard a click and the door swung silently open. I looked up fearfully. I expected to see Rhino Butt staring down at me. Instead I saw Zak. He had a twinkle in his eye as he pulled the key card back out of the door. 
“Are you nuts?” I said.
“Well, this way, we can put the map inside,” Zak said.
“I’m getting out of here.”
“Come on. We’re doing the guy a favor.” 
Zak nudged past me and slipped inside the room.
“Zak!” I whispered hoarsely.
Looking back on it, even more than the decision to go to the room, that was the moment. That was the moment I should have walked, no, run away. Things would have been different if I had. Way different in so many ways. But I didn’t. One reason was I didn’t want to stay out in the hallway alone. Not with the door open like that. I suppose I could have just left. I really wanted to leave Zak right there. This was his problem. He was the one who had opened the door. He was the one who went inside. But I couldn’t leave him. I had promised my mother that I would look out for him, even if he was a complete doofus. I guess I felt like I had no choice. So I took a breath and entered the partially ajar door. The balcony door was obviously open, because the curtains were billowing in the breeze. 
“Come on. Let’s get out of here.”
Zak didn’t seem to hear me. The room was similar to the one my mom and I were staying in, about the same size, but with one important difference. There were maps tacked up all over the walls. All kinds of maps. Some of the maps had hand-drawn numbers on them. Others were contour maps, the kind that measured the height of mountains, like I had seen in geography. Others looked something like the map we had found with one important difference — they were new, where our map was obviously old. There was a fancy printer on the desk and what looked like a tablet computer. Whoever this Rhino Butt guy was, he was obviously into his cartography. A blast of wind gusted through the room and the front door blew shut with a thump. 
“Zak. We need to get out of here.”
“I know, I know. Look at this.”
“Look at what?”
“This.”
I walked forward past the credenza to see a long metal trunk on the other side of the bed. The trunk was made of aluminum. It was huge. It had to be eight feet long and over three feet high. There were holes drilled into the top of it that spelled out the name: FRANK BERGER. The trunk was so big, I was amazed that he had even been able to get it into the room.
“Well, now we know Rhino Butt’s first name,” I said. “It’s Frank.”
“I’m talking about the map. Look,” Zak said, pointing out a map pinned above the trunk. “It’s the same as the one we found, but this one has a legend. The X shows where the leopard was last seen.”
“The same leopard he was talking about?” I asked. “The one that hasn’t had its picture taken?”
“How do I know what leopard?” Zak said, squinting to read the printing. “It just says leopard. I guess it’s the no-picture one.” He looked back at the map on the wall, pointing at another X. “This X just says target.”
I was starting to get scared. “Zak. We need to get out of here.”
“OK, OK. Aren’t you just a little curious about what’s in the trunk?”
“No, I’m not curious about what’s in the trunk.”
What I was, was worried. Worried we were going to get caught in the room. Zak popped a sunflower seed into his mouth and bent down over the trunk. He started to pull up the lid. The fear I was feeling was getting worse. I knew we needed to get out of there and I knew I needed to persuade Zak to follow me. For his own good.
“Zak. We need to go.”
“Just a second.”
I grabbed a hold of Zak’s arm. “Zak, we need to go now.”
Zak didn’t move. “We will. I just want to look.”
I let go of his arm. “You know, I was about right about you,” I said. “I wanted to give you a chance, but I was right all along. You never think about anybody but yourself.”
The words had barely left my mouth before I heard a key card in the door. I knew it was a key card because I recognized the click from when Zak opened the room. I turned and saw that the door handle was moving. I couldn’t believe it was happening. It was too late to get out now. The next best thing was to hide. I pulled Zak down to the floor and we quickly rolled underneath the bed. 
A man entered the room. I assumed it was Rhino Butt, but I couldn’t be sure. All I could see were his boots from under the bed. They were leather hiking boots with blue laces. They looked new, but I couldn’t say that I really cared. I just wanted out. Zak lay silently beside me. I would have stared daggers at him, but I was too busy watching the boots. I watched them stand by the wall and heard some paper folding. The boots were probably five feet away from me. It was so quiet that I could I hear my own heart beat. I hoped the guy in the boots couldn’t. The bottom of the curtains billowed as a breeze blew in from the balcony.
The boots walked past the foot of the bed to the balcony. It seemed like he was checking it out. 
“Anybody there?” the man said to no one in particular.
I recognized the deep, gravelly voice. It was definitely Rhino Butt, the man from the pool.
Zak began to itch his elbow. I knew he was doing it, because I was lying right there beside him. This time I turned my head and did stare daggers at him. I didn’t want his stupid scratching to be heard. Rhino Butt turned from the balcony and walked over to the metal trunk. I heard the creak of metal and then watched as a polished wooden crossbow was quietly placed on the floor. My grandfather in Virginia practiced archery so I knew what a crossbow looked like. It was smaller than a regular bow and arrow and you held it flat, not up and down, when you shot it. It looked kind of like a manta ray, the way it was shaped, or at least that’s what I thought looking at it sitting there on the floor beside me. 
“I said anybody there?” Rhino Butt called out again. 
I didn’t know how much longer we could keep this up. It was hot under the bed and the sweat on my forehead had started to sting my eyes. Rhino Butt picked up the crossbow and walked back toward the front door. Then he turned toward the bathroom. The bathroom light went on and he stepped inside.
 
I looked at Zak. It was decision time. Maybe we could make a break for it. Hide on the balcony. But that didn’t happen, because almost right away there was knock at the front door. I watched Rhino Butt’s boots walk back to answer it. I knew we still had a decision to make. We could stay under the bed or we could take action. I was all for staying under the bed. I guess Zak wasn’t, because when I turned to look at him, he was already rolling toward the trunk on the other side of the bed. I heard the front door swing open and wondered what Zak was going to do. Hide on the balcony? No, that would be too easy. There were voices at the door and some shuffling. Zak chose that moment to open the lid of the trunk. It creaked and I was sure that was the end of everything, but apparently Rhino Butt didn’t hear it. Zak grabbed me by the arm and pulled me into the trunk alongside him.
To be fair, I could have stopped him, but once you’re in a situation like that, you just kind of keep going. You always hear, if your friend jumped off a cliff, would you? Well, the truth is, it’s not that easy to decide. Not when a guy in shiny leather boots is looking for you. We climbed into the padded trunk and lay down. It was surprisingly roomy in there. I noticed there wasn’t a latch, so I wasn’t worried about getting locked in. Plus, the holes that were drilled into the lid spelling out Frank Berger’s name let a little bit of light and air in too. There was a second crossbow hanging inside of the trunk and some blankets and a tin box on one end. I couldn’t figure out exactly what the trunk was for, but I was starting to think that climbing into it hadn’t been such a bad idea. Maybe it was a better hiding place than under the bed. After all, the guy had already looked in the trunk. What was he going to do, check it again? As it turned out, Rhino Butt looking back into the trunk would have probably been preferable to what did happen. 
“Get it out of here,” Rhino Butt said.
“Do you wish to put the bow inside?” a man’s scratchy voice asked.
“I think I’ll keep it out,” Rhino Butt said. “We may need it.”
The drilled holes provided just enough light for me to see the mildly concerned look on Zak's face. I was more scared than Zak, that was for sure. Probably because I was more sane. We listened to soft footsteps approaching and then felt a jolt as the rear of the trunk was roughly lifted, followed by the front. I hoped that they were just moving it to the side of the room or something, but no such luck. Instead, I heard the front door close with a soft click behind us as we were carried away.
 
To say that I freaked, wouldn’t quite get the picture across. I didn’t just freak. I really freaked right out. And I’m not saying this just to be dramatic. I’m saying it because it’s true. But, because I’m a calm, practical person, I did all my freaking in my head. I jumped around, and spun, and screamed at the top of my lungs, and all that from the comfort of my padded trunk. After all, what was I going to do? Beat up Zak? Kick and try and get out? I had to admit they were appealing options, but I thought we might still get out of the situation without being seen. After all, nobody knew we were in there. I wasn’t quite ready to give up, just yet. As it was though, the situation only got worse, the longer we waited. The changing patterns of light coming in through the drilled holes told me we were being carried farther and farther away. But it was like the farther away we were carried, the more I hung onto my hope that we would be able to get out of the trunk unseen. I guess that’s one of my faults. Sometimes, when I least expect it, I can be a real optimist. 
I kept bashing into Zak while we were carried out of the hotel and then I think we were put into the back of a truck or something. You would think that would have been a good time to get out, but we could hear the men just outside, obviously sitting there talking. It went on like that. It never seemed to be the right time to make a move. First we were in the back of a truck. I could tell by the heat and smell of exhaust and the honking horns. Then we were some place a little quieter, and then, I kid you not, we were loaded onto an airplane. I didn’t know it was an airplane right away, but then I heard the propellors start up, and the plane shook, and soon we were taxiing down the runway. Now you might guess that at this point my freak-o-meter had just about blown off the scale and you’d be right. My optimism had run dry. I was pretty sure it was time to give ourselves up. So we were hiding in a trunk. Big deal. But, in no time, we were airborne and it suddenly seemed like a very bad idea to jump out of the trunk in the back of a plane. What if they decided to throw us out the door or something?
Of course it also occurred to me that might be the idea all along. Maybe they planned to hook a parachute onto the trunk and dump it out the door at ten thousand feet. Or worse, throw the trunk out with no parachute at all. All kinds of crazy things like that went through my mind, and the whole time Zak just lay there, quietly eating his sunflower seeds. I can still hear him chewing them, then spitting them out. True, he couldn’t really talk, because we heard a lot of voices outside the trunk, but was the constant chewing and spitting really necessary? It went on like that for about two hours: maybe half an hour of driving and at least an hour and a half of flying. I had to pee, I was angry, I was hungry, I was thirsty, and I couldn’t even believe any of it was happening. What was I going to tell my mom, Anu the rent-a-nanny, anyone? The whole situation was insane. Mostly though, I was mad. I was mad at Zak for getting us into the whole thing.
Just when I was about ready to leap out of the metal box and throw myself at the mercy of whoever had snatched us, I felt the plane began to descend. My ears popped and I knew we were landing. I glanced at Zak and I think he was thinking the same thing I was. This had gone on for far too long, but we had a chance. At least we were almost back on the ground. Once we landed, we were going to have to seize the moment and get out of there. Finally, the plane touched down with a thump, one wheel setting down way before the other, and we taxied to a stop. It wasn’t a regular airport, I knew that right away, because as soon as I heard the propellors spin down, everybody just got out. There was no waiting around for the jetway to be connected or anything. 
“Get the trunk,” Rhino Butt said, over the creak of the propellors.
I assumed he was talking to whoever had been carrying us around, because once again we got lifted, first by the rear of the trunk and then by the front. That none of them had bothered to check why a supposedly empty trunk weighed as much as it did with us in it, I don’t know. I guess we weren’t really that heavy: not by adult standards. Besides, I suppose the guys carrying us didn’t know what was inside the trunk anyhow. We were carried down a staircase and put down on the ground. It was dark out there and only a very little bit of light came in through the holes in the lid. 
“Wait with it,” I heard Rhino Butt say. “I’ll be right back.”
I heard the first big, juicy drops of rain hit the lid of the trunk, but I also heard footsteps. It sounded like whoever had been carrying us was stepping away. We lay there waiting for a while like that; me having to go to the bathroom and Zak still chewing on his sunflower seeds. I have to say, I was even madder than before. The driving raindrops were as loud as rocks falling from above. To make matters worse, Zak was still smiling. I saw his grin from the blue night light on his watch which he kept pressing. It was like the whole thing was a big game to him. He spit out a sunflower seed and I couldn’t take it anymore.
“Would you cut it out?” I hissed.
“Cut what out?”
“The seeds. Stop chewing the seeds. We need a plan.”
The rain was coming down harder now.
“The plan is that we get out.”
“You heard him. They’re watching us.”
“You want to stay? Stay,” Zak said. “I’m getting out.”
“Let’s go then.”
“Wait a second.”
Zak rummaged around on his side of the trunk. He was arranging something, but I couldn’t tell what. We had put the blankets underneath us for some cushioning, but there wasn’t much in the trunk besides the crossbow and the small metal box. I was quickly figuring out that Zak wasn’t the kind of guy to think about stuff too much before he did it. Or to offer any warning. No count down from three or any of that. He simply lay flat on his back and pushed up with both hands. I hated what he was doing because we had no idea what was out there, but I also knew that we had no choice. We had done nothing for long enough. I pushed my hands into the lid too, if only to prevent Zak from dropping it. 
A little more light entered the trunk as we slid the lid slowly back. It was a weak yellow light, probably from a street lamp, because it was night now. A waft of fresh humid air immediately blew in. The next thing I felt was a giant raindrop breaking on my cheek. The fresh air felt great, but I wasn’t sure about anything else. I didn’t know where the men who were watching the trunk were. All I could see was a thick mist in the night sky.
“Let’s do it,” Zak said quietly under his breath.
Zak jumped up and I followed right behind him. The first thing I saw was the tail of the big orange airplane. Then, turning to my left, I saw the two men under the cover of an old building’s eave. The men weren’t tall, but they looked strong. Put it this way, I wouldn’t have wanted to fight them, even if I was grown up, which I wasn’t. I couldn’t make out much more from my quick glance though. The men paced silently, their eyes downcast.
I immediately pulled Zak back down into the trunk. The lid was still balanced off the end of it, meaning that so far we had avoided making too much noise.
“We crawl,” I whispered.
Zak nodded and we climbed back out of the trunk and began to belly crawl slowly across the tarmac using the trunk as cover. The rough pavement was warm and wet, little rainbows of oil visible in the street light. We got about five feet when I thought that we should have slid the lid shut again on the trunk, but it was too late now. I ignored the oily little rainbows and concentrated on getting away as silently as possible. Shuffling forward on my belly, I risked a glance back. So far, so good. The men were still pacing at the side of the building. There was high grass just a few feet from us now and as we got closer, I heard what sounded like the bustle of the street. There were horns honking and Hindi music playing. I saw a chain-link fence about a hundred feet away and what looked like a couple of cows on the other side of it. We were both in the tall grass, light from a street lamp somewhere above casting its pale glow.
Zak stared over at me with this inquisitive expression on his face. “What’s that on your hand?” he asked.
I looked down at my hand immediately expecting the worst, some kind of gross bug, or a big gaping cut or something, but I didn’t see anything at all.
“What?” I whispered.
“That,” Zak said, pointing at the right side of my hand.
I couldn’t help but sigh. Really? Was this the time he chose to notice it? The thing is, I have a birthmark. There are five brown spots in a rough oval on the side of my right hand. Kind of weird maybe, but nothing to interrupt our getaway for. 
“It’s nothing, it’s just a birthmark,” I said.
“It’s cool.”
“Never mind,” I said, casting a glance behind us. “We need to get out of here.” 
“Let’s run,” Zak said.
“Crawl.”
“Run.”
Zak and I compromised by getting up on two legs and running through the tall grass in a crouched position like we were getting out of a helicopter. That’s when I heard the first man scream behind me. I glanced back in spite of myself and saw that he was looking into the trunk. The man picked something up and stared. It was Zak's bag of sunflower seeds. I felt a little stab of anger that Zak had left it there. Wasn’t it enough that he had gotten us into this mess? Did he really need to advertise our presence with his litter? A moment later the second man came running toward the trunk. They weren’t stupid, that was for sure. I think it took about two seconds for them to spot us in the grass. They started to run after us. I pulled Zak up by the arm. If we were going to run, we’d have to run all out now. The fence was still a long way away and I didn’t know what we were going to do when we hit it. Climb over? I could already see the barbed wire at the top and the men were gaining on us. Whoever they were, they were fast.
That’s when I heard the roar. I can’t put it any other way. It sounded like it might have been a car engine, or a plane taking off, but I’m pretty sure it was an animal roar. Looking back on it now, it kind of makes sense, but then, at the time, I didn’t know what to think. It was like the field of tall grass had come alive and something huge was rushing toward us. I didn’t actually see what it was, all I saw was the tall grass moving around it and that it was coming straight for us. There was an incredible rush of wind, and the low persistent sound of animal panting, and whatever it was, was almost on top of us. 
“Duck,” I screamed.
Both Zak and I hit the dirt, the invisible thing, whatever it was, leaping above our heads. I tasted the moist dirt in my mouth. I had actually dug my teeth into the ground. I was just glad I hadn’t bitten into a rock. Rock salad is not a favorite of mine. I glanced behind me again and could only see that the two men had stopped running toward us and were instead running away in fear.
“What was that?” Zak said.
“How should I know?”
“I’m not sure you should. I’m just asking in case you do.”
How could he be so calm at a moment like this? “Get up, Zak!” I screamed.
“You sure that’s a good idea?”
“Get up and run!”
The low animal panting still hung in the air. I yanked up on Zak’s T-shirt and we continued to sprint for the fence. When we finally hit the chain link, we got back down on our bellies to slide underneath. We weren’t the first ones to do it. The earth was dug out from under the fence as though it was a popular route. Zak and I squirmed underneath the chain link, the spectral panting still ringing in our ears. And then, when we got back on our feet on the other side of the fence, we were in different world.
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HELLO INDIA!
 
On the other side of that airport fence was a place I couldn’t have imagined existed just the day before. I had read about India, but so far all I’d really seen of it was the auto-rickshaw ride from the airport. For the rest of the time, I’d been either in the hotel or in that stupid trunk. Now I was on the street in the real India and I couldn’t help but notice how totally different it was from America. For one thing we were on a city street, but it was crazy crowded — crowded like I had never seen before. There were people absolutely everywhere, and not just people, there were cows too. India has this thing about cows being sacred and there were a lot of them everywhere.
For another thing, even if I ignored the cows, everything I saw was completely off the wall. Even though it was dark out, men and woman still ran around with things on their heads like trays of food, and brass jugs, and even bales of hay. There were carts of leather shoes, vegetables, and spices, and I was pretty sure I saw a camel. From the looks of it we were in some kind of outdoor market or bazaar. Incense filled the air with a sweet smell, like fruit mixed with nuts and smoke. Long rolls of bright yellow, orange, and red fabric sat in bundles. And it was raining. It was raining like I had never seen it rain before. Already the street was beginning to flood. 
The rain wasn’t the worst of it though. The worst of it was that I was mad. Really mad. Mostly mad at Zak, partly mad at myself, and even a little bit mad at my mother for leaving in the first place. I didn’t further discuss whatever had just leapt over us in that grassy field with Zak. I didn’t discuss it for the same reason that I hadn’t discussed the talking elephant at the bottom of the pool, or the weird dreams; because I didn’t see the point. It wasn’t like either of us knew what we had just seen. All I knew was that I was freaked out, I suspected Zak was freaked out, and I hoped, for the time being at least, that was the end of it. Of course, things don’t always turn out like you hope. They do, however, sometimes turn out like you dream, but I didn’t know that then. What I knew was that whatever that roaring, panting thing was, it didn’t matter for the time being. We had a whole other set of concerns.
“We need to get out of here,” I said.
“We just got here,” Zak replied.
“We are going to get into so much trouble when we get back.”
“Not if we don’t tell anyone we were gone.”
I leaned back against a lamppost. Already I was soaked to my skin in the heavy rain. Litter and trash floated past my ankles as the street flooded. I saw signs written in letters I couldn’t understand and goats and people going about their business like it was the middle of the day, even though it looked like the middle of the night. I’ve got to admit, at that moment, what I was experiencing was a nightmare. There was no other way to put it. A few hours ago, I had been in a beautiful hotel. Now I was in the street in the middle of some city that I didn’t even know the name of, hungry, soaked to the skin, and I really needed to go to the bathroom.
The more I thought about our predicament, the worse it got. We had no money because my allowance was back at the hotel and I’d forgotten to change it into rupees anyhow. I didn’t have any contact info for my mom. My hip hurt from spending the last three hours lying on my side in a hard steel box. And that was without even dwelling on whatever panting thing had jumped over us in the field. The thing that really got me though, the worst thing about it, was that Zak seemed to be enjoying himself. 
I admit that at that moment, I began to cry. I don’t know why. I don’t know if I’d just been holding it all in for too long, but I broke down and began blubbering away like a baby. The hot tears ran down my face with the rain. I felt myself begin to hyperventilate as I tried to get ahold of my emotions. I’m not a person who cries a lot. I like to be in control. But I don’t know, something about everything that had just happened just begged to be released. I blubbered on like a baby for at least a minute. I’m not sure if Zak saw me. I couldn’t see him. 
 Through my tears I saw a cow splash by, followed by a man pedaling a three-wheeled bicycle with an empty seat in the back. I knew that the three-wheeled bicycle was another kind of rickshaw, but I didn’t pay it much attention. An old lady with golden hoops in her ears and deep lines on her face came up to me. I didn’t know exactly what she was doing, but I thought she might be begging for money. Of course, I didn’t have any. I’d be joining her soon. 
“Sorry I don’t have money,” I said between gasps. “I really don’t have anything.”
As the words left my mouth, a light blue butterfly with black spots on its wings fluttered by. The old lady smiled and moved on, and the rickshaw driver turned to us. I didn’t know where she had come from, but I now saw a beautiful woman wearing a royal-blue sari sitting in the back of the rickshaw. The crowd was moving quickly though. In another moment the beautiful woman had disappeared from my sight and another woman, this one blind in both eyes, approached. There were sewn-up black holes where the woman’s eyes used to be. I had to look away because I wanted to scream. India was turning out to be much more than I had been prepared for. I took a deep breath, struggling to get ahold of myself. I turned my head and this time I saw Zak, a little farther off in the crowd. Typical boy I thought to myself. Not worried about a thing. He seemed to be having a blast.
“Hello India!” Zak screamed into the rain.
I slouched lower against the lamppost and ran a hand over my tears. We needed to get out of there. We needed a plan.
“Do you have place to stay for the night?” I overheard a woman’s voice say.
I glanced back through the sea of arms and legs to see Zak speaking to the beautiful woman in the back of the rickshaw. The woman’s hair was long and dark and there was something luminous about her, her bright eyes sparkling in the night.
“Not yet,” Zak said.
“Well, if you’d like, I can help you with that.”
“Can I drive?”
“Ask him.”
Zak motioned to the driver, a little man with deep bags under his eyes wearing a cloth skirt for men called a lungi. The lungi really wasn’t much more than a cotton sheet tied around the waist, or so I had read, but I guessed that in a hot place like India, it was comfortable. The driver seemed to understand what Zak wanted because he got into the back seat. Thinking back to my reading, I was pretty sure that the rickshaw driver was called a wala. Basically, wala was a word for someone who did something in India, so it made sense that the driver would be called a rickshaw wala. Zak hopped onto the front seat of the bicycle rickshaw and started to pedal, ringing the bell like he was driving a bus. He pulled up right in front of me.
“Staying there?”
“Not if I can help it,” I said, hoping that he couldn’t tell I’d been crying.
“Then get in.”
“You’re the reason we’re in this mess. Why should I come with you?”
The blind woman pushed forward, extending her hand to me. Then she removed her long checkered scarf, a gumcha I think they call it, to reveal a scaly pinkish snake she had coiled around her neck. My heart skipped a beat and I jolted backward as the snake slithered down her arm and into her hand toward me. I’ve got to say right now: I hate snakes. I don’t know why, but they just creep me out, like circus clowns, and rats. There was only so far I could go to get away though. I backed right into a wall. The pink snake looked nearly translucent in places, its forked tongue tasting the air.
“Please come,” the woman in the rickshaw said. “It is not safe here.”
Really, it’s not safe? Imagine that. Did she think I wanted to stay? Without warning, the blind woman placed her bony fingers over my eyes. I couldn’t believe it was happening. The snake was close to my face now. Close enough that I could hear it hissing in my ear. I pulled my head away from the woman’s bony grasp.
“You will see,” the blind woman said.
Maybe I would see, but whatever I did, whatever I saw, I knew that I couldn’t stay where I was. I carefully shuffled away from the snake woman and climbed into the back of the rickshaw.
 
Zak pedaled the rickshaw through the crazy streets as the weird jumbled madness of the city flew by. There were pigs snuffling through heaps of garbage. There were tiny stores selling all kinds of medicines and meats and nuts. And there were thousands, maybe millions of people just waiting in the rain. Now that I was done with my crying jag, I almost felt numb. It was like I wasn’t even there. Like I was watching the craziest movie of my life. I sat in the back of the rickshaw with the woman in blue on one side of me and the rickshaw wala on the other, feeling nearly hypnotized by the never-ending activity around us.
“Why are you helping us?” I asked the woman.
“Because you need a place to stay.”
“You know we have no money to pay.”
“I know.”
“What’s you name?” I asked.
“Amala.”
“Amala,” Zak said loudly. “I like that name.”
“Do you know why we’re here, Amala?” Zak asked.
“Yes,” Amala said.
Zak turned his head to look back at us, narrowly avoiding a pole as he did.
“You’ve come to find the Leopard,” Amala said.
“No way. How did you know about that?”
“Many people seek the Leopard,” Amala said. 
“Wicked,” Zak said.
“Pull to a stop there, in front of the white building.”
 There was now at least a foot of water in the street and Zak braked as best as he could. The bicycle rickshaw’s brakes screeched as the water sprayed off of them. The white building had a lone lamp above the door and a cracked wooden sign hanging off the front of it. The sign’s brass letters identified the building as the Swallowtail Lodging House. The place looked like something right of a fairy tale. There was a beautiful spotted blue butterfly on the sign. The butterfly was a good size, like the one I had seen in the street and it twitched its wings gently. The same spotted blue butterflies hovered in the doorway. Though the hotel was tiny and run-down, I was pretty sure it would be dry. 
“Second floor, third room on the right,” Amala said. “Please stay for the night. If you’re hungry, Sai will cook for you. Tomorrow I have a friend I’d like you to meet.”
The rickshaw wala handed me an old-fashioned brass skeleton key and a photograph. Even the key looked like something out of a fairy tale. And I haven’t even gotten to the photograph. The old streaked color photo was a picture of a guy that, to me at least, could only be described as a crazy man. The man was quite old. He was at least as old as my grandfather and his hair was a wild thicket of gray and black. He wore yellow and red face paint and his body was covered in white ash. His lips were bright red and he had what looked like a wooden necklace of brown and red beads around his neck. He sat smiling and cross-legged, and basically naked except for a lungi and a large spotted lizard on his shoulder. From what I’d read, I guessed that the man in the picture was a sadhu, the Hindi name for a holy man, or maybe a yogi which I kind of thought was the same thing. I knew a yogi was someone who did so much yoga that they somehow developed almost magical powers. I didn’t know if the guy in the picture was magical or not, but he sure looked nuts. 
“His name is Mukta,” Amala said. “Take the Number Six train to Moon Surrie in the morning. You’ll find him from there.”
We sat there for a moment in the rickshaw, the rising floodwaters flowing past its tires. Zak didn’t move from the bicycle seat, so I tapped him on the shoulder. It was raining so hard that the fast-moving drops ricocheted back up off the flooded street creating a storm of white water. I could barely see Zak through the mist. Finally, Zak stepped down into the watery street. The floodwaters were already up to his shins. When I stepped down to join him, I noticed that the rickshaw wala was still there, but Amala wasn’t. I joined Zak on the steps of the hotel and, as I did, a storm of blue butterflies fluttered past me. Their wings were so soft that I felt like I was walking though a flying carpet. As they flew into the street, one of the butterflies came to rest on my hand. I admired its spotted blue wings before turning to take a final look up and down the flooded street. Amala was nowhere to be seen.




6
STRANGERS IN A STRANGE LAND
 
We ate at in a little kitchen on the bottom floor of the hotel. There was a woman there, Sai, I guess, with some noodle soup in a big blackened aluminum pot. Sai stirred the soup with a long crooked stick. I don’t know why she didn’t use a spoon, but I was too tired and hungry to ask. I’m pretty sure the soup was the Indian version of Mr. Noodles and I thought it was pretty good. I knew we didn’t have any money, so I was thankful she didn’t ask us to pay. We sat at a wooden table in the smallish room and slurped back the slightly spicy broth. I kid you not that I did not say a single word to Zak. He seemed to get the hint because he didn’t say anything to me either. Maybe he’d seen me crying earlier. Maybe he was just respecting my privacy. I didn’t know. We thanked Sai with a smile and a little nod when we were done, and went up to the room.
What can I tell you? The room was no Delhi Grand Palace, but I didn’t really care because I was totally exhausted and just glad to have a place to rest. The medium-sized room had a concrete floor and stained plaster walls, with two beds and a single ceiling fan churning the heavy air. The rough wooden beds had scratchy ropes strung across them to make mattresses, kind of like a hammock. I locked the door with the dead bolt and lay down on the nearest bed without saying a word. I swear I was fast asleep before my head hit the ropes. 
 
I had another one of my weird dreams that night. It started off pretty normally given the events of the day. I dreamt I was in a confusing, crowded city. I was being followed. I looked behind me and I couldn’t see who was following me, but I knew that whoever it was, he was there. I walked more quickly, bumping into people as I moved, but still, I was being followed. I broke into a run, then hid in a doorway. It didn’t matter. Whoever it was, was still coming. I ran up the stairs and hid in a room. The room looked a lot like the room I had gone to sleep in. Plaster peeled from the walls and a ceiling fan spun slowly above. I could hear footsteps. There was nowhere to go. I hid on the cool concrete floor under the rope bed. I couldn’t see much from under there, but I heard the footsteps enter the room. Then the footsteps faded away. Sunlight flooded the room. It was day. And when I looked across the floor I saw four giant muddy paw prints on the concrete. 
 
 I woke up. I was in the same room as in my dream. The slow-moving fan continued to spin, sunlight filtering in through the dirty, cracked window. Zak was still asleep on the other side of the room. I watched as more of the delicate spotted blue butterflies fluttered around. I had read about them in the flora and fauna section of my guide book. They belonged to the Swallowtail butterfly family. I was pretty sure the one’s here in the hotel were called Blue Mormons. I stood up and stepped across the room to shake Zak awake.
“Wake up,” I said.
“Sleeping,” Zak murmured.
“Wake up, or else.”
“Or else what?”
“Or else I’ll never talk to you again.” 
Zak opened an eye. “Is that a bad thing?”
I looked away from Zak. Even after he had gotten us into a mess like this, he was still making jokes. I had to admit, even I thought it was almost funny. My eyes wandered around the simple old room, before settling on the floor. There were four giant, muddy paw prints on the bare concrete floor. Zak saw them too.
“Whoa,” Zak said.
Whoa was right. I didn’t say anything. I just stood there looking at the paw prints; two by the door and two on the other side of the bed. They were exactly like my dream. And they weren’t there when we came into the room the night before. I was sure of it. At least I didn’t think they were. But it was dark, so who knew? I pushed the thought from my mind.
“Come on, let’s go,” I said.
 
We had no luggage to pack except for a plastic bag Zak had picked up somewhere, so we left the key on one of the beds and headed outside. The sun was already high in the morning sky and it felt good on our backs, warming us up even as we sloshed through the brown floodwaters. Though I tried to push the muddy paw prints out of my mind, the thought of them just kept coming back. I told myself that just because the paw prints matched my dream, it didn’t mean anything. There were a lot of explanations. Maybe the guest before us kept a tiger in the room. Stranger things have happened. Whoever owned the place didn’t exactly wash the floors very often. Once again I pushed the image of the paw prints away, concentrating on our surroundings instead. It had rained so much that we are up to our waists in the brown floodwater. A man on a rooftop cast a fishing line. Miraculously, a slimy green catfish with bulging eyes took the bait. 
“I ask him to slice that up, we’ve got sushi,” Zak said.
“For breakfast?”
“Yeah. Why not?”
A cream-colored cow with long horns splashed toward us. I ignored the cow. “Here’s why not: A — we’re in India, not Japan, and B — We eat that fish raw and we could  get really sick. My mom told me we shouldn’t even drink the water.” 
“We drank it last night in the soup.”
“It was boiled.”
“So?”
“So boiling kills the bacteria.”
“Holy cow!” Zak said.
“You didn’t know that?”
“No, I mean holy cow. Look at the cow.”
The cream-colored cow splashed past us.
“You know that really is a holy cow,” I said. “Cows are sacred in India.”
Zak looked at me like I’d said the most profound thing since his third-grade teacher had told him that the moon wasn’t actually made of green cheese.
“No way,” he said.
“Way,” I replied.
“Wow,” Zak said quietly to himself. Then he opened the plastic bag he had been carrying to reveal a scratched tin box. It looked like the kind of box my grandmother used to keep tea in. “Did you see this?” he asked.
“What is it?” I said.
“I took it out of the trunk.”
“Why?” I said.
“Well, I thought we might need it.”
Zak opened the lid of the box. A few brightly colored bills fluttered out, landing in the water.
“Money,” Zak said.
I just looked at Zak. I couldn’t believe it. “You stole Rhino Butt’s money?”
“We didn’t have any.”
“That doesn’t make it any better. This is way worse than just accidentally finding a map. You’re robbing this guy. Why did you steal it? What’s wrong with you?”
“Well, I don’t exactly think it was stealing.”
“Well, you’re wrong. That’s exactly what it was. It was his money and you took it. That’s stealing. Just like the map.”
“The map we took to give back.”
“What about the money?”
“The money I borrowed, because, I don’t know, I thought we might need it.”
“I think I might need a cow to make a milkshake. You don’t see me borrowing one.”
“Holy milkshake,” Zak said, cracking himself up. Then he saw how irritated I was. “I guess sometimes I just do stuff,” he said. 
Another holy cow sloshed by. This one was browner with less-twisted horns. Probably would have made a chocolate milkshake. Sometimes Zak just did stuff. You’re telling me. If I gave him the benefit of the doubt, I bet Zak had felt a little weird since his mom and dad had split up. I hadn’t had a dad, but I’m pretty sure something like that would make me feel weird too. So he didn’t know why he had taken the box from the trunk. What did it matter? I thought about it. Who was I kidding? I knew why it mattered. It mattered because it was wrong. Zak looked at me for a long while like he wanted to say something.
“What?” I said.
“I saw you, you know.”
“You saw me what?”
“Crying last night.”
I felt my face turn deep red. It was an automatic reaction and I couldn’t stop it, even though I felt stupid.
“I saw you,” he continued, “and I’m sorry I made you feel like that.”
I lamely pretended like I didn’t understand him. “Feel like what?”
 “You know, alone.”
I didn’t have a good come back for that one. I was embarrassed that Zak had seen me, but at the same time, I had to admit that I was happy that he had apologized, even if everything that had happened wasn’t, strictly speaking, his fault. His apology made me feel like there was hope for him. Like he wasn’t totally out to lunch.
“Let’s just find the train station and get back to the hotel,” I said.
“Whoa,” Zak said. “I thought we were going to Moon Surrie? That’s what we told the butterfly lady.”
Apparently we weren’t totally on the same page yet. I noticed that a young kid with a smudged face was following us. He was maybe six years old and dressed in tattered clothing. He carefully collected the few fallen bills as they floated closer to him. In the heat of our conversation, I had forgotten to pick the bills back up. Maybe it was a good thing. The kid sure looked like he needed the money more than we did. 
“Well, I think we should get back before your dad and my mom find out we’re gone.”
“What about the Leopard?” Zak asked.
“You picked the wrong girl, Zak. I've had a subscription to National Geographic since I was five. I know what a mastodon is, I know why a jumping bean jumps, and I know that there aren’t any weird creatures out there that haven’t been photographed. Whatever Rhino Butt was talking about is a myth. It's make-believe.” 
“It’s never had its picture taken.”
“Neither has the Easter Bunny, you know, in the wild.”
“Whatever. This is your big chance. You know how great it would be to get a picture of it? You’d totally win the contest. Your whole class would go on that field trip. You’d get the camera. It would be sweet.”
What it was, was maddening. I was back to feeling exactly like I had before Zak apologized. I couldn’t believe him. It was bad enough that he’d dragged me into that trunk, but now we had no idea where we even were and no way back, and Zak still wanted to keep going on? Ox carts pulled rolls of brightly colored fabric and wooden cases of soda through the flooded street. I looked around in disbelief as a couple more bills fluttered out of Zak's bag. I didn’t pick them up though. I couldn’t help myself. I felt my temper growing shorter and shorter until I snapped.
“The truth is, you were looking for trouble weren’t you, Zak? That’s why you went into his room. You were bored at the hotel and you wanted some excitement. You’re probably glad we’re stuck out here wherever we are.”
“Thums Up,” Zak said, pointing to a wooden sign hanging from a spice shop. “I saw a sign when we left the airport. I’m pretty sure we’re in Thums Up.”
“Thums Up without the ‘b’ is some kind of soda, doofus,” I said, pointing to a guy drinking what looked like cola with a big red thumb on the bottle. “We aren’t in Thums Up. Where we are is a million miles from where we’re supposed to be. Does that make you happy?”
I didn’t know if he was happy or not, but he sure was smiling. Probably thought we were on the adventure of a lifetime or something. I had no idea how he planned to address the rent-a-nanny problem. Even if our parents weren’t at the hotel, at some point the nanny would try to call them, that was if we didn’t get back soon. I pondered the notion as a man pushing his bicycle through the floodwaters said something in Hindi. I didn’t know what it was he said. All the words in Hindi blended together for me like I was listening to some kind of strange song. But I did notice that the ears of about a hundred younger kids seemed to perk up. I followed the man's gaze to the trail of soggy bills. When I think about it, it must have looked like we were dropping money instead of bread crumbs so that we could find our way home.
It happened in an instant. Without warning an army of six and seven year olds descended on the money like a school of piranha. The kids scrambled for the bills getting closer and closer every second.
“Zak?” I said.
“Zoe?” Zak replied.
“I think we need to run.” 
“Good idea.” 
 We broke into a watery run toward a giant building with huge columns. People were coming and going from the place with suitcases on their heads and there were all kinds of strange food carts on the steps out front. We ran right through the open doors to find ourselves in the middle of a railroad station holding a crowd of people that could fill five stadiums. There was a towering ceiling and dirty tile floor, and amidst the litter and filth and people selling tea and cakes, sat a gleaming steam train. 
I mention the train because it was so out of place next to everything else. The thing was perfect while everything around it was literally falling to pieces. The train wasn’t particularly long, but it was impressive. There was a cherry-red locomotive and eight carriages and a caboose. Each of the polished red carriages had gleaming golden bands on their steel wheels. The same carriages had golden sculpted monkeys peeking out from their rooflines. And there were spikes, almost like claws, curling up around every window. The red locomotive was blowing steam everywhere. Three men descended from a carriage near the front of the train, but I couldn’t really make them out through the crowd. None of these things would matter, of course, if the train wasn’t completely blocking our way.
The thing was, the kids were still behind us, chasing us down. I knew there was probably a way under or over the track, but right now, we just needed to get out of there. I jogged in place, waiting for the train to move out of the way. I didn’t really want to have to fight off the little kids grabbing the money. I just wanted to be left in peace. I’m not sure why I did it, but I stood up on my tip toes and stared into one of the gleaming carriage windows as the train inched slowly past. I don’t know what I was expecting. A king maybe, wearing a crown? But instead of a king I found myself locking eyes with an olive-faced man who had deep-set eyes and jet-black hair. The man held a silver chalice in his hand — the kind of goblet an old-fashioned knight would have drunk from. I couldn’t tell how old the man was. His skin was tight and waxy like he had been around forever, or maybe not long at all. It was really hard to tell. Something about him bothered me though. It was as though I had seen him before, but for the life of me I couldn’t remember where.
As I locked eyes with the man, he started for a second, as though he wasn’t expecting to see anyone. That’s when things got strange. The silver goblet actually fell out of the man’s hand, a big splash of whatever red stuff he was drinking going everywhere. But that wasn’t the weird part. The weird part was that as the goblet fell, the big drops of red liquid slowed their descent, and then just kind of hung there in midair alongside the goblet. Let me repeat: the goblet hung in midair. The drops hung there too. Then the drops actually reversed course, returning to the goblet, which hung there on its side. Everything flowed right back into it. I’d never seen a glass or cup do that; float in midair, then clean itself up after a spill. It was really weird. When the cup was full again, the guy grabbed it between two fingers, and drank, showing me a big toothy smile. His teeth were yellow and long and pointed and when I looked at them I felt a cold shiver run down my spine. I wasn’t sure what freaked me out more, the fact that the goblet had defied gravity, or those gleaming yellow teeth, but it didn’t matter because in another moment he was gone. The train picked up a little more speed and steamed down the track. 
The street kids crowded around us as I turned to Zak. I was in no mood to talk about how weird what I had just seen was, so I decided to say something normal. 
“We’re buying tickets back to the hotel,” I said. 
 “Come on, we’re more than halfway there. Let’s just say hi to this Mukta guy. See what he has to say.”
“Why do you think he has anything to say at all?”
“Why else would the butterfly lady ask us to go there?”
Zak put on a big fake grin and flashed the picture of Mukta. Did Zak really think a smile was all it would take for me to change my mind? The guy in the photo was completely nuts looking. And Zak wanted to go to his house? We had already rummaged around in a stranger’s hotel room and look where that had gotten us. I decided I needed some space. I took a few steps away from Zak and the kids to try to get a handle on the situation. Which was fine for about two seconds. But then I got a funny feeling and raised my arm into the air, spinning on my heel and turning backward as I did. I don’t know how, but I caught the flying money bag in my hand as I turned. Apparently Zak had tossed it to me.
“Holy crud, Zoe. It’s amazing that you caught that.”
“Why are you throwing stuff at my head?”
“You caught it didn’t you?”
I didn’t put too much thought into how I had caught the bag, or why he had thrown it at me. I guess, he was trying to get it away from the kids, but now he was talking to everybody around him. A crowd had formed.
 “Moon Surrie?” Zak said to no one in particular.
 If Zak’s general weirdness wasn’t bad enough, the street kids were now crowded around me too, jumping for the money bag that I held above my head. I had half a mind to just give it all to them right there. But I knew we had to be careful. We were, after all, on our own now. We needed some way to get back to the hotel. A woman with a cage of parrots approached. I shrank back as the woman did her best to hand me a live parrot by the neck. The woman continued toward me forcing me to back up. I smacked right into the back of some guy. Unable to move any farther backward, I took the money box out of the bag and quickly handed the parrot lady some brightly colored bills. I hadn’t even figured out what they were worth yet, I just wanted out of there. Behind me, the big guy I had smacked into turned around. Great. Was I really this unlucky? The big guy was Rhino Butt, our not-so-good friend from the hotel.
“Crud,” I said, under my breath. Where did he come from?
“What do you want?” Rhino Butt said.
“Nothing.”
“Then watch where you’re going.”
As Rhino Butt turned back to what he was doing, something seemed to catch his eye. The money box. He had seen the money box. I eased the box back into the bag as Zak approached. 
“I think we'd better go,” I said quietly to Zak.
Rhino Butt smiled. “I’ve seen you two before,” he said.
“I don’t think so,” Zak said.
“Probably not,” I concurred.
“No, I think I have. I have a good memory for faces. The pool at the Grand Palace Hotel maybe?”
“Nah. No way. We would have remembered.”
“Funny,” Rhino Butt said. “Because I know I’ve seen that box.”
“I think we'd better go now,” I said.
“Six,” Zak whispered.
Several tracks away, a post marked Platform Six. I wasn’t positive that it was the right platform, but it was a lot better than where we were. The locomotive over there had already begun its slow nudge forward, pulling a dirty, rust-colored train behind it. I looked behind us. There were stairs that led under the tracks to the platform, but there was no time to get to them. Not now that the train was already moving. The fastest way would be to cross the tracks. Zak must have read my mind. He jumped down from the concrete platform we were standing on and onto the track. I looked up at Rhino Butt and then down at Zak. It was filthy down on the track, broken orange clay cups and litter covering the wooden ties. But that wasn’t the problem. The problem was a second train which sped toward us from the opposite direction. 
“Zoe!”
I stood on the concrete platform above Zak, staring into Rhino Butt’s eyes. That’s when Zak took my hand and pulled me down onto the track with him. Rhino Butt stared down at the both of us as though he had us exactly where he wanted.
“Are you nuts?” I cried out over the clamor of the approaching train.
The sooty green locomotive was thundering down on us now. I was amazed at how quickly it had built up speed. It blew its piercing whistle. I couldn’t help myself. I stood frozen, the locomotive rushing down on us. I wanted to move, but I couldn’t. My feet felt glued to the track. I felt the hot wind slam in my face as the giant locomotive screeched toward me. Then I noticed that Zak was no longer beside me on the track, but strangely, I didn’t care. I was transfixed. The locomotive grew bigger and bigger until it was all that I could see. I used every last bit of my willpower to urge my feet to move, but they didn’t respond. The locomotive was so close that I felt its hot exhaust in my face. It was as big as a barn and it was coming at me fast: thirty feet, twenty feet, ten feet and closing. I knew what was going to happen next. It would squash me like a bug. I was pretty sure that the giant sooty locomotive would be the last thing I ever saw.
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THE HOWLING HUT
 
The locomotive wasn’t the last thing I ever saw, but it was close. At the last possible moment I felt a tug on my arm and my feet suddenly unfroze. I leapt upwards onto the platform, the locomotive barreling through the spot where I had just stood. I took a deep breath, the sooty hot wind from the train blowing through my hair. I felt dirty and drained, but the important thing was that Rhino Butt was now on the other side of the track. But even though the fast-moving train was between us, we still needed to move. Farther on, at Platform Six, the train to Moon Surrie had almost entirely left the station. We ran after it, hopping down over two empty tracks to get to the platform. I was amazed we actually got there. Once on the platform, we sprinted after the train, jumping onto the second-to-last car as it picked up speed.
Truth be told, I was far from sold on continuing to Moon Surrie, but I knew that we couldn’t stay at the station either. The train to Moon Surrie was our getaway, and I treated it as such. I was pretty sure there would be time to turn around and get back to the hotel once we lost Rhino Butt. 
The train was overcrowded and that was putting it nicely. We made our way forward in search of a place to sit down but couldn’t find anything. Nothing. There were people floor to ceiling. We kept moving forward between the carriages looking for a nook or cranny to sit down but it didn’t take long before we had walked all the way to the front of the train. Then at Zak's insistence, we knocked on the metal door and entered the locomotive. The engineer didn’t want us to stay there, but he didn’t seem to mind us going outside and climbing out onto the narrow catwalk that ran around the front of the train.
So much for seat belts and bike helmets and airbags and every other thing that was supposed to make the world a safer place. Apparently in India, you could do what you wanted. From the catwalk on the front of the locomotive, I saw that not only was the inside of the train filled to bursting, but so was the roof. People were sprawled out all over it. I could barely see the carriages for all the people hanging off them. It was like no train I had ever been on. People sat where they could, so now, for better or worse, I sat on the little metal ledge at the front of the locomotive while Zak insisted on standing on the cowcatcher below me. In case you’ve never seen one, the triangular shaped cow-catcher is the metal prow at the very front of some locomotives. It looks kind of like the front of a small, upside-down boat that sits a few inches above the track, the iron rails zipping away below it.
 I knew that my mother wouldn’t approve of me riding outside the train, but my basically sane mother would scarcely approve of anything I had done over the last eighteen hours. Zak, however, was being a little more reckless than he needed to be. Sure, it was probably a blast, standing there on the cow-catcher with your arms out, tracks zipping away below you like you were on the bow of the Titanic or something. But it would really suck to fall. I thought it would do Zak good to consider some of the more dangerous things he did once in a while. It was like he thought he was invincible.
“Sure you don't want to try it?” Zak screamed into the wind.
“I’m sure,” I said quietly.
Besides, I could see dark storm clouds on the horizon. As we wound our way into the mountains I reflected that it was about to get very wet, very soon.
 
I was right about the rain. Within minutes we were soaked. The engineer took pity on us and let us ride inside the locomotive to dry off for a while. He even let Zak pull on the whistle. The Thums Up wala came by with some soda and chips which we paid him for. Zak bought more sunflower seeds and a soda and chips for the engineer too. The wala called the chips crisps, but they tasted basically like slightly soggy potato chips to me. The soda tasted like, well, very sweet cola, but I figured that under the circumstances, a little too much sugar was way better than drinking the water which might actually kill us.
I had been hoping that at some point the train would stop and we could start making our way back to the hotel. Turned out that was a pipe dream. Judging by the fact that it didn’t stop once, the train to Moon Surrie was an express. I wasn’t about to jump off of a moving locomotive so we just kept going. We travelled several more hours until it began to grow dark very quickly, probably because we were much closer to the equator than I was used to. The landscape, lit by the locomotive’s single headlamp, grew more and more lush and dense as we climbed the hillside. It was like we were traveling back in time to a magical, mysterious place. By the time we finally pulled into the tiny station at the end of the line, it was pitch dark. All I could see under the weak lamplight was a sea of umbrellas in the rain.
The station was little more than a ticket booth. There were no buildings to speak of, nothing but sheer mountain walls rising above the tracks. I reflected that we were in the mountains now and I really hoped that Zak would come to his senses soon. I thought that if we just saw this Mukta guy, Zak would be satisfied, and we could go back. I still felt responsible for Zak, so I didn’t want to leave him, but the thing was, I also recognized that the clock was ticking. At some point very soon we’d have to return. 
 Zak waved the picture of Mukta to the people in the crowd. I cringed. Couldn’t he just ask politely like a normal person?
“Mukta?” Zak said as if reading my mind.
“Mukta, Mukta,” several men and woman replied from beneath their umbrellas. They all pointed away from the platform and down what looked a lot like a cliff. 
Zak looked at me and shrugged. We walked a few feet away from the station and stared down a steep path to a stone hut barely visible in the mist. There were muffled cries coming out of the hut. Cries that sounded a lot like howling. I stared Zak straight in the eye.
“For your sake, there'd better not be a pack of ravenous coyotes down there.”
The rain continued to pelt down. I was getting wet again, no, soaked. My shirt and pants clung to my skin. I just wanted to get out of the rain and I figured getting into that hut was the quickest way to do it. So I stepped off the road and down the path. Half a second later I felt the world slip out from under my feet and I started to scream. 
 
Crazy thoughts tumbled through my brain as I slid wildly down the muddy hillside. Would I ever stop sliding? Would I be OK when I hit bottom? Had I turned off all the lights in my room back home? Would I ever even see my room again? I slid uncontrollably down the muddy hillside desperately hoping that the answer to all of my questions would be yes. But it didn’t feel like yes. The mud slide felt like a wacky water slide that kept getting more and more twisted until that one final drop before the end where you keep going down and down not knowing if you’ll ever stop. I slid and slid, feeling the roots and stones beneath me. I grabbed at the sticks and vines but kept going despite my best efforts. And then, without warning, I felt nothing at all. It was as if the mud slide had completely disappeared from underneath me. 
I screamed at the top of my lungs and just when I thought my life was over, I slapped down in a giant pool of mud. Cold gooey muck oozed up my shirt and into my shoes. I recovered my breath and tried to wipe the mud away from my eyes with my hands but it did no good, so I shook the mud from my hair and face. The howling was louder down here, but I also heard a gradually growing scream above me. It was an excited whooping wail that couldn’t belong to anyone but Zak. I looked up into the misty darkness and immediately ducked to the side. Zak slapped down with a mighty splash in the muck beside me.
“Holy India!” he said.
Staring forward through the mist and rain, the only source of light was the hut with all the howling coming out of it. The hut was made of stone and not much bigger than the tool shed in my grandfather’s backyard in Virginia. The difference was, my grandfather’s shed didn’t howl like it was inhabited by a pack of wild animals. Zak pulled himself out of the mud and offered me a hand up.
“I’m perfectly fine on my own,” I said.
“Then follow me.”
“Why should I?”
“Geez, Zoe. Just go with it for once, why don’t you?”
Sure. Why not, I thought to myself. I’d just go with it. After all, it wasn’t like anything else could go wrong. Zak walked across the flat rocky yard to the back of the hut. A low light shone from the front of the building so he walked around that way. I was even more uncomfortable now that I was covered in cold mud, but I didn’t complain because I was going with it. The one thing I had to be grateful for was that my camera was waterproof and in its own Ziplock bag in my fanny pack. I had put it in the bag like that before bringing it to the swimming pool at the hotel. I could never have guessed what a good idea that would turn out to be. The smoke rising from the crooked chimney at the top of the hut told me that it would be warm inside. However you looked at it, going inside would be way better than freezing to death in the rain. 
Zak knocked on the door of the hut semi-politely. The weathered door was made of ornately carved old wood and rounded at the top. Almost as soon as Zak knocked, the howling stopped. I looked to Zak. Knocking on stranger’s doors in the middle of the night was not, strictly speaking, something that kids should do. Of course, neither was riding on the front of locomotives. Anyway, it didn’t really matter now. We had already done it. A moment after Zak's hand had left the door, a guy I immediately recognized as Mukta appeared, opening the door just a crack. 
I thought that Mukta looked even crazier than he had in the photograph. He wasn’t terribly tall, but he had wild blue eyes and his gray and black matted hair looked like it hadn’t been washed, well, ever. His matted locks stuck out in every direction and his whole body was covered in white ash. The red swirls on his chest and arm obviously represented some sort of design, but none that I could fathom. His teeth, or what he had left of them, were silver and gold, and his expression was grim. He wore a tattered lungi and held what looked like a leash in one hand and a hedge pruner in the other.
“Buenos Nachos,” Zak said.
I sighed. I knew Zak didn’t know Hindi, but was he really trying to speak Spanish? This was India, not Mexico. Did he honestly think that one foreign language was as good as another? I noted that Mukta didn’t seem too happy with Zak either. 
“I am cutting my toes off,” Mukta said.
“Ow!” Zak said.
Zak looked down. I looked with him but it was dark and hard to see if Mukta still had his toes or not.
“Is that what the howling is?” I said.
Mukta opened his lungs and let out a mini howl right then and there.
“Yes. That is the howling. What do you want?” 
“Nothing really,” Zak said.
Mukta looked perturbed. “You interrupt my toe cutting for nothing really?” Mukta screamed something at us in Hindi and slammed the door in our faces.
“Happy?” I asked Zak. “Can we go home now?” 
“Patience.”
The howling started again, but listening closely this time, I could hear a click. It sounded like a toe nail clipper.
“Nails,” I said. “Maybe he’s cutting his toe nails, not his toes.”
I hoped he was anyhow. But if that’s what he was doing, he sure was making a lot of fuss. I could only imagine the screaming if someone had wanted to wash his hair. 
Zak ate a sunflower seed and pulled the money box from the plastic bag. He dumped the money into the bag and filled the muddy box with the rest of his sunflower seeds. Then he knocked again. It was embarrassing that he insisted on knocking a second time, but there was no stopping Zak once he got started. He was persistent, I had to give him that. We waited a moment and the door creaked open again. This time, Mukta stared at the open money tin with a smile on his face.
“Sunflower seed?” Zak asked.
“I beware of freaks bearing gifts,” Mukta said. “But I very much enjoy a good seed. Please. Come in.”
Zak entered the hut first, me about a mile behind him.
 
I was right about it being warm and dry inside. Score one for the howling hut. Looking around, it took me a minute to take it all in. The place was just so different from anywhere I'd ever been before. For one thing, statues of the Hindu gods I had only seen in pictures were everywhere. There were gods with ten arms and gods with elephant heads. There were very mean-looking gods sitting on golden tigers and go-lucky gods smiling happily with their legs crossed and birds chirping on their multiple arms. Each of the gods was carved from stone and each had lots of candles lighting them up. I recognized the super important ones: Shiva, Vishnu, and Brahma. I saw Hanuman and Ganesha too. But I couldn’t even begin to guess the names of most of them. All I could say for certain was that they sure had a lot of arms. 
A fire burnt in a clay oven in the corner of the hut, its flames flickering off the walls. Burning incense gave the air a sweet, spicy scent, little wisps of smoke curling up through the firelight. There was a beautiful rectangular carpet covered in colorful geometric designs in the center of the place. The strangest things, though, were all of the pictures tacked up on the stone walls. Right there along with the statues of the gods and incense were charcoal drawings of people in more and more twisted yoga positions. The pictures looked like a collection of human pretzels. I guessed that when Mukta wasn’t cutting off his toes, he liked to draw.
Mukta popped a sunflower seed into his mouth and then looked down, focusing my attention on the leash he held in his left hand. I had missed it in my fascination with the hut, but Mukta held not one, but five large lizards on the leash. The lizards were green with brown spots on their backs and feet. All at once, the lizards lunged at me. I jumped back, Mukta holding the lizards at bay. This was going to be a very interesting night. Mukta gestured to the carpet on the floor.
“Sit!” Mukta said.
On cue, the lizards sat one by one, Mukta pointing each out in turn.
“Please meet my yoga helpers: Lotus, Half Moon, Cow Face, Royal Pigeon, and Lord of the Fishes.”
I couldn’t believe it. I went to yoga pretty regularly with my mom, so I knew what Mukta was talking about, but had he actually named each of his lizards after a yoga pose?
“Where’s Downward-Facing Dog?” Zak asked.
Yoga was pretty popular back home, so it didn’t surprise me that Zak knew about Downward-Facing Dog. That’s the yoga position where you arch your back way up and put your butt in the air. What I wasn’t so sure of though, was if Zak was being smart or if he was genuinely curious as to why Downward-Facing Dog had been left out? It was really hard to tell with him. Mukta must have wondered too because he stared Zak down suspiciously.
“I’m just saying, the other lizards would probably enjoy her company,” Zak said.
“Downward-Facing Dog is yet to come,” Mukta replied.
Mukta smiled revealing his gold and silver teeth. Then he sat on a stool and picked up the rusty pair of hedge pruners. I squinted. I’m kind of squeamish when it comes down to it and I really wasn’t looking forward to seeing Mukta cut his toes off. But thankfully, instead of his toe, he positioned the pruner around his crusty brown toenail. I let out a little sigh of relief. The nails he was cutting were twisted and thick and at least eight inches long. They were the kind of nails that got a guy into the Guinness Book of World Records. 
“One moment please.”
Mukta adjusted the position of the pruner and howled. Then he squeezed down. The nail snapped off his toe with a satisfying click. He looked relieved.
“Chai?” Mukta asked with a smile. 
 Mukta got up and poured us tea into the same clay cups that I recognized from the railroad station. The thick milky tea came out of a blackened steel kettle piping hot. I knew that it wasn’t the Starbucks kind, but real homemade Indian chai. Mukta handed me a cup and I drank. It was sweet and milky and filled me with such warmth that for a moment I forgot about our strange circumstances.
“The chai is good, yes? Now, in which way can we help you?” Mukta asked.
Zak spoke first. “We’re looking for —”
I cut him off. “The airport,” I said.
“— the Leopard,” Zak responded, finishing his sentence.
Mukta looked like he’d been slapped. He dropped the lizard leash and all five reptiles sprang at me. 
“Back,” Mukta screamed in Hindi.
Mukta slammed his foot down on the leash, his manner grave. Great. Now things were going closer to the way I imagined they would. After all, you didn’t just show up unannounced at a weird person’s house in the middle of the night. Nobody did that, especially not twelve-year-olds a million miles from home.
“Who sent you?” Mukta said.
“Amala,” Zak said.
“Amala? Who is this Amala?”
“Amala, the pretty butterfly lady who rides in rickshaws.”
Mukta relaxed a little. He studied our mud-caked bodies as if suddenly much more interested in us. Then, Mukta took my hand in his. He held my hand there and wiped away the mud with his thumb, revealing the five brown spots that made up my birthmark. I wasn’t used to people paying any attention to my birthmark, so I was a little taken aback that it was practically the first thing he looked at. 
“Ah, yes. Amala said she would send the Mud Devils to protect the Leopard. Mud. I see no mud.”
Zak shook himself out, dropping mud all over the stone floor.
“OK. There is some mud,” Mukta said.
Mukta continued to hold my hand as he stared at my birthmark. I smiled nervously. I was starting to wish that he’d let go. Almost as soon as I thought it, Mukta did let go, allowing my hand to fall back down at my side. It was strange. Up until this point in my life, I hadn’t given my weird birthmark that much thought. Now, though, seeing how Mukta had reacted to it, I was beginning to wonder if it was something interesting. Something I should ask my mother about. My thought was cut short by Mukta's raspy voice.
“You need pajama,” Mukta said.
Mukta bent down and opened a wooden trunk. From the trunk he took two pairs of pressed, striped, blue and white pajamas. Mukta rubbed a little more mud off of my face, studying me intently.
“Strange that you have the mark. I think the great lord Shiva would have been better to mark King Arthur.” Mukta laughed at his own joke. “You know, King Arthur? The Englishman who pulled the big knife from the rock?”
I put a hand on Zak's shoulder and backed him toward the door. Things were starting to get a little too bizarre for me.
“Please, sit,” Mukta said. “If you are the one, you must learn the way.”
“Thanks, but we can get directions outside.”
“I am talking of the Yogi Way.”
“What’s the Yogi Way?” Zak asked.
“A yogi is one who practices yoga to unveil the secrets of the universe. Some are born yogis. Others will work all of their lives and never become one. Following the yogi path is called the Yogi Way.”
“Is it like stretching and then having a nice fruit drink?” Zak asked.
“No. It is not like this. One need not wear stretching clothes. There is no membership to buy. The Yogi Way is refining your body, and your mind, and your senses until you see all.” Mukta set his two hands together as if he was praying and bowed his head. “Please,” he said. “Do not be afraid. Sit. There is a history I must tell.”
I looked to Zak. The door was right there. We could get out if it if we had to. But Zak's eyes were as wide as saucers. I had seen that look before in the short time we had been together. He was starting to really like the place. The lizards, the incense, the statues, it all added up to Zak's idea of an adventure. We had come this far, so I decided to give Mukta the benefit of the doubt. For now. Besides, it was really raining hard. A short sit-down wouldn’t hurt anyone. 
“Please,” Mukta said, indicating a cushion on the floor.
I sat cross-legged, Zak doing the same. We watched as Mukta shook his head and shoulders out, loosening up as if preparing for a performance. Once he was limber he picked up a pipe from the floor. It looked like the kind of instrument a snake charmer would use. But I didn’t believe that people still charmed snakes. I mean, I know they used to, but not anymore. Once Mukta had the pipe in hand he pushed a large ornately decorated brass pot into the middle of the hut, removing its lid.
Zak leaned forward to look inside the pot. Then he leaned back. I glanced at Zak. He was biting his lower lip like he was nervous or something. I leaned forward to look into the pot myself. Up close I could see that the intricately cast pot was dark inside. There was something in the bottom of it that looked like water or oil. But there was also something else, something lining the interior. Whatever was inside, it shimmered as if it was moving. My heart skipped a beat. Then I moved slowly backward. Now I knew what was in the pot and it wasn’t water. It was a snake: not the tame pinkish, translucent variety either. It was a king cobra, one of the most dangerous, most venomous, snakes alive. As I returned to my cross-legged position, the shimmering black cobra peered out of the pot at me. I felt a hole grow in my stomach as the cobra stared at me with its flared hood and piercing yellow eyes, its flickering forked tongue tasting the air.
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THE MONKEY MAN'S TALE
 
My heart caught in my throat, but I refused to panic. Even though I really hated snakes, I didn’t have to let the cobra know that. There was, however, no shame in inching backward a little closer to the door. If we had to get out of there, we’d be that much nearer to freedom. Mukta blew on the snake charmer’s pipe and a reedy tune echoed through the hut, the big black cobra rising out of the pot as the pipe swayed back and forth. I remembered reading that the cobras responded not to the music, but to the movement of the pipe. If that was the case, then this snake would be moving twice as fast, because it wasn’t just the pipe that was moving, it was Mukta. His whole body danced with the flickering flames as he played. After blowing a long reedy tune, Mukta spoke.
“Many moons ago was the time of the Vanaras,” Mukta said. “The Vanaras were the size of men, but the shape of monkeys. They lived in the forest among their own kind. Most Vanaras were brave and strong and loyal, but some were not.” 
The king cobra undulated back and forth with Mukta’s body, its hood flared. It was weird sitting there, so close to the snake, but what was weirder was the oily residue in the bottom of the pot. The oily stuff seemed to have crept up the edges of the pot so that it now filled it to the brim. Looking into the pot from where I sat, I saw the flames of the fire and the smoke of the incense reflected on its surface. But I also saw something else. What looked like a jungle appeared in the oily reflection. In the jungle, a man-sized monkey with enormous yellow fangs leapt from tree to tree as flames erupted from a burning lake.
The reedy tune faded out as Mukta spoke again. “One very evil Vanara we will call the Monkey Man. The Monkey Man was different from the other Vanaras. He had great power. His tail was very strong. He could move earthly things with his mind. He could make fire rain down from the sky.”
The reflection of the jungle inside the brass pot washed away to reveal a new reflection of a beautiful woman bathing in a dark lagoon. The woman had long dark hair, but I couldn’t see her face. She wore a blue sari. A spotted blue butterfly fluttered above the lagoon.
 “What the Monkey Man wanted, he took. What the Monkey Man saw, he wanted.”
Leering at the woman from the undergrowth was the half-human, half-animal Monkey Man. If that’s what a Vanara looked like, I didn’t want to meet one. The Monkey Man’s eyes glowed red and he looked mean — nastier than anything I had ever seen. I felt the need to interrupt, Mukta. It was a habit I had. When something came to mind, I just had to say it, and I thought I knew who this Monkey Man was. It was the god drawn in mosaic on the bottom of the swimming pool back at the hotel. He was in the chapter of the India book I had skimmed over. 
“Are you talking about Hanuman, the monkey god?” I asked.
Mukta stopped dancing. He didn’t say anything for a long moment and I was pretty sure he hadn’t liked the question.
“No, Mud Devil. I am not discussing Hanuman here,” Mukta said. “Hanuman is a great god who was born of a Vanara mother. That is where the similarity ends.” Mukta lowered his voice. “The Monkey Man is a great embarrassment to Hanuman and all Vanaras. Most Vanaras wish the Monkey Man had never been born. But he was born and his followers have grown to many. That is why you must listen to my story. The story will answer your questions.” 
The shimmering reflection in the brass pot faded out yet again to be replaced by a bright sunny day inside an old-fashioned courtyard. Spotted blue butterflies fluttered in the sunlight. The Monkey Man was hunched down on one knee, his shoulders bent, offering a shining silver collar to the maiden. Once again, the maiden’s face was hidden. Instead of taking the collar, she ran. Good for her. I wouldn’t have married him either, especially if he gave me a collar. That was just creepy.
“One day,” Mukta said, “the Monkey Man happened upon a maiden whom he could not have. And she whom the Monkey Man could not have, he grew to hate.” 
The flames returned to the shimmering reflection as the Monkey Man pursued the maiden on horseback, sword held high in his long tail.
“So he ended her life,” Mukta said.
The Monkey Man thrust his sword down. 
I turned my eyes from the pot and rose, the black cobra still undulating back and forth. I was careful not to startle the snake or the lizards, but I was determined. Enough was enough. I didn’t want to see anymore. I grabbed Zak by the arm.
“End of story. Thank you, Mukta. We have a plane to catch,” I said.
“No. It is not the end of the story,” Mukta said. “This story takes place in India where troubles do not end at the grave.”
Zak and I looked at each other. We both knew things were getting weird. Did I say weird? I should have said, super weird. Even Zak looked like he could use a time-out. But we were curious again, too curious to simply get up and leave without finding out what had happened. We turned our eyes back to the oily black pot.
“The maiden was reincarnated as a soldier,” Mukta said. 
In the pot, a group of men with swords, led by a fearless looking woman, battled the Vanara army. Flames flickered through the forest. Just like before, the woman’s face was hidden. The Monkey Man approached her from behind.
“Then a sailor.”
The oily image changed again to show a maiden swabbing the decks of an ancient ship. The Monkey Man approached from behind, now wearing a captain’s hat. 
“A tailor.”
The oily surface rippled to reveal a maiden sewing a suit for an individual who looked exactly like the Monkey Man.
“A prisoner.”
Bars appeared in the black pot. Behind the prison bars the maiden was approached by the Monkey Man, his long yellow claws extended. I noted that the Monkey Man was nothing, if not persistent. The oil in the black pot caught fire, flames licking the air above. The cobra continued to undulate, seemingly unconcerned by the flame.
“The Monkey Man followed her through each life, destroying she who would not be his.”
Zak and I watched the black pot as a gleaming dagger slashed through the fire. Then a rope tightened. Scissors stabbed. Yellow claws struck. 
“This bloodshed went on until even the gods grew weary.”
“So why didn't she come back as a radioactive monster or something?” Zak said. “That would have shown the Monkey Man.”
“Because radioactive monsters are from Japan. This is India. The gods had a better plan.”
We looked back into the pot. The flames disappeared and a mist rose from the pot. Then the cobra slithered slowly out of the pot and wrapped itself around the outside of it. I couldn’t help but feel just a little less comfortable than I had been. There were complicated patterns of leopards and elephants and monkeys cast into the surface of the brass pot. The snake seemed to massage itself on them as it wrapped its muscular body around the pot and rose. Zak and I both shuffled back, closer to the door, just in case. 
The mist continued to rise like a fog from the pot, tumbling from its brim and into the hut until we were surrounded by it. I looked down, but I couldn’t even see below my own waist, which really freaked me out as far as the snake was concerned. A moment later, I saw something strange. A mountaintop seemed to pop out of the mist. Hindu gods appeared, sitting around the mountaintop like miniature people on a cloud. It was like an invasion of the little people. The gods had lots of arms and blue skin, and one even had the head of an elephant like Ganesha in the swimming pool, but what was strange was that unlike the scene we had just seen unfold in the reflection in the oil, these gods seemed real — like three-dimensional little people.
“The gods decided that for her ninth life the maiden would be reincarnated as the Ghost Leopard.”
“Whoa, a ghost?” Zak said.
“Yes, a Ghost Leopard.”
The mist flew out of the pot revealing a tiny mountain valley held within its depths.
“Destined to wander the lonely mountains as a ghost, the Leopard would be invulnerable to the Monkey Man.”
Inside the pot a practically see-through leopard roamed through a high mountain valley. 
 “The gods promised that as long as the Ghost Leopard wandered the Earth, the evil Monkey Man could do no more harm.”
The valley inside the pot grew bigger and bigger until it took up the full floor of the hut. I couldn’t understand how it was possible, but what had been the ceiling of the hut was now a night sky filled with billions of twinkling stars. A shooting star fell out of the sky and through the Leopard as it walked. The Leopard continued on as though nothing had happened. Then the Leopard walked straight through a stunted dead tree, and then, a boulder. It was obvious that the Leopard was a ghost. It clearly had no body. Nothing could harm it. 
“But once every hundred years, under the light of the full moon, the gods decreed that the Leopard would be given back its physical body.”
A full moon moved into the starry sky above. The moon shone down on a snowy mountainside and as its light fell, the Leopard’s ghostly form solidified. Now I could only see little glimpses of fur and tail as the Leopard moved stealthily between the rocks. 
“Just like a werewolf?” Zak asked.
“Did he say werewolf?” I said to Zak.
“I don’t get it,” Zak said.
“Please. Not a wolf,” Mukta said, “a Ghost Leopard. Once every hundred years, under the light of the full moon, the Ghost Leopard is given its body back. At this time, the gods bestow the Leopard with the strength it needs to continue its lonely walk. But in its physical form the Leopard is also vulnerable. If found, the Monkey Man can kill it.”
I watched as the Leopard moved between the rocks, always concealing its position. Though I tried, I never got a good look at it.
“If the gods are so great, then why didn’t they just make the Leopard invulnerable all the time?” Zak asked.
“Because fair is fair, my young friend, and that would not be fair to the Monkey Man.”
I stared at the pot. I felt a strange calm as the cobra slowly uncoiled, inching higher and higher above it. Then, what looked like fire began to twirl in an ever-bigger ball about four feet above the pot. Sparks and flames rained down out of the fire just missing the Ghost Leopard as it slinked through the boulders below. “It has been five thousand years, but the Monkey Man seeks it still,” Mukta said. “And he grows smarter. He pays very bad men to help him. He uses technology. If he should succeed in shooting an arrow through the Leopard atop the sacred peak of Tendua Tibba, the Monkey Man will grow greatly in power. All living things will suffer. Fire will rain from the sky.”
Without warning, the whoosh of an arrow cut through the air. It was the loudest arrow I had ever heard and both Zak and I dove down into the mist, covering our ears. As we did, the Ghost Leopard bolted for cover. There was still a ball of fire and sparks floating above the brass pot and that’s where the scariest thing of all happened. The cobra extended its hooded head into the ball of sparks and flame. Then it hissed and struck, lightning flying from its mouth.
Both Zak and I jumped backward. The lightning bolt actually hit the front door which briefly broke into flame before it began to smoke, a charred scar running down its length. Mukta threw a jug of water on the door and the cobra calmly curled back around the brass pot. What looked like a miniature model of the mountains complete with roads, trees, and rivers now sat in the pot.
“You have been chosen to see that this does not happen,” Mukta said. He traced a route with his old, wrinkled finger through the tiny mountains in the pot. “Take the North bus toward Tatura. Where the road ends, the way to Tendua Tibba begins. Paw prints will lead you to her crooked spire. Once there, you will wait for the first glimpse of the full moon.”
“What then?” Zak asked.
“Why then, my young friend, you will protect the Ghost Leopard.”
“Then we'll take its picture,” I said.
“Oh no, one must not do this. The Ghost Leopard is one with India. To capture its image would be to steal its soul.” 
I considered what Mukta had said. “So why doesn’t the Monkey Man just steal the Leopard’s soul with a camera. Seems easier than shooting an arrow.”
“To steal a soul, one must first have a soul, Mud Devil. The Monkey Man and those who work for him have long since lost theirs.”
I thought about it. What Mukta was saying was crazy. A soulless Monkey Man? A Ghost Leopard? None of it made any sense. Of course, neither did Mukta's strange brass pot or any of the rest of it, and that I had seen with my own eyes. Mukta reached for the cobra, picking it up by its tail. The cobra hissed and twisted as though at any moment it might double back and bite him. Both Zak and I now had our backs to the wall. Mukta handed the snake’s tail to Zak who cringed back as far as the hut would let him.
“Take this whip.”
Whip? We looked down again and the snake’s tail that Mukta had been holding was now the leather handle of a bull whip. What had been the body of the snake now looked like black braided leather with a silver tip where the cobra’s fangs had been. The whip’s handle had four dime sized depressions on it as if it had once contained some kind of ornament that had long since fallen out. Zak cautiously accepted the whip, holding it loosely in his right hand.
“Cool,” Zak purred. “My very own snake whip.” Zak thought for a moment. “I’m naming it Stryker,” he said.
“Be cautious and alert,” Mukta said. “Your fate is with the mountain now, Mud Devils.”
 I ran my tongue along the roof of my mouth as I thought about what I was going to say. The truth was, I didn’t need to think. Even though I had seen some strange things, I already knew what I thought. The thing I was thinking about was whether or not I could restrain myself from saying it. Apparently I couldn’t. “Do you really believe any of this crazy story?” I finally asked.
“It is not what I believe,” Mukta said. 
He turned down the oil lamp and took my hand in his, showing me that he too had the strange spotted birthmark.
“It is what you believe, my friend.”
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NOT EXACTLY HOW I WANTED TO START MY DAY
 
I dreamt again that night. I dreamt that I was sleeping on the floor of a hut. I dreamt I got up in the middle of the night because I was thirsty. But there was no water in the hut. So I went outside. There was an old-fashioned pump there, the kind with a handle that you pump down with one hand. It was dark, but I found the handle and began to pump water out of the ground. I pumped harder and harder, but no water came out for a long time. When the water finally did start to come out, it was dirty. Not dirty, but blue. That’s when I ran my fingers under the water and saw that it wasn’t water, but butterflies flowing from the pump. Weird, I know. The butterflies filled the air around me, their spotted blue wings flapping hard enough to actually blow my long hair back in the wind. Then, in an instant, the butterflies disappeared and the wind dropped, leaving nothing but silence. I looked up to see an enormous cat-like shadow cast across the ground. I took a step toward the shadow and it was gone.
 
When we woke up, it was barely light out, gray clouds hanging low in the sky. Given the circumstances, I had slept well. Mukta had fed us some hot Indian bread called naan and given us some blankets, and we’d gone to sleep on the floor. I had insisted that Zak put his new whip, Stryker, outside because some part of me was worried that it would turn back into a cobra, but other than that, the night had been fine. True, my dream had been strange, but who didn’t have a weird dream once in a while? I guess when I thought about it honestly I had weird dreams more than once in a while. I had them every night. But it was day now, and after a few biscuits and hot chai, we said our goodbyes and climbed the steep path away from Mukta's hut. We wore our new striped pajamas, mostly because our own clothes were still covered in wet muck. Zak seemed to like his new outfit more than I did. I thought we looked like prisoners who had just escaped from some old cartoon.
“He was a good dancer,” Zak said.
“Phone,” I said back to him. 
I only spoke one word because I didn’t want to waste time talking. We needed to find a telephone and fast. In a few minutes we found ourselves in an open-air bazaar. Among the peanut vendors and jewelry makers and rug shops was a tiny shop with a picture of a mobile phone. A man with oily brown hair and a creepy look in his eye kept watch on us while I spoke into an antique phone. The phone had a handset that sort of looked like a black banana, kind of like the one I had once found tucked away in my grandfather’s basement.
“Well, if you can’t reach her, that’s OK. Please tell her we’re just checking in and we’ll see her soon.”
I hung up. I had left a message at the hotel front desk for the rent-a-nanny. I already knew I wouldn’t be able to reach my mother, so I hadn’t bothered to call. It wasn’t because I didn’t want to, but I remembered that both my mother and Zak's father had said they most likely wouldn't be able to talk for three or four days because there’d be no mobile phone coverage. I didn’t want the rent-a-nanny to freak out any more than she had to though. At least this way she could avoid sending the National Guard, or whatever they used in India, out to find us. Plus, just in case my mom had been able to call, I wanted to let her know that I was all right. 
Zak, for whatever reason, didn’t seem too worried about what his dad would think about him taking off from the hotel. Maybe it was because he was a boy. I knew I didn’t get boys. All I knew was that Zak could be very selfish about the way he acted. I didn’t dwell on the whole thing any longer, because the creepy clerk had taken back the old telephone. The clerk’s fingernails were cracked and worn like claws. I didn’t like the way that he was looking at us with the yellow tint in his black eyes, so we left right away. When I glanced back though, I saw that the clerk was already whispering into a phone of his own.
 
After the phone call we got on a bus. It turned out that in order to get back we would have to either take a train back down out of the mountains, which didn’t leave for another two days, or take a bus to the next town in order to get back down to an airport. Since I didn’t want to wait two days, the bus was the obvious choice. The bus was old and beat up and decorated in flowers and garlands and bright colors. It had a big letter “T” on its front grill. I think it was a “T” for terrible. The thing looked like it was at the end of its natural life. Still, all in all, it was semi-normal. Semi-normal that was, until we got on board. 
Inside the bus, wickedly loud Hindi music screeched through the aisles. Hindi music has got this crazy wail to it. It makes you want to get up and dance, but relax at the same time. I sat in the back with Zak on one side of me and a woman with a goat on her lap on the other. There were chickens and pigs in the aisles and I was pretty sure I saw a baby sheep in the overhead rack. The passengers were stuffed in absolutely everywhere. If you can believe it, it was even more crowded than the train.
What was bothering me more than the cramped quarters, however, was the fact that I had just realized that I had lost my camera. I felt at my fanny pack, but it wasn’t there. I knew I'd taken it out of my fanny pack at Mukta's and now I was sure I’d left it there. The bus was already sputtering down the road, so it was too late to go back. At best I'd be able to get Mukta to mail it to me. But not in time to get any pictures of India. It was a bummer. A real major bummer. As the bus twisted around the tight corners, I felt sick, like I could throw up at any moment. The inside of the bus was as stuffy as the inside of an oven. No fresh air, not even an open window in sight. 
 “So we couldn’t get in touch with the rent-a-nanny. What’s the big deal?”
“The big deal is she’s going to go crazy trying to find us. And her name’s Anu. If she somehow manages to get in touch with our parents they’ll be worried sick.”
I was just as guilty of thinking about Anu as the rent-a-nanny as Zak was. I don’t know why I had corrected him. Sometimes I could be a bit mean. I thought about saying sorry, but Zak spoke again before I could. 
“You left a message saying we’d see her soon.”
“I did.”
“So?”
“So what?”
“So I don’t get the problem,” Zak said.
I looked at Zak. There I was, ready to apologize to him, and then he said he didn’t get the problem. I didn’t even know where to begin with a comment like that. We were twelve years old and running loose in India. Our parents were going find out one way or another and when they did, they were going to freak. That was the problem. I had no camera. That was another problem. The biggest problem at the moment, however, was that I felt like I might throw up. 
“We just need to get back, Zak,” I said.
“My dad and your mom are gone for at least three more days. We have plenty of time. You sure you don’t want to look for this legendary magical Ghost Leopard?”
“You’re serious?”
Zak seemed to think about it. “Yeah. Why not?”
“I already told you why not.” 
“You sure you don’t want an awesome picture of it?”
I didn’t answer him. But that was because Zak had somehow, in his general Zak dumbness, hit on the real dilemma. Of course I wanted a picture of the Ghost Leopard. Maybe I could find a camera for sale in one of the bazaars. Maybe I could get a shot of it and win the contest and be famous as the first person to ever take the Ghost Leopard’s picture. But the thing was, I also wanted to get back to the hotel before we got caught. Plus there was all that protecting the Leopard stuff that Mukta guy had been going on about last night. I felt totally confused and more than a little motion sick. A ray of sunlight flickered through the bus.
“I need air,” I said.
Zak jammed open his dirty blackened window and stuck his head outside. A light breeze finally blew through the bus. I closed my eyes and gulped it down. But when I turned my head to Zak to thank him, all I saw was a pair of mud-caked sneakers standing in the window frame, dirty shoelaces dangling. Then, the shoes disappeared as well. I was shoved over in the seat as a man carrying a squealing piglet pushed the woman with the goat on her lap closer to me at the window. 
“Zak?” I said to nobody in particular.
“Zoe.”
I heard my muffled name called out, but didn’t know where it had come from. I couldn’t see Zak anywhere. He had disappeared. I turned my head to the back of the bus trying to find him.
“Over here.”
I whirled around. There was nobody at my window. I looked around through the crowd. Still no Zak. Then, out of the corner of my eye, I saw the  blackened window on the opposite side of the bus edge open a little farther. I craned my neck and saw Zak's head appear, hanging upside down outside of it. His scraggly blonde hair blew in the breeze. Zak dropped his arm and took a bite out of a slice of watermelon. Watermelon? Where did he get that?
“Come on up,” Zak said.
I hesitated. The bus was overfilled and smelly. But was wherever Zak was riding any better? The watermelon said yes. Against my better judgment, I decided it couldn’t be any worse and I slid closer to the window. I put my head out first and saw a rock wall approaching. The bus was only inches away from it as we rounded the corner. I quickly pulled my head back in, but once the bus was back on a straight-away, I decided to try again. I knew my mother would kill me, but I let it go. My mother wasn’t there. Besides, I bet the diseases that could get me inside the bus were way worse than anything I could catch outside.
I carefully put my head outside the window for a second time. So far so good. There were no rock walls and no oncoming traffic. I pulled my feet up onto the seat and pushed myself a little farther out. Above me, on the roof of the bus, I saw the painted metal roof rack. I used one hand to hold the frame of the window and grasped at the roof rack with my other hand. But I wasn’t far enough out of the bus yet and couldn’t quite reach the rack. Zak poked his head down at me from the roof.
“It’s easy. Just grab on.”
I pushed myself a little farther out the window and was able to just touch the roof rack with the tips of my fingers. I pushed myself out just a bit more, my left hand still securely grabbing the window frame, and clamped onto the roof rack with my right hand. Now I had a solid grip. I decided to go for it and slid my whole body out, grabbing the roof rack with both hands and pulling my feet out onto the window frame. I looked ahead and saw that the bus was approaching a high trestle bridge. Did I mention that I’ve always hated heights? Heights make me feel sick to my stomach and more than a little dizzy. I figured I might even have that dizziness disease, the one my mom calls vertigo, but it didn’t matter now. I had come too far to quit.
 Zak patted the roof above as I pulled myself up. I used my legs to push up from the window frame, but it was hard going. I didn’t know if I had the strength to pull myself up all the way, but I didn’t really want Zak to help me either. The bus twisted onto the bridge. 
“Don’t look down,” Zak said.
Hanging there, my whole body dangling over the side of the bus, of course I looked. I almost swallowed my tongue. The bridge was so narrow that there was no rail, no lip, nothing but air for thousands of feet below me. The vertigo hit me like a bag of bricks. I felt myself getting dizzy, blackness pushing in around the corners of my vision. But I also felt Zak clamp a reassuring grip on my forearm from the roof above. Despite all of  our differences, I was really happy to have Zak there, right then. If a friend was a person who helped haul you onto the roof of a speeding bus, I guess Zak was a friend. I grit my teeth and pulled, doing my part to wrench myself up onto the roof. The hard metal roof rack rubbed under my belly as I rolled over it and sprawled beside Zak. The blackness hovering around the corners of my vision went away and the dizziness slowed as I caught my breath.
“Thanks for the hand,” I said.
It was beautiful up there, sacks of fruit and watermelon, and a few other passengers riding the arched rooftop. I sat up and Zak handed me a slice of bright red watermelon. I didn’t ask him who had given it to him or think of a single snarky comment. For the moment, I was happy just to be alive. We were high up in the hills, that was for sure, but the height didn’t bother me as long as I didn’t look directly down. As the bus twisted back and forth through the hills, a firm hand on the roof rack kept me more or less in place. Even the weather seemed to be cooperating. The sky had cleared since we’d gotten up that morning. But that wasn’t the best part. The best part was that as the sun rose above us, we were confronted by an awesome sight. The snow-capped Himalayas, the highest, most rugged mountains on Earth, peeked out at us from behind the clouds. They were huge and majestic and totally mind blowing, like nothing I had ever seen. On the rooftop like that, fresh breeze blowing, nothing above us but the sun, nothing below us but the green valleys, for about a second I forgot all about my problems and felt truly alive. More alive than I had ever felt in my whole life so far.
“Tell me this isn’t awesome,” Zak said.
 I didn’t answer him, and I don’t think he expected me to. Sometimes Zak could be cool like that. Then he reached into his plastic bag, and pulled out my camera. He must have remembered it when we’d left the hut. I couldn’t help but smile. I hadn’t lost my camera after all. I’m pretty sure I was as happy as I had ever been at that moment and I didn’t care who knew it. Zak, the one guy who did everything wrong, had finally done something right. And he was right about another thing too. It was awesome. Riding the roof of the bus in the Himalayas like that was the most awesome feeling in the world.
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THE ROOF RIDERS
 
The roof of the bus was exactly like a big sun deck in the sky, the huge snow-capped mountains rising off in the distance above us. There were a few other people up on top, mostly farmers I thought, judging by the sacks of fruit laying around everywhere, but not so many people that it was crowded. Zak and I lay on our backs in the middle of the roof, soaking in the sun. There were huge birds with wing spans wider than the bus circling above. I was pretty sure that the birds with their white and brown wings were Himalayan griffons. Not the mythological kind of griffon with the body of a lion and the head and wings of an eagle and all that, but giant birds of prey that lived high in these mountains. The griffons looked big enough to pick the people off the roof with their gleaming yellow talons and tear us apart with their sharp beaks. So far they hadn’t done it, but you never knew. I snapped pictures of the giant birds as they swooped down, their white underbellies reflecting the bright sunlight. 
At one point I thought I saw something else flying up there. It was kind of crazy. At first it looked like a flying carpet, as in magic-carpet-ride style. It swooped down low, then banked to the side. I could have sworn that crazy Mukta was flying it. I saw it for only a second and snapped a shot, but when I tried to get another shot, the carpet was gone and all I saw was bright sunlight. The really weird thing though, was that when I tried to look at the picture on the camera, all I saw was a blurry shadow. And I had the shot, I was sure of it. I had heard the shutter click. I thought I had to be imagining things so I went back to photographing the giant griffons swooping down low. Whatever I was taking photos of, I knew it was a numbers game. I'd have to take a lot of pictures to get one good enough to win the contest. 
It felt good to bask in the warm sun after the mud and rain from the night before. We had to hold on tight when we went around corners, but it wasn’t too bad because we were wedged between the burlap sacks of fruit. There were apricots and watermelon, of course, and apples and dates, and all the farmers seemed willing to share. A burlap sack at my back provided a nice back support, kind of like a super couch in the sky. Everything moved when we took a corner, but fortunately the roof rack, which extended around the whole roof, basically kept things in place. From his position on his back, Zak threw apricots in the air, trying to catch them in his mouth. The ride was so twisty, I hadn’t seen him get one in his mouth yet, but every time he lost an apricot it seemed like the huge Himalayan mountains got just a little closer.
“You might want to leave some fruit,” I said.
“It belongs to the farmer up front there. He said we could have some.”
“Well, have some then. Just don’t waste it.”
“I’m not wasting it. I’m catching it.” 
Zak threw another apricot up in the air, just far enough forward this time. The bus was going straight. Wind in my hair, I watched as the apricot went up and up and then down, past Zak's nose, straight into his mouth. He took a bite and pulled the apricot out.
“Yes!” 
Zak jumped up and did a little dance around the roof, pulling his fist down in the universal sign for victory. Then Zak assumed a surfing position, staring down at me like he was some kind of surfer dude. At this point, I’d been around Zak long enough to know that he wasn’t trying to impress me, he was just hyper. I decided that if we were going to be friends, I’d have to go easier on him. 
“So what do you say, Zoe? How about we just take a little look for this Ghost Leopard. We’re up here anyhow right? Our parents aren’t back for a while. What’s an extra day or two going to hurt?”
I had to admit, I was thinking the same thing, even though I hadn’t put it into words. The thing was, I really, really wanted a picture of that Leopard. I mulled the thought over in my mind, not even really noticing the thin, low-hanging electrical wire strung across the road in the distance. 
“You don’t even have any kind of plan,” I said.
“Like what?”
Two of the farmers on the front of the roof waved back at us. Looking at the farmers in their worn rubber sandals and woolen sweaters, I recognized for the first time that each of them also wore a coarse rope around their waists. I waved back at the farmers.
“I don’t know,” I said. “But we need more of a plan than just doing whatever the crazy lizard guy said. How would we even survive up there in the mountains? Have you ever even been camping? And I don’t mean in an RV.” 
“No. Not really,” Zak said. “But I came prepared. Look what my dad got me at the airport.” Zak pulled a tiny book out of the pocket of his pajamas, still surfing the top of the bus. “Survival book. Being attacked by crocodiles? Page eight. Need to build a snow cave? Page sixty-four. Want to make a fire without matches? Easy. Page three. You get the idea, this little guy has got us covered. Come on, what’s the worst that could happen? Our parents get angry? Newsflash: The nanny’s going to figure out that we aren’t at the hotel. Our parents are going to be mad whatever we do.”
I had to give him that one. There was no denying my mom was going to be mad.
 “What’s the worst that could happen?” Zak asked.
I groaned. Zak had a point. The thing was, I really didn’t know what I wanted more, to get back to the hotel or to get a picture of the Leopard? I was torn. Suddenly everybody lay down flush with the roof, the wire zipping over the front of the bus. 
An old man with no teeth in a stained white turban screamed something in Hindi.
Without even thinking, I reached up and yanked Zak down by his arm. The wire zipped by, just an inch above his nose. Any lower and it wouldn’t have just hit Zak, it would have hit the roof rack and we’d all have been electrocuted like the bugs in a mosquito zapper. The thought gave a whole new meaning to the word barbecue.
“The worst that could happen,” I quietly said, “is that we fry like the mosquitos in my grampa’s bug zapper.”
“Really?” Zak asked.
“Really.”
“That is pretty bad,” he finally agreed.
 
Now given that Zak had almost lost his head and the rest of us had nearly been bug zapped with him, you might think that the balance had been tipped and that I would insist that we go back immediately. The funny thing was though, the farther we got into the mountains, the less I thought about returning right away. I guess it was kind of like the story of the water and the frog. Drop a frog into a pot of boiling water and he jumps right out, but slowly heat the pot and he thinks he’s just taking a bath. I was the frog and the Himalayas were my pot of boiling water. I was just enjoying being there too much to bail quite yet, and so, against my better judgment, I decided to give the whole crazy adventure a chance. 
After all, I’d already left the message letting everybody know we were OK and besides, Zak was right about our parents getting angry whatever we did at this point. I knew I’d be grounded. I could probably say good bye to my privileges for a while. No TV. No YouTube. No phone. No going out to see friends. Once I got back home there would be nothing but school, piano lessons, and chores. I tried not to think about that and concentrated instead on the present. It was something I generally had a hard time doing, living in the moment, but this was a good chance to try it out. Maybe the Ghost Leopard was a myth. Maybe it could never be real in a million years. But Mukta, the yogi-lizard-guy, had shown us some pretty cool stuff the night before, stuff that looked almost magical. Whatever this mountaintop field trip was, nobody could say it wasn’t interesting. I vowed, for the next couple days at least, to see it through.
Our bus stopped in a tiny town that wasn’t much more than a hole in a mountain wall. There was a big iron bridge with a river flowing beneath it and a bunch of stalls built into the cliffside. From what we could gather it would be about a fifteen-minute stop, so we got off the bus to see if we could get some camping supplies. Each metal stall was a little store. Since it was only a short stop, I knew we had to be careful, so I volunteered to watch the bus while Zak scooted around buying what we needed. My job was easy. Well, it was easy if you forgot about all the ducking I had to do. Zak had made a big pile in the center of the walking path where he was throwing all the stuff we’d need for the trip. The pile grew higher by the minute. It was filled with cookies and blankets and shoulder bags. We even got two of those cotton checkered gumcha scarves to stay warm and a funny yak-hair hat with little bells hanging off it. I ducked as a frying pan flew my way. I was starting to get worried about how we would carry it all.
“Zak. Enough stuff.”
“We still have more money.”
“Great. You can buy a truck to put all of this in.”
“I don’t have a driver’s license.”
“You’re going to let that stop you?”
Zak thought about it. “No. Come to think of it I probably wouldn’t, but Mukta said it was hiking only.”
“Exactly. So enough already.”
Zak threw a can of peanut butter into the pile. It landed with a thump. I looked at it. Peanut butter came in cans here. I didn’t know why. I pulled out the striped canvas shoulder bags and started to load them up: plain dry cookies, a canteen, matches, a yak-hair blanket. I hoped that Zak had thought of a can opener, but I doubted it. Zak was on the other side of me, stuffing his own shoulder bags full of stuff.
“Check this out,” Zak said.
“What?”
Zak tucked in his pajama shirt displaying his new leather belt. “Whip holder,” he said. “Stryker’s new home. Very useful.”
“Fancy.” I replied. “But does it open the peanut butter?’’
“I haven’t tried.”
Zak tugged on his belt. He was a very literal guy.
“Zak. Do we have a can opener?”
Zak thought about it. While he did that, I looked up. There was a plume of blue smoke rising into the air, but the bus was gone. I followed the cloud of smoke to see that our bus was now heading toward the bridge.
“Come on!” I cried.
I started running after the bus, Zak right behind me. It wasn’t far, but it was tough going getting past the crowds of people and onto the road. Then we had to run up the hill, the bus slowly chugging up the grade a hundred feet in front of us. Zak and I huffed and puffed, but we began to make real progress just before the bridge. We ran side by side up the straightaway, closing the gap between ourselves and the bus. The bus was so overloaded its rear bumper was actually dragging on the road, sparks flying, so I thought that we might just have a chance. There was a chipped painted ladder welded to the back of the bus that extended up from the bumper to the roof.
“Faster,” I panted.
“I’m going as fast as I can.”
We were still running side by side, but I was a little taller than Zak and I knew that I needed to take the lead — there was only room on that ladder for one person at a time. So I broke into a sprint, my shoulder bags bouncing off my legs. I was close now, ten feet, five feet, three feet, two…. I grabbed onto the ladder with both hands and pulled myself up, sticking my foot on the bottom rung. I took a breath. I was there. But now I needed to get Zak on board. I turned my head. Zak wasn’t as close as I’d hoped. He was actually lagging behind. I felt the bus speed up, blue smoke coughing out of its tail pipe.
“Run!”
Zak gritted his teeth. I could tell he hated the idea of a girl beating him. Good. Maybe he’d run faster. The road started to head downhill and I felt the bus pulling away from him. I reached out to him with my hand, but he was too busy staring down at the ground to see it. Then he looked up. This was it. This was his last chance. Zak must have read my mind because he sprinted forward and took my hand, and then, in one final burst of speed, leapt onto the ladder. 
Zak held the ladder in both hands, his foot finding the bottom rung. Then he caught his breath. Both Zak and I stood there on the back of the bus as it sped up, Zak on the bottom rung of the ladder and me one rung up. I rested a couple more seconds and started to climb. When I was just about at the top of the roof, I swung my camera around on my neck and snapped a shot of Zak below me. Maybe not the most artistic shot, but with his hair all messed up and his face as red as a lobster, it was a funny one. 
“We got peanut butter. We got cookies. We’re campers,” I said.
I climbed up the last foot or so and swung myself up onto the roof of the bus. I rolled over onto my back to take in a deep breath of the fresh, cool mountain air, but I noticed that something was different. This wasn't the peaceful bus roof I had spent the morning on. Things were crazy up here; people moaning, fruit and vegetables tumbling everywhere. Zak climbed onto the roof behind me, lying down to catch his breath. He held a box of wooden matches in the air. Ganesha, the elephant-headed, multi-armed god I remembered from the swimming pool, was printed on the match box. 
“We got cool matches with a crazy elephant god on it,” Zak said.
 Ganesha was supposed to be the bringer of good luck, which I thought was exactly the opposite of the kind of luck we were starting to have. I turned my eyes to the front of the moving bus where our not-so-good friend Rhino Butt was slashing open burlap bags with a gleaming silver knife.
“Oh boy,” I said.
Rhino Butt looked up from the burlap sack and stepped forward.
“I was surprised you followed me here,” he said, “until I realized how stupid you two are.”
Rhino Butt held up a bag of sunflower seeds and Zak's pocket survival book. “Are a bag of sunflower seeds and a picture book really all you thought you'd need to survive one of the least hospitable environments on Earth?”
“We got peanut butter,” Zak said, pulling the can from his shoulder bag.
“Yum,” Rhino Butt said.
Both Zak and I rose. Even though we were on the roof of a bus, it really didn’t seem like a great time to be lying down. Rhino Butt lifted his gleaming knife. Zak dropped the can of peanut butter.
“Your parents are a long way away and even if they were right here, they couldn’t help you, so let's make this as painless as possible, shall we? Which one of you has it?”
Rhino Butt strode toward us as the bus twisted around a sharp corner. I lost my footing, stumbling to the side, as did Zak. Even Rhino Butt slid to the side of the roof. But then he got up again. And he was angry.
“I want it back,” Rhino Butt said.
“Want what back?” Zak asked.
“My map. Now!”
 Rhino Butt had moved much closer now and I was starting to get scared. The guy was a full-grown bully and Zak was too brave for his own good. I didn’t think Zak could back down if he wanted to. He was too proud.
“Mr. Rhino Butt,” I said, the words barely leaving my mouth before I realized my mistake. “Sir,” I corrected myself. “I understand you’re mad. I’m mad at him too. Just calm down and he’ll give you what you want.”
“You bet he will,” Rhino Butt said.
Zak moved forward, standing between Rhino Butt and me.
“Look,” Zak said. “I don’t have it.”
“Then you’d better find it.”
Rhino Butt lunged ahead with his open hand trying to grab Zak by the collar. Zak ducked to the side. Rhino Butt swiped at him again, but, once more, Zak was able to spiral away. The passengers on the roof cheered.
“All you need to do is give it back,” Rhino Butt said.
“What did I tell you? I don't have it.”
The toothless man with the stained turban tossed Zak a rusty, curved blade. Miraculously, Zak caught the knife by its wooden handle, but I couldn’t believe it. Had Zak really played so many video games that he actually believed he could win a knife fight against this monster?
“Just give it to him!” I screamed over the engine noise and wind.
Zak and Rhino Butt circled around on the roof of the bus, a black tunnel approaching. It was like watching a midget battle a monster — I just knew it wasn’t going to end well. I strained my brain to figure out a way to help Zak, but I didn’t know what to do. I could jump on Rhino Butt’s back, but then what would happen? He’d toss me off. There had to be a better way. Rhino Butt picked up a sack of fruit as though it weighed nothing and threw it at Zak. Zak ducked, but I knew his luck wouldn’t last forever, even with that elephant god’s help. Rhino Butt was getting closer. 
But thankfully, so was the tunnel. The tunnel was it, I thought, Zak’s one chance. The bus sped toward it. I wanted to warn Zak without alerting Rhino Butt, but I didn’t know how. Finally, I just jumped up and screamed. 
“Bug zapper!”
Everybody on the front of the roof ducked. I ducked praying that Zak knew what I was trying to tell him. That was when Rhino Butt decided to stop playing nice. He lunged at Zak with the knife. And Zak dove down flat on the roof of the bus. Seeing everybody else bent low, Rhino Butt whirled to see the mouth of the tunnel about to take him out. Rhino Butt was no slouch though. Without a moment to spare, he leapt off the roof of the bus and onto the rocky slope of the mountainside. 
I watched as we sailed into the tunnel without him, Rhino Butt sliding down the rocky shale cliffside to the road below. It was dark in the tunnel, the low rock ceiling whipping past inches above our noses, but what was scarier still had been the look on Rhino Butt’s face. It was a mean, nasty look. The look, I thought, of a man who was very, very bad. The bus blasted through the tunnel and five seconds later, we were back under the bright sky, the Himalayas looming ever larger in the distance. Zak watched as the bus passed a fork in the road. Beneath the Hindi lettering, a white stone mile marker read Tatura. I remembered the name from the night before, but given what had just happened, I thought we had more immediate concerns.
“Wasn’t that our turn?” Zak said.
I looked backward, but didn’t reply. It wasn’t over yet. Our bus was now being followed by a green army Jeep. Rhino Butt’s men were with him. I recognized them from the airport. One sat in the driver’s seat, Rhino Butt beside him, while the other sat in the back. It was weird, but it looked like the guy in the back was doing something to his teeth, like I don’t know, filing them? Both Zak and I stared at all three of them as the bus sailed down the steep grade. 
“Maybe we can outrun him,” Zak said.
The Jeep was gone for a moment, but rounded a corner and was that much closer. It was definitely gaining on us.
“In a creaky old bus? This isn’t a video game, Zak. He is totally going to catch us.”
I burrowed my way under a heavy canvas tarpaulin.
“What are you doing?” Zak asked.
“Hiding.”
Even I had to admit, hiding didn’t make much sense, but I wasn’t at my most rational right then and there. The bus was really going. Faster than the whole time we had been on it. I closed my eyes and wished I could burrow farther down, right through the metal roof, right though the bus and under the road where I could disappear. But I knew that wishing and doing were two different things and it wasn’t likely that I’d be able to do any of that. I couldn’t do the impossible, so I’d have to hope for the best. Suddenly a strange silence filled the air. I didn’t hear the engine of the bus. I didn’t smell exhaust. All I heard was the wind. I popped my head out from under the canvas.
“I think the driver cut the engine,” Zak said.
I knew that it would be awhile before I could drive a car, but why would the driver do that? I'd been driving around since I was in a baby seat and my mother had never turned off the engine while driving. I was pretty sure that was a crazy thing to do. Zak seemed to know what I was thinking.
“Saves gas, I guess,” Zak said.
“Holy India,” I said quietly. I had caught sight of something out of the corner of my eye. Something I wasn’t sure I had actually seen.
“I know, isn’t this place nuts? We should travel without our parents more often.”
“Holy, insane, crazy India.”
I wasn’t a hundred percent certain my eyes weren’t playing tricks on me. Because I saw elephants — lots of elephants. We snaked around a corner and the elephants disappeared for a moment, but then they were back again and bigger than ever. A huge, long line of them blocked the entire road. There was no way the bus could stop in time. About the only thing that could save us would be the elephants sprouting wings and flapping away. Or the bus could transform into a flying fighting robot. But I didn’t see either of those things happening. Not in this life anyway. We were close enough that I could stare the lead elephant straight in the face. The elephant had a red flower painted on its gray forehead and soft, kind, watery eyes. I grinned, but I was terrified. We were headed straight for it. That’s when I heard the bus’s brakes screech to life. I felt my body leave the roof of the bus as I was hurled forward. Wind in my hair and the sun in my eyes, I rocketed through the air convinced that I was about to die.
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AN ELEPHANT NEVER FORGETS
 
I flew forward over the roof of the bus for what felt like forever. The brakes screeched in my ears. But that crazy elephant luck was on my side. I slammed into the toothless farmer at the front of the bus, stopping cold. Toothless was roped to the roof rack, so he didn’t move much, but Zak wasn’t so lucky. He missed Toothless and sailed straight through the gap over the front of the bus. I couldn’t believe it. One minute Zak was there and the next he was gone.
I heard a loud crack over the squeal of the brakes, but I couldn’t place it. What I did notice, however, was the silver tip of Zak's whip, Stryker, wrapped around the front bar of the roof rack. The bus lurched to a stop and I peered over the front of it. Holy India! Zak hung there, holding Stryker’s handle in both hands as he dangled in front of the cracked windshield. He must have somehow been able to crack his whip in the nick of time.
“You OK?” I asked.
“Yeah, great.”
“Lucky you had Stryker.”
“You’re telling me.”
I watched as the big bull elephant sniffed Zak from behind. The elephant was eye level with Zak as he dangled there. He looked at Zak apologetically, as if he understood that Zak was in a difficult position but he also needed to get by. Then the elephant lifted his trunk and trumpeted. It sounded like a fog horn going off in a coat closet to me. I can only imagine how loud it was to Zak. Then the elephant rubbed his trunk up Zak's back. It looked like he was either going to squeeze him or kiss him to death.
The elephant kissed him. As Zak hung there, the elephant put the end of his snotty trunk on Zak’s head and blew. I could barely watch it was so gross. It looked like the attack of the snot monster or something. I ducked my head lower, praying that the elephant wouldn’t see me. My strategy worked. The elephant ignored me completely. He removed his trunk from Zak's head and the bus started its engine. The bus then backed into a turnout next to the rock wall giving the elephants just enough room to squeeze past if they walked single file.
Zak continued to hang there by his whip as we backed up. Looking past him, I could see that a short, middle-aged man with dark hair and wise eyes rode just behind the head of the first elephant. That would be the mahout, the Hindi name for an elephant driver. I hadn’t noticed him earlier, maybe because I was preoccupied with the fact that I was about to die. The mahout wore a small cotton sack around his neck. The rest of the seven or eight elephants were roped together behind him, pigs and chickens and snakes living in the wooden pots and cages lashed to their backs. I guess Zak was getting tired of hanging there because he reached up for the roof rack, pulling himself up onto the bus's roof. Once he was up top, he sprawled out alongside a sack of apricots.
“Are you sure you’re OK?”
“I think so,” Zak said.
“I’m pretty sure we need a plan,” I said.
“Follow me.”
Zak looped a shoulder bag around his neck and grabbed me by the arm. I don’t know where his second shoulder bag was, but he didn’t seem overly concerned. I grabbed one of my shoulder bags too. Everything had gone flying to the front of the roof in that crazy stop and I saw no reason to leave it there, even if I couldn’t find the other bag. I looked down at the giant beast struggling to get past the bus. 
“An elephant is not a plan, Zak.”
“Neither is staying on this roof.”
Zak had a point. We leapt from the top of the bus to the back of the lead elephant. We almost fell off as we landed several feet behind the mahout. There was all kinds of stuff tied there: a chair with a broken leg, a steering wheel from an old car, a padded vinyl bar stool, but mostly goats. Five goats, all in a big bamboo cage. There was also a crocodile. It was in another cage on the other side of the goats and it looked like it wanted to eat us. Zak's foot slipped through the bamboo slats of the crocodile cage as he fought to get his balance back. The crocodile’s jaws snapped shut, narrowly missing Zak's sneaker. Zak pulled his foot out of the cage and hunched down with me on the other side of the elephant, behind the goats. 
I heard the bus drive on without us. We didn’t find cover a moment too soon. The Jeep came to a screeching halt in front of us. Zak and I were hidden behind the goats, so we could only peek though the bamboo cage, but what we saw was scary. Rhino Butt reached over from the passenger side and pounded down on the horn of the Jeep. What was strange was the calm in his driver’s eyes. It looked like he was challenging the elephant, one wild animal to another. The driver stared down our elephant, our elephant not giving up an inch. Then our elephant snorted and the driver did the same thing. Finally, our elephant tapped his foot. Zak and I could feel the elephant’s movement from where we huddled. Rhino Butt’s driver revved his engine as if to answer the elephant. I was getting worried. Where would a duel between a Jeep and an elephant go? Our elephant had tusks, but the Jeep had spiked hooks on its bumper. Whatever happened, it would be ugly.
 But instead of charging, our elephant stood up on its hind legs. We scrambled to hang onto the bars of the bamboo goat cage as our elephant trumpeted, its deep call echoing through the hills. Tumbling goats licked our fingers from inside their cage.
“This isn’t fun,” I whispered through clenched teeth.
“You think?” Zak said.
Our elephant continued to trumpet. I felt the burn in my arms. I didn’t know how much longer I could hang on. The elephant’s hide was scratchy and rough. It smelled like moist earth.
I heard the Jeep’s engine rev loudly again, but this time, there was a hum, like it was going backward. I struggled to keep my balance as our elephant lowered himself back down onto all four feet and plodded slowly ahead. We were hidden behind the goat cage, but not well enough that someone couldn’t see us if they were really looking. It didn’t matter though. There wasn’t a lot we could do now. I could see Rhino Butt in the Jeep. Our elephant was walking right past him. I crouched there with Zak, between the crocodile and the goats. I could see the driver as well as Rhino Butt and the guy in the back seat who had been filing his teeth. Both the driver and the guy in the back had the same scary, half-asleep, watery gleam to their dark eyes. That gleam and their sharp yellow teeth sent a chill down my spine. Peeking through the bamboo bars, I watched as the driver cringed away from the swinging charm around the mahout’s neck. 
We remained absolutely still as we plodded past. Even the goats seemed to back away from the Jeep in fear. Then I felt our elephant stop. Rhino Butt was staring straight at us. I was so close to Zak that I smelled the elephant’s sickly sweet snot-slobber on his head. I held my breath. Zak did the same. Rhino Butt just stared. I could see him in his Jeep. Then one of the goats moved and I couldn’t see anything but dirty white fur. I felt movement and our elephant started walking again. A moment later I heard the roar of the Jeep’s engine as it pulled away. After that all I heard was the gentle breathing of our elephant. Nothing else.
“Is he gone?” I asked.
Zak peered out from between the goats. “I think so.”
“You think so or you know so?”
Zak looked behind us and then in front of us. I raised my own head. There were a few tiny run-down stalls up the road in the distance, but no sign of Rhino Butt or his Jeep anywhere.
“He’s gone,” Zak said, breathing a deep sigh of relief. 
 
Our elephant stopped at the stalls. The stalls were made of stone capped with rusted tin roofs and inside of them, men drank steaming chai from tall glasses. I looked over the backside of the elephant. It was a long way down to the ground below. Zak, never one to dally, took one look and slid right down the elephant’s butt. He landed in a crouch, but he was OK, so I followed him. It was my first chance to have a really good look at Zak since the bus top. The elephant slobber on his head had dried, causing his hair to stick out in crazy directions like he’d put in too much hair goop. I would have taken a picture, but I held my nose instead. Zak stank. Whatever was in the elephant snot, it did not smell good.
“You stink like a bag of snot,” I said.
“Be nice. We both owe that elephant.”
“You’re right.” I patted the side of the elephant. “What are we going to do, Zak?”
“Ooh.” 
Zak looked away. I was confused until I saw what he was staring at. Our elephant was taking a poop. Make that a giant poop. I kid you not, the poop was the size of a basketball, or more accurately, basketballs. There were more than one of them. The huge round poops steamed as they dropped to the ground at our feet, pieces of straw poking out from inside of them.
“Eww!” I said holding my nose and looking away.
“What did you say?” Zak asked.
“I said gross.”
“No. You were asking what we were going to do.”
“Rhino Butt tried to kill you, Zak.”
“I don’t think so. I think he was just mad.”
“He was more than mad. He was insane.”
“Maybe a little.”
“I think we should give him the map, Zak.”
“How are we going to do that?”
“I don’t know.”
“Exactly,” Zak said. “That’s why we need to keep it.”
I looked around. There were donkeys tethered outside the tea stalls. They had thick, colorful blankets on their backs like saddles. Our big elephant kneeled down and the mahout stepped off its head.
“What do you think that guy’s called?” Zak said. “He’s not like a race car driver or a truck diver, he’s an elephant driver. Do you think elephant drivers get their own name?”
“A mahout,” I said. “They call him a mahout.” I made a note to myself that I should finish reading that last book about India that my mom had given me. I hadn’t gotten through the whole thing yet and I was worried that pretty soon, I wouldn’t be able to answer Zak's questions.
“Cool,” Zak said. “When I grow up I want to be a mahout.”
The mahout stepped toward us. He smiled and took out a knife. Both Zak and I stepped back. Our experience with knives had not been positive so far. But the mahout didn’t try to attack us, he just bent down and cut a small slice out of the steaming pile of elephant dung. 
“Double gross,” I said quietly.
The mahout ignored me. “The Vanara is evil. Elephant knows,” he said.
The mahout took a small cotton sack out of his pocket. The sack was off-white and exactly the same as the sack he had hanging from a black cord around his own neck. I recognized the cord as elephant hair. It was thick, like leather, and they sold it at the jewelry-making shops back home that I sometimes went to with my mother. The mahout opened the sack and stuck the steaming elephant poop inside of it. Then he tied it tight with a second black elephant-hair cord. The mahout reached toward me.
“No, no, no,” I said, ducking away, back toward the elephant.
Unable to reach me, the mahout turned to Zak with the elephant-poop necklace.
“Easy now,” Zak said.
The mahout looped the stinking charm around Zak's neck. Zak checked it out. I swear, he seemed to like it. I guess it didn’t smell too bad. Not compared to his own head. The mahout then reached into his pocket and pulled out an old, brightly colored postcard. The postcard was creased and worn, but it showed what looked like a warrior or soldier fighting off an evil-looking Monkey Man under a fiery orange sky. The monkey and soldier looked kind of like what Mukta had shown us in the brass pot. Not only that, but the warrior wore the same sort of yellow yak-hair hat with jingling bells that Zak had bought back at the bazaar.
“Follow the way, Mud Devils,” the mahout said. 
Mud Devils? That was weird. How did he know Mukta had called us that? The mahout bowed his head and put his hands together, his fingers pointing upward, just as the other people we had met had. Then he walked away.
 
I walked toward the stalls. I wasn’t really hungry, but I was curious. The stalls looked like they mainly sold chai, the donkeys with thick blankets on their backs tethered outside.
“Want anything?” Zak asked.
I shook my head as Zak wandered inside one of the stalls. I stayed outside and paced. I guess maybe curious wasn’t the best way to describe how I was feeling. I was wired. I felt like I was still on that rooftop flying through the air at a million miles an hour. My heart was still racing and I knew I need to slow it down. If I didn’t, it would probably explode. I looked around. The road ended a few feet from where I stood, a path continuing between two towering rocks. I guessed we were in Tatura. Mukta had said that where the road ends, the way to Tendua Tibba began. What I really wanted, which I hadn’t told Zak, was a minute to compose myself. I took a deep breath to try and slow my racing heart. Though I hoped that the guys in the Jeep were gone, I wasn’t counting on it. That would be too easy and nothing about this trip had been easy so far. I took a deep breath, in and out, in and out, my heart slowly calming. Not long after, Zak came back out pulling two donkeys on a rope behind him. He held a handful of samosas in his open palm, one already in his mouth.
“You have to try one. It’s a samosa,” he said. “Potato and spices in this triangular shell. They’re like a three-dimensional corn chip. They’re great.” Zak finished chewing. “I rented these donkeys. The guys inside say they know the way.”
I was silent while Zak shoved the samosas into his mouth.
“It’s really simple. We pull the donkey’s tails to get them to go. Pull again and they stop.”
I didn’t speak.
“OK. I admit Rhino Butt and his meat cleaver were a little unexpected.”
I turned away from him. I saw Zak reach for his running shoe out of the corner of my eye.
“Look. I know I shouldn’t have kept the map.”
“Or the money,” I said.
“Or the money.”
Zak removed the folded map from his shoe. I didn’t know he had put it in there. It was a little wet, but otherwise fine.
“If you want, we can give the map back. You know, if we see him again.”
“What I want is to see what he’s so excited about.”
Zak unfolded the map. The weathered parchment was stained brown from the water and mud in Zak's shoe, but that wasn’t the only way it looked different from the way it had looked back at the hotel pool. Parts of the map were glowing. And not just a little either. Among all the X’s on the map, one of them glowed a hot yellow. A fiery golden path led through the mountains toward it.
“This is totally hot,” Zak said. “Like it feels hot.”
“Maybe it was the water that did it, like invisible ink.”
“Maybe it’s Mukta showing us the way.”
 “Come on, do you really believe him?”
“You saw the same thing I did back at the hut. Mukta said the Ghost Leopard would climb Tendua Tibba under the light of the full moon.”
“Mukta was a crazy man,” I said.
“Maybe,” Zak said. “But what if he’s right?” Zak pointed out Tendua Tibba on the map. “If he is, the Leopard will be there.”
I shrugged. I had to admit, seeing the map glow had undone all of that deep breathing I’d just done to calm myself. Sure, this Rhino Butt guy was a problem, but even though I was loathe to admit it, I was really starting to think that there might actually be a Ghost Leopard out there. I wasn’t ready to talk about it though. Not yet. Zak handed me a samosa.
“Look, Zoe, I’m sorry for everything. If you want to go straight back right now, I totally get it.”
I took a couple of steps beyond the road to the two giant stones standing on either side of the path like a gate. Actually, I was pretty sure Zak didn’t get it. This wasn’t about being chased by Rhino Butt. It wasn’t about almost dying in a bus crash. It was about what was possible. I stepped forward so that I stood between the towering stones. They rose on either side of me, my body casting a somber shadow across the path. Walking beyond them would be committing. I would not only be committing to help Zak find the Ghost Leopard, but I would also be committing, to the idea at least, that maybe some of the things I had seen in Mukta's hut last night, some of the things that looked almost magical, might be real. It was a big thing and I took my commitments seriously. I wasn’t going to continue on unless I thought there was chance, however small, that we might actually find this Ghost Leopard. And even though everything I had learned in school told my there probably wasn’t a chance, everything I had seen so far on my trip to India told my that there was. Besides, I didn’t have to listen to everything Mukta said. If we found this Ghost Leopard I might be able to get a really cool picture. Or not. Everything about this trip was a risk.
I couldn’t decide what to do. Not rationally. Not with my brain anyway. So I closed my eyes and listened to my heart. When I did, I could see nothing, but I felt my feet move of their own accord. They took me one, then two steps forward, beyond the towering rocks. When I opened my eyes again, I was in a different world. Almost like magic, the clouds parted in the sky above. Rays of sunlight shot down revealing the green terraced rice fields in the valley far below, the giant Himalayan mountains shooting above. Zak walked through the stone gates behind me, dragging the donkeys. I looked him in the eye.
“I want you to promise me that you’re going to try to stop doing crazy stuff that will get us killed.”
“I promise,” Zak said.
“Really?”
“I promise to at least try,” he said.
“Then let’s get a picture of this thing.”
I hopped up onto my donkey, reached behind me, and pulled on its tail. That was all it took. The next thing I knew I was galloping down the path to who knew where.
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THE YOGI WAY
 
After a while my donkey calmed down and I was able to snap a few pictures as we rode. The sun shone and the birds chirped and my heart finally began to a beat at a more normal pace. Even though we had only just escaped Rhino Butt that morning, we were off the road in a place his Jeep couldn’t get to us. That felt good. And the landscape was beautiful. Speckled sunlight shone through the pine trees as we headed along the narrow ridge, a river running through the valley below. I did get the feeling that we might be being followed, but not by land, by air. Like the same magic carpet was keeping tabs on us or something. A couple of times I pointed my camera at the sky behind me and clicked the shutter, but I only ever got a blur. The sun got into the shot somehow. I tried to let go of the feeling we were being shadowed. I was probably just being paranoid after our crazy morning. 
A woman with a giant bundle of twigs on her back approached and I snapped her picture. It looked like she was collecting firewood.
“Do you ever wonder why your dad brought you along on this trip?” I asked Zak.
“I don’t know. He asked if I wanted to come.”
“I know. But your dad and my mom have been going on these trips for ages. I’ve gone, I think, twice total. How about you?”
“Once before. I went to New York with my dad.”
“So why are they letting us come with them now?”
“I’m not sure,” Zak said. “I think my dad is worried about me since he and my mom split.”
“I know what you mean,” I said.
“I didn’t know your mom split with your dad.”
“She didn’t,” I said. “I mean, I didn’t know my dad. What I was trying to say is, I think my mom is worried about me too.”
The donkeys plodded along. The path was wider here and we could walk side by side. The trail was busier than I would have expected. What looked like a giant, shiny black lump was coming down the trail. It wasn’t until it was right beside us that I figured out what the huge shiny thing was. It was a piano, a baby grand by the looks of it. The piano had worn ebony and ivory keys and the man who carried it was bent nearly all the way over, holding the piano steady with a thick canvas strap around his sweating forehead. I couldn’t believe it. I didn’t think it was even possible for one person to carry a piano. 
“Heavy,” Zak said, staring at the piano. “Why is your mom worried?” he asked.
I didn’t answer. I eased my donkey to the side of the path, letting the piano man past.
“Namaste,” I said, bowing my head and putting my hands together in the traditional greeting I had now seen many times. 
The man with the piano on his back smiled back at me, beads of sweat running down his cheeks. He was called a coolie. His job was to carry things and for a long moment, I felt very guilty that I had a donkey to ride and this poor guy had to carry somebody’s piano. It didn’t seem fair. I would have given him my donkey, but I don’t think the donkey could have carried it. One thing I vowed to do was think about the poor guy every time I practiced the piano after school. It wouldn’t make carrying the piano any easier for him, but at least it would make practice seem not so hard. The piano man bowed his head as he passed. 
“Why’s your mom worried?” Zak asked again.
It was me who had stupidly brought the topic up, so I knew I was going to have to answer. I gently pulled the tail on my donkey to get him walking again.
“A couple of weeks ago I found out some stuff about being adopted,” I said.
“Whoa,” Zak said. “Like you didn’t know before?”
“No, I knew I was adopted, but a couple of weeks ago, I actually found the paperwork and some pictures and stuff. I was looking for something in my mom’s office, going through her stuff, and there it was, the date my mom got me and everything. But there was no mention of my birth parents. It just said unknown.”
“What did your mom say?”
“Nothing.”
“What do you mean nothing?”
“She didn’t say anything. We didn’t actually talk about it.”
“Well, if you’re worried about it, shouldn’t you ask her?”
“I don’t know. I left her office in a hurry when I heard her car pull in. I left the papers out, so I’m pretty sure she knows I was looking around.”
“And she didn’t say anything?”
“Not yet. That’s what I’m worried about. I think that’s why she brought me on this trip. So we could have some quality time together. So maybe she could tell me about my birth parents.”
“That is going to be mega awkward.”
“Tell me about it,” I said.
“Did you find out anything else? Like where you were adopted from?”
“St. James hospital in Virginia. That’s it. That’s all I know.”
“And I thought my little chat about behaving myself around my dad’s new girlfriend was going to be a  pain.”
“He has a new girlfriend?” I asked.
“Not yet, but in case he gets one.”
We came to a creek cutting across the path. A stream of diverted water ran over a banana leaf and through the legs of the stone sculpture of a five-headed god. The god looked a lot like Hanuman, the monkey god, but all the gods had so many arms it was really hard to be sure. The donkeys started to drink so Zak and I got off. Zak bent down and opened up his mouth, taking a drink from the water running off the banana leaf. 
“I told you, you shouldn't drink the water,” I said. “You can get sick around here.”
“I guarantee we’ll get sicker if we don’t drink anything at all.”
“Well, when you put it like that…”
I knew Zak was right so I knelt down and drank. The bubbly water was fresh and cold. It probably came straight from some mountain glacier, so I wasn’t too worried about getting sick. Plus, I didn’t realize how thirsty I was. I thought I might open a pack of cookies too. But as I wiped my mouth dry I had that funny feeling again. The feeling that we were being watched.
“What do you think about this Ghost Leopard?” Zak said. “They say it’s a ghost wandering around all the time and it only becomes real, like with a body and everything, once every hundred years. That’s crazy.”
“Shh…” 
“Imagine only getting your body back once every hundred years. You’ve only got that one night to enjoy yourself and poof, when the sun comes out you’re a ghost again.”
“I said be quiet.”
“If I knew I was going to get my body back for only that one night, I’d enjoy every moment of it. I’m talking a good time. I’d probably eat lots of pizza. And ice cream. Chocolate ice cream. Do you think a ghost feels full when it eats?”
“How would I know?” I said. I was getting really annoyed. “Just be quiet.”
“Why?”
“I heard humming or an engine.”
We both listened. This time I couldn’t hear anything but the wind in the trees.
“It’s impossible that you heard an engine,” Zak said, measuring the width of the trail. “Piano, yes. Jeep, no. There’s no way he could get his car down here.”
“Listen.”
I thought I heard the humming again. It seemed to be coming from the slope directly above the stream. I needed to warn Zak.
“We’re being watched,” I said quietly. “Look behind us. But make it casual. We don't want them to know we’re on to them.”
“I told you it’s impossible,” Zak said. “This trail is too narrow for a Jeep.”
Then we both heard a loud cough. It didn’t come from Zak. And it didn’t come from me. There was no denying it this time. Somebody was watching us. Both of us froze. But neither of us were sure what to do about it so we continued to stare at each other. Then, like clockwork, we both whipped our heads around. I almost expected to see a fire-eating dragon. Or Rhino Butt’s Jeep turned into a flying tank. But no big deal, it was only Mukta. He sat on his carpet on the slope above us, floating above the rocks. Wait a minute, did I say no big deal? I meant very big deal. Mukta was floating, literally floating, above the rocks. Whatever he was sitting on was clearly some kind of magic carpet. The thing hovered in the air. 
“Did I freak you, Mud Devils?” Mukta asked.
“Yeah. You freaked us, Mukta. What are you doing here?”
Mukta took a drink from a bottle and began to gargle.
“Gargling,” Mukta said. “Betel juice: Good for the stamina.”
“Mukta?”
“Yes, Mud Devil?” Mukta said, while still gargling.
“I mean what are you doing here? Why did you follow us?”
Mukta spit out his mouthful of betel juice.
“I am checking on your progress.”
I shaded my eyes against the sunlight and stared at Mukta. His carpet was at least three feet off the ground, but he sat on it as though he was on a park bench. Had he been following us the whole time on that thing?
“Does your carpet fly?” I asked matter-of-factly.
“Now it hovers. But yes, on a good day my carpet will fly.”
“Cool,” Zak said.
I raised my camera to my eye and snapped Mukta's picture, hovering carpet and all. But a weird thing happened. The same weird thing that I’m pretty sure was happening before when I tried to take a picture of whatever was following us in the sky from the top of the bus. When I looked at the camera’s screen, I saw only a shadow where Mukta should have been hovering. I snapped his picture again and the same thing happened. No Mukta, just a shadow. 
“I see you have your camera, Mud Devil. I truly hope you are not planning to capture a photo of the Leopard.”
“No way,” Zak said. “We know the Ghost Leopard can’t have its picture taken.” 
“Good,” Mukta said. “One cannot capture the moment, Mud Devil. The answers you seek cannot be found with one finger on the shutter.”
Mukta's carpet lowered and he stepped off of it and down the slope. He sat on the trail, crossing his legs. 
“There is little time. We must sit.”
“Mukta, thanks for checking in on us, but I think we’re OK,” I said.
“Long journeys begin with the lizard's tiny step. I sense the yogi within you, Zoe Guire. Now sit. Both of you cross your legs.”
I shared a look with Zak and we both sat and crossed our legs. At least it felt natural to me. I was happy for all those yoga classes I'd done with my mom. Even though they were boring at the time, I had a funny feeling that they were about to become very useful. 
“If you are to follow the Yogi Way,” Mukta said, “you must learn to believe. Close your eyes.”
Zak closed his eyes first, just like that, no fuss, no muss. He was always so eager. Though I was willing to listen, I was way more skeptical. I thought it was strange that this old man was following us around on a flying carpet, and even stranger that he wanted us to sit down in the middle of the trail and cross our legs. But if I had learned anything on this trip so far, it was that things were strange in these mountains. 
“You must unloose your energies,” Mukta said. “Rocks, trees, the very world we live in, these things are in the mind. Living, dying, these things too.”
I could feel a New Age lecture coming on, like when my mom’s yoga instructor told her to say “om” while she sat in the lotus position. But I didn’t want to come across as a know-it-all, so I half-closed my eyes and listened.
“The Yogi Way, it must permeate your being. You must know this if you are to understand that this…” Mukta waved his arms through the air, “…is not this.”
I didn’t get it. I didn’t get how he expected us to see his arms waving around if our eyes were supposed to be closed and I didn’t get what he was talking about either. “What’s not what?” I said.
“This,” Mukta exhaled, gesturing at the world around him, “is not this. Your mind is matter. Matter is mind.”
“What’s the matter?” Zak said, his eyes still closed.
“Matter,” I said. “Matter is another name for material. I think he’s saying your brain is made out of material.”
“Material like you’d sew a shirt out of?”
“No. Like material, like everything is made out of some kind of material. He’s saying your brain imagines the world and that’s why we have a world.” I was guessing, but I thought that was where Mukta was going.
“That is wicked deep,” Zak said. “You should totally write that down, Zo.”
Zak had dropped the “e” in my name. I wasn’t sure how I felt about it. Generally only my mom and friends did that. Was Zak becoming my friend? I snuck a peek at him. He sat there, his legs crossed and eyes closed, a big smile on his face. Once again I was amazed at how fully Zak threw himself into everything he did. I guess part of me wished I could be more like that.
Mukta inhaled. “Being is all,” he said.
“Being is all,” Zak repeated. “Like human being?” he asked me quietly.
“I don’t know. I guess. Why are you asking me?” I said.
“Because you’re the deep one,” Zak said.
Mukta interrupted us both. “Once you know these things, you can do as you will,” Mukta said.
I let my half-closed eyes fall shut. But I just wasn’t as trusting as Zak. He could keep his eyes closed if he wanted. But I didn’t want to. So I opened up. Zak's eyes were still closed so he didn’t see me. Neither did Mukta. But then a funny thing began to happen. Mukta began to float. But he wasn’t sitting on his carpet. He wasn’t sitting on anything at all. He was levitating, rising higher and higher above the path, the spotted birthmark on his hand glowing faintly.
When Mukta reached about three feet up, floating there in midair, he stopped moving upwards. It didn’t look like a trick, but really, I didn’t know what to think. Last night’s show-and-tell with the little gods in the bowl had been freaky enough, but at least that had seemed explainable in some way. There could have been a TV or projector in the pot or something. The snake whip and carpet were less explainable, but the carpet was pretty far away. It could have been a trick. Mukta floating in the middle of the trail, however, was right in front of me. I didn’t speak. I was too interested in what might happen next. Because there was no logical explanation for what I was seeing. A stalk of green bamboo rustled in the breeze. Then the wind picked up and I watched as the bamboo actually passed through Mukta's forehead like he wasn’t there. 
“The world may pass through you,” Mukta said.
Zak repeated after him. “The world may pass through you.”
Mukta extended his arm, passing it through the trunk of a gnarled old pine tree. 
“You may pass through the world. Please. Open your eyes.”
Zak opened his eyes to see Mukta floating there with his arm in the tree trunk.
“Whoa,” Zak said.
Mukta took his arm out of the tree and settled back down to the ground. 
“The world is yours to save. Do not forget this, Mud Devils.”
Mukta stood and bowed, his palms placed gently together, finger tips pointed up. Then he walked off through the trees.
“Wait,” I said.
I followed the path through the trees that Mukta had taken but was stopped by a sheer cliff. I saw a spotted green lizard basking on a rock but no of sign of Mukta anywhere. He was gone. When I looked back up the hill, his carpet was no longer there either. Black thunder clouds rolled in across the sky. I was annoyed. I might have been trying to expand my mind, but I still liked things to make sense.
“I don't believe in yogis,” I called out to no one in particular.
The only ones who seemed interested were the donkeys who stared at me through the pine trees. I wasn’t exactly sure why I did it, but I mimed pulling the donkeys’ tails, jerking down hard with both fists. That was all it took. The donkeys brayed loudly and took off back the way we came at a full donkey gallop. I kicked at the dirt in frustration. Not only did I not understand how Mukta had been able to do what he did, now I'd gotten us stranded. I felt the first big wet drop of rain hit my cheek. It was followed by another drop and then another, a little quicker than the last. The afternoon was definitely taking a turn for the worse.
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THE GIFT OF THE ELEPHANT'S TEAR
 
Zak and I hiked up the trail, soaked to the skin. The rain beat down so hard, that I knew we weren’t dealing with normal rain. The rain was much heavier than that. This rain was like standing under a garden hose.
“Holy India,” Zak said. “They should have another name for rain like this.”
“They do,” I said. “It’s called a monsoon.”
“Mon whatever. It’s crazy!”
“Kind of like Mukta floating in midair?” I said.
“That was nuts too.”
“What’s really starting to get me is this reincarnation stuff. All this rebirth. As in the maiden being reborn all those different times, first as a soldier, then as a sailor, then as a tailor. That’s freaky.”
“That’s karma,” Zak said. “Everybody knows that. What comes around goes around. If you’re not nice to people in this life you could be reborn as a bug or something in the next life and someone will squish you.”
“Bugs aren’t all bad,” I said. “I wouldn’t mind being reborn as a ladybug.”
“How about a slug?”
“How about a Ghost Leopard with a crazy Monkey Man shooting arrows at you?”
“I guess the Leopard just got really unlucky. The whole karma idea is that you need to be nice now because you don’t know what you’ll be reborn as later.”
“I know,” I said. “That’s why it’s so freaky. It’s like our every move is being watched by the karma police.”
“It’s not that freaky,” Zak said. “My mom goes on these Buddhist retreats. She tells me about this rebirth stuff all the time.”
“Really? It’s not that freaky? There’s an old man that looks like he’s wearing a diaper following us around on a magic carpet. You’re telling me you don’t you find that just a little bit strange?”
“Well, yeah, that part is a little weird.”
“No, come on, you’ve got to give me more than that,” I said. “Some of the stuff that has been happening to us is downright nuts.”
“Let’s dry off and we can talk about it later,” Zak said.
I wiped the raindrops from my face. “How do you want to dry off? Should we do a reverse rain dance and wait for a giant umbrella to descend magically from the clouds?”
“Or we could just go inside,” Zak said.
“Yeah. Great idea. Like I said, how do you plan on doing that?”
“I was thinking we’d open the door.”
Zak pointed down the path. Stupid me, I hadn’t seen it. A building was visible through the mist. It looked like it was hanging off the canyon wall. I picked up the pace as we got closer. The building looked like it had a roof and, for that moment, that was all that I cared about. When we got nearer, it was clear to me that the building was a temple. The outside walls were made of wood and covered in strange carvings that looked a lot like the gods in Mukta's steamy brass pot. Cobbled stones led to the rough hewn wooden door. I paused for a moment outside in the rain. We didn’t know what was inside, but it had to be better than staying out in the monsoon. So I knocked. 
There was no answer. Zak did what he did best and opened the door a crack, poking his head in.
“Hello?” Zak said.
A puff of warm steam floated out the door. I could see that it was dark in there. I wasn’t sure what to do. But Zak was. He walked right in. Against what was left of my better judgment, I followed him. It was like a sauna inside, hot and very steamy. It took awhile for my eyes to adjust to the darkness, but when they did, the first thing I saw through the steam was a huge stone statue of the pot-bellied, elephant-headed, Hindu god Ganesha. Great, him again. It was the same god I’d seen on the mosaic at the bottom of the swimming pool and then later on Zak’s matchbox. The elephant-headed statue sat at the end of the room, candles in its many hands, red wax dripping onto the floor. 
“Lovely. More elephants,” I said.
“I love elephants.”
“So do I. I’m just worried this one’s bad luck.”
I wanted a closer look. A glistening, highly waxed floor separated me from the elephant statue. I took a step forward and felt myself falling. The next thing I knew, I was waist deep in the floor. I quickly realized that what I had thought was a shiny floor was, in fact, a large hot pool. Zak dipped his running shoe in the water.
“Feels good,” Zak sighed.
There was a small splash. I looked at Zak. Zak looked at me. Neither of us had moved.
“Welcome,” a voice said.
We weren’t alone. Super duper. More bad luck. I felt a lump of fear knot up in my stomach as I began to pull myself out of the pool. But I stopped halfway. A spark lit up the darkness revealing Amala, the woman from the rickshaw in the city. I relaxed, but only a little. What was she doing here?
“Ganesha must have led you to me,” Amala said.
“Or else now you're following us too,” I said.
“Mukta asked me to keep an eye on you.”
“Really? Did you fly here on his magic carpet?”
“I flew,” Amala said. “But not on a magic carpet. I could have used the ride.”
“Well, if you were coming here anyway, why didn’t you come with us? We could have used the help.”
“Every yogi must find their own way, Zoe.”
“She called you a yogi,” Zak said.
I got out of the pool. 
“I heard her. I just don’t like the way she’s following us around.”
“Zoe, don’t be like that,” Amala said. “I have a friend I want to introduce to you.” 
I looked around the pool. My eyes had adjusted to the darkness, but I couldn’t see anyone else in the wooden temple. Zak stood there, one foot in the hot pool, one foot out.
“I don’t see anybody,” I said.
“We’ve already met,” a deeper voice said.
My eyes spun around the temple, but there was nobody else there. I was sure of it. Only Zak, Amala, and the stone elephant idol, candles burning in its hands. But I recognized the voice, I knew I did. It was same voice I had heard speaking to me from the bottom of the hotel swimming pool.
“Where are you?” I said.
“I’m right here. I welcomed you to India, Zoe Guire.”
Now I knew where the voice was coming from, but I didn’t want to believe it. It was too strange. I looked at Zak and then followed his eyes to the stone elephant-headed statue. This time, I watched the statue’s rock lips turn blue, then move as they spoke. 
“We’ve been waiting for you,” the statue said.
“You’re made of stone. Why are you talking?” I said, my already high voice breaking in spite of myself.
“Sit,” the statue said. “Relax for a moment and I’ll tell you why.”
 
The misty temple was now lit up by an oil lamp, but even with the light it was really hard to see in there, there was so much hot steam and fog. I sat submerged in the hot water with Amala and Zak. I had been chilled to the bone in the rainstorm and it felt great to warm up, but it was kind of hard to relax on command, especially when it was a stone statue that told you to. Now at least I knew I hadn’t imagined the voice and the elephant winking at me from the bottom of the pool, but it was small comfort. I watched the steaming hot water pour into the hot pool from leopard-shaped spouts on each of the temple walls only because I was trying not to stare. The Ganesha statue was starting to really scare me, especially the way its stone face turned into what looked like glistening blue skin when it spoke. I noticed that Ganesha had only one tusk. Probably broke the other one freaking people out.
“Do you want to know why I’m speaking to you?” the statue asked.
“I want to know how you’re speaking to me,” I said.
“If I respond that I’m speaking with my mouth, would you think me glib?”
“I don’t know what glib means,” Zak said.
“It means superficial or insincere,” I said. “And I wouldn’t think you were glib. I’d still think you were a talking statue.”
“Clever girl. I am a talking statue,” the statue said. “But you’ll need to be more than clever to survive your destiny, Zoe Guire. You’ll need to become what you truly are.”
“I’m getting tired of all you guys speaking in riddles,” I said.
“The reason I speak at all, is to help you with your journey, Zoe. These are the Himalayas — home of the gods. There are strange things in these mountains. Things you wouldn’t believe in a million years.”
“How do you know?” I asked.
“Because I’ve been here for more than a million years and I don’t believe them myself.”
“Try me,” I said. “What’s not to believe?”
“That you, a young girl, has been sent to protect the Leopard, for one.”
“I haven’t been sent,” I said. “I came with my mother.”
“Yes, you did, didn’t you? Did you ever consider why that might have happened?”
“Because I asked my mom if I could come.”
“Her mom travels a lot,” Zak said.
“Of course.”
Zak smiled and slipped a little deeper into the hot water, allowing his eyes to close. Amala did the same. I felt alone. Was I the only one who didn’t find this situation relaxing? I turned my head to the side to look straight at the statue. In the soft light of the oil lamp I could see that it was made of rock, yet every time it spoke it seemed to have glistening blue skin. It was very confusing. I ignored the lump in my throat and spoke.
“You can’t speak. You’re made of rock.” 
“Am I?” the elephant statue asked.
 “What do you want?” I said.
“You’re in my temple. What do you want, Zoe Guire?”
“We want to find the Ghost Leopard,” Zak said.
The elephant statue laughed. “Listen to the boy with the dung hanging around his neck.”
Zak self-consciously touched his new necklace. “I kind of like it,” Zak said.
“It’s still stupid to carry it around your neck,” I said.
“Is not,” Zak said.
“Is too.”
“Is not.”
“Stop, both of you,” Amala said. “The dung is a powerful charm, but you won't need it here in the temple, Zak.”
Zak sniffed the elephant-poop necklace and threw it over his shoulder so that it hung off his back.
“Kind of grows on you,” Zak said, “like olives or mint toothpaste.” Zak looked up at the elephant statue. “Look, Elephant Man. You know why we’re here. Are you going to help us or not?”
“Technically speaking, that’s a job for Hanuman,” the elephant statue said. “This problem with the rogue Vanaras is his to sort through.”
“Hanuman, the monkey god?” I said.
“Yes. Hanuman. The monkey god.”
“Then let’s get Hanuman over here,” Zak said.
The elephant statue laughed. It was a deep, rollicking belly laugh that caused the temple walls to shake.
“Hanuman washed his hands of the evil Vanaras many moons ago. The Monkey Man is an embarrassment to him. He thinks he’s ruining his good name. You can’t bring up the topic without Hanuman uprooting a Himalayan peak and tossing it into the Celestial Sea.”
“That would make a big splash,” Zak said.
“You have no idea, mortal.”
“So, this Monkey Man, he’s a Vanara, right? I think that makes him pretty old. Does he live forever?”
“He’s no immortal if that’s what you’re asking. He’s simply very clever. He drinks monkey blood to stay young.”
“Ooh. Gross.” I couldn’t help but shudder.
“Monkey blood,” Zak said. “Got to try that some time.”
I was worried that Zak might be getting just a little too cheeky. He was, after all, talking to, well, a statue that might be a god. I bit my tongue though. Under the circumstances I just wasn’t sure what I could add to the conversation.
“So, like I said before,” Zak said. “Are you going to help us or not?”
The elephant statue smiled, bright sunlight shining out of its mouth. I shielded my eyes. The sunlight was so bright that I thought it was going to burn a hole in my face. Fortunately the statue closed his blue lips. 
“I am going to help you,” the statue said. “Not because you deserve it, but because without my assistance you shall surely perish.”
“What are you going to do?” Zak asked.
“I’m going to cry for you,” the statue said.
“Why?”
“So that I may give you a tear.”
That was a weird thing to say. I stared at the blue face of the elephant statue in the lamplight. The elephant statue smiled back. I wasn’t sure if he looked sad or not, but I did see that a single large tear pooled in his soft, watery eye. Then the elephant god turned back to stone. As it did, the tear fell to the stone floor at its feet. The tear bounced with a clink before settling in a puddle. Zak splashed over a few feet to check it out. The next thing I knew he was holding a huge, glittering diamond between his fingers.
“Check it out,” Zak said. “Diamond tears.” He showed me the shiny diamond that had formed from the statue’s tear. It was big and beautiful and about the size of a golf ball. Zak didn’t seem that impressed though. He plopped the diamond into his dung sack.
“So what's with you and Mukta?” Zak asked Amala.
“Wait!” I said. Both Zak and Amala turned to me. “A statue, that statue, just came to life, and we’re going to pretend like everything is perfectly normal?”
“I didn’t think it was normal,” Zak said.
“Exactly,” I said. “It was crazy. Crazy things have been happening since we got here. Mukta floats on air. Statues talk. None of these things are even possible.”
“These things that you say are impossible, did you see them happen?” Amala asked.
“Yes,” I replied.
“Then perhaps it’s time you examined your definition of the impossible.”
I looked at the elephant statue. It was stone. I looked back at Amala. She was a living person. Maybe she could answer. “Why?” I asked. “Why us?” 
As I spoke, the spotted birthmark on my hand glowed ever so softly. I know that Zak saw it, but he didn’t say anything. 
“Don’t worry about the why right now,” Amala said. “Worry about protecting the Ghost Leopard.” 
Amala exhaled a big breath and blew out the candles in Ganesha’s many hands. Then the light flickered away, plunging the temple into darkness.
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A FAIRLY FANTASTIC MOUNTAIN WONDERLAND
 
I dreamt of leopards. I was camped outside on a rocky mountaintop, sleeping under the stars. The mountaintop was riddled with towering boulders and, as I slept, the leopards danced over my head. There were at least five or six of them leaping above me and running in circles around the rocks. There was something strange about the leopards though, and it took me a moment to see what. The leopards were losing their spots. As the leopards ran and jumped, their spots fell off of their snow-white fur and flowed down their legs. But I couldn’t see where the spots had gone until I looked directly above me. The leopards’ spots had gathered in a pile on a rock above. From there, the black spots were running down the rock and onto my shoulder. Then, from my shoulder, they flowed down my arm and hit the side of my hand. At that point, the spots turned to brown and glowed on my hand before dissolving into nothing.
 
I stirred awake, recalling my strange dream. Something, I wasn’t sure what, had woken me. I lay on the stone floor under a wool blanket. Zak was asleep on the other side of the room, snoring loudly. It was twilight outside, the sky a deep shade of purple. We were in a small room across from the main temple and I could see the shrine with the hot pool from my place on the floor. The first voice I heard was Amala’s.
“They’re not ready,” she said. 
As my eyes adjusted to the light, I saw hot water pouring from the steaming leopard spout. Amala turned from the spout to Mukta who levitated above the steaming hot pool, his legs crossed, his ash-painted body glistening with sweat. I kind of liked the fact that they didn’t know that I saw them. I watched quietly.
“Perhaps not yet, but soon,” Mukta said.
A deep laugh filled the temple. The elephant statue turned from cracked stone to blue flesh.
“Soon?” He pointed his trunk in the air. “They’re children.” Ganesha blinked his watery yellow eyes. “It may be soon to me, but you’ll be waiting a lifetime.”
Mukta smiled. “Respectfully, your Eminence, I disagree.”
“You dare disagree with a god? How can you be so certain that what you say is true?”
Amala looked to Mukta hopefully. 
“Because theirs is the way,” Mukta said.
“Because theirs is the way. Theirs is the way you say. What can I tell you, my friend?” Ganesha said. “We shall see.” The elephant god snorted in laughter. As he laughed, great gobs of green snot blew from his trunk. I watched silently as Ganesha slowly turned back to stone, brilliant green emeralds dropping from his trunk to the stone floor below. 
 
I wasn’t sure if I should wake Zak up and totally freak out or go back to sleep, so, since I was still a bit tired, I went back to sleep. Like I told you before, I’m basically a calm person. In the situation I was in, I figured rest was more important than getting all worried about something I couldn’t control. When I opened my eyes again, a spotted blue butterfly fluttered out the open window into the sunlight beyond. Some part of me reflected that we’d been seeing a lot of those. I let the thought go. I was hungry. We’d lost the peanut butter, but we still had lots of cookies. It was time to crack open another pack. I pulled myself up and sat cross-legged, rubbing my tired eyes, blanket around my neck like a scarf. Zak must have heard me, because he got up too and stretched before poking his head into the main temple. Two seconds later he rushed back, excitedly showing me a handful of emeralds.
“I’m telling you, this place is a goldmine.” 
“Don’t you mean emerald mine?”
“Emerald mine, diamond mine, call it what you want. We’re rich!” 
“What about Amala?” I said.
Zak looked around. “Gone, I guess. Maybe she plans on keeping an eye on us from wherever she came from.”
“Zak. Doesn’t any of this bother you?”
“Any of what?”
“I don’t know? Elephants that cry diamonds?”
“I thought we decided it didn’t bother us last night?”
“It still bothers me,” I said ever so calmly.
“Have you not been listening to a word anybody's been saying?” Zak said. “This is India. These are the Himalayas — home of the gods. Expand your horizons.” 
Zak picked an emerald out of his hand, lobbing it lightly at me. I caught the emerald and looked at it. It was shiny and beautifully cut, my reflection staring back at me from each of its surfaces. Hard to believe it was just petrified elephant-god snot.
“The Yogi Way, it must permeate your being,” Zak said. He lobbed another emerald at me. “The world may pass through you.”
I crossed my arms and furrowed my brow. “You may pass through the world,” I said. I exhaled and closed my eyes. “Mind is matter. Matter is mind.” I inhaled. “This is not this.”
Zak tossed another emerald. I didn’t bother catching it. Instead, I was silent like I was in some kind of yogi trance. I quivered my lips and moaned a little. Zak didn’t respond at first, so I played it up with another moan, then another, just to make sure he was watching.
“Yogi girl?” Zak finally said. “Are you all right?”
I managed to make my whole body shake.
“Zoe?”
  Zak felt my forehead to see if I had a fever. My eyes were still closed. I could tell he was getting worried about me.
“Yogi girl?”
I felt him lifting up my wrist. I think he was checking for a pulse. 
“I’ve got to call 911. I need a phone. Something…” Zak said.
I heard him shuffling around. I felt myself starting to laugh but I held it. Then I felt him stick his thumb on my eyelid like he was trying to lift it. I started to feel bad. I was pretty sure he thought I was in a trance. Or worse, dead. Zak began to lose it.
“Oh no, oh no, oh no. I know I have to be more responsible. My dad told me I have to be more responsible. It’s my fault we’re here. What am I going to do? Focus, Zak.” 
I had no idea Zak could be so concerned about anyone, let alone me. I could tell that he was losing it.
“It has to be the water. Please let her be OK. Please. Please,” Zak said.
My game had gone on long enough. I knew I had to stop what I was doing. But instead, I tried foaming at the mouth. I don’t know why I did it, I just couldn’t resist. The foam came out like spit.
“Ah!” Zak screamed.
I couldn’t keep it up any longer. It just wasn’t right.
“Sucker,” I said, opening both eyes.
Zak's pale-as-a-ghost face flooded with relief. Then he looked like he wanted to kill me. I’m talking, really kill me. 
“One must respect the Yogi Way,” I said.
Zak tossed his handful of emeralds at me. One of the bigger ones hit me on the cheek. It kind of stung. 
“You totally suck,” Zak said. 
I’m not sure, but I think I saw him chuckle to himself as he walked away.
 
The clouds had cleared overnight, the morning sun revealing a beautiful mountain day. I felt rested despite the fact that I had had some strange dreams, but more than that, I felt inspired by the breathtaking landscape. The Himalayas — home of the gods. I knew we weren’t very high in the mountains yet. We were still in the foothills, but this was my kind of hiking. It was like a giant nature park and I shot as many pictures as I could. A farmer passed us with a giant water buffalo and I took a picture. Zak posed under a waterfall and I took a picture. Zak bucked heads with a billy goat and I took two pictures of that. It was a fun day with little in the way of weird surprises and though I did feel an aching that told me that we should start making our way back to the hotel soon, I was also beginning to feel comfortable in the mountains. All the picture taking and walking and nothing weird happening made me feel half normal. It was nice to not be worried for a change. Hiking was totally fun. You could talk as you walked so it never got boring. If we’d had something to eat other than just soggy cookies, it would have been totally perfect.
“I love it up here,” I said.
“Really? You’re not worried about school, or your mom, or whether or not you remembered to make your bed?”
“I’m not like that,” I said.
“Are too.”
“I am not. I’m just considerate.”
“You weren’t too considerate when you pretended you were dead.”
“No. Then, I was being funny.”
“OK,” Zak said. “I just think you need to relax more.”
“Well, it’s hard when my mom is always running off to this place or that. We never get time to just hang out. Sometimes I don’t even know if we’re going to be moving or not.”
“Tell me about it,” Zak said. “Same with my dad. With his job sometimes I get the feeling we’ll be moving too.”
“That would suck.”
“No kidding. I don’t want to go to a new school, make new friends. I like the friends I have just fine.”
“Me too, I don’t want to make new friends.” I thought about it. “I mean you and I are starting to be friends, and that’s cool, but it would be scary to have to go to a whole new school. You should talk to your dad about this stuff.”
“Me? You should talk to your mom.”
“About what?”
“The whole adoption thing.”
“I told you, I’m going to.”
“What did you find out about it anyway?” Zak asked.
“My adoption? Not much. I tried an internet search, but I really didn’t come up with anything. Mostly what I found were these old photos that I think the police took. They showed a burning building, a car accident. What I know for sure is that around when my mom adopted me there was a huge fire. A lot of people died.”
“What does that have to do with you?”
“What can I tell you? I don’t know.”
“Maybe it’s why you have those spots on your hand. Maybe they’re a scar.”
“How?”
“Like maybe the fire burned you there?”
“They’re not a scar. They’re a birthmark.” I showed Zak that the brown spots were in the shape of perfectly elongated ovals. “Does that look like a scar to you?”
“No,” Zak said. “But it doesn’t look like a birthmark either.”
“Why not?”
“Because birthmarks don’t glow.”
I stopped in the middle of the path. “What do you mean?”
“Oh come on, you saw it too. You had to. Your hand last night in the temple. The spots glowed.”
“I think it was just the candlelight.”
“They. Glowed.”
I hiked silently. I had seen my birthmark glow too, but I didn’t really want to talk about it. It was just too weird. And if there was one thing I wasn’t in the mood for now, it was weird. With all the talking statues and flying carpets, just too much strange stuff had happened since we left the hotel. Now we were finally having a nice day and I wanted to keep it that way. What I didn’t want was weird. I continued to march forward, staring down at my running shoes, solidly ahead of Zak. Then I lurched back. The path had fallen off to nothing. It had just dead ended on a cliffside. A steel-gray river ran through the gorge far below. Looking up, I saw that a pulley and cable system had been rigged across the gorge like a long zip-line. The pulley had a wooden handle on either side of it. The cable was anchored in the pine trees on either side of the gorge. 
Just off the trail, to the right of the knotty pine on our side of the gorge, sat what looked like a throne attached to long poles. I was pretty sure that it was called a sedan chair. A long time ago, chairs like that were used to carry rich people so they didn’t have to walk. I suppose the rich people didn’t think that they needed to exercise back then. Like they could have their servants do it for them or something. The sedan chair was red with gold embossing with a canopy overhead. 
“Cool,” Zak said.
 Zak sat inside the sedan chair to check it out. I wasn’t so sure that was the smartest thing to do.
“This is the way to travel,” Zak said. He put his feet up, fanning himself with a folded paper fan that sat on the chair. “Air conditioning. Embroidered seats. This thing is sick.”
“Do you think that maybe you should get out?” I said.
“It’s just sitting here.”
“Exactly the reason you should get out. We don’t know who it belongs to.”
“Maybe it doesn’t belong to anybody.”
I pulled out the map. I’d been carrying it since we started hiking and I wanted to check if there was another way across the gorge. But before I could unfold the map, I felt something. The earth began to move. Gently at first, but it was definitely moving. I had never been in an earthquake before, but I was pretty sure this was what one would feel like. The ground vibrated below me. I looked at Zak. I wasn’t imagining the vibration because I could see that he felt it too. He was actually shaking inside the sedan chair. Strange, but not super weird. But then a whistle sounded. It was muffled like it was underwater or rock or something, but it was very loud. I looked up at the rock face on the slope above us. The entire granite cliff began to shake violently, rocks falling down from above.
Then the impossible happened. Amala was right about me having to reexamine my definition of the word. The impossible had started happening so often, I was getting tired of calling it that. Anyhow, I wasn’t sure if I could believe my eyes, but a tunnel-shaped hole split open the rock wall with a loud crack. In the blink of an eye, train tracks appeared out of nowhere, running along the slope above us. I felt myself wondering why there would be train tracks there all of a sudden? It made no sense until I heard the piercing whistle, louder this time, and a polished red steam train came racing out of the newly formed tunnel.
I remembered the fancy steam train. It was the same cherry-red train with the gold bands on its wheels that we had seen at the station two days before. As the steam subsided, the earth stopped shaking and the door to one of the ornate carriages opened, two men unfolding a set of stairs. A man in a golden cloak descended the stairs. He looked right through me with his deep-set, piercing eyes. I recognized him right away. He was the same ageless man with the tight, waxy skin that I had seen drinking from the goblet back at the station. I remembered the silver goblet, because he was drinking from it again. He lowered the cup from his mouth, his lips stained blood red. 
“I am the Bhagwan Attish,” he said. “Namaste, Zoe Guire.”
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A RIDICULOUSLY CLOSE CALL
 
Even though I hadn’t actually met this bhagwan guy before, I thought I recognized the word bhagwan. It meant lord or master or something, which was definitely what this guy in his golden silk pants and frilly tailored shirt was going for. Anyhow, it didn’t really matter what his name was, what mattered was that he knew mine. Not a good thing. Generally you didn’t want creepy, frilly strangers knowing your name. Or blasting holes through rocks at you on magical trains.   
“Namaste,” I said, placing my palms together and bowing slightly.
“I like your ride, Mr. Bhagwan Attish,” Zak said.
“Thank you. I like it too. I see my sedan chair has arrived. I trust you’ve found it comfortable?”
“Perfect,” Zak said, running his fingers along the polished wood.
The bhagwan glanced at the map I held loosely in my left hand.
“Were you intending to cross?” the bhagwan asked.
“Ah, yeah,” I said. I couldn’t help but sense that everything had begun to feel very wrong. 
“Before you do, may I take a look?” The bhagwan pointed a long, cracked fingernail at the map. “I haven't seen that particular parchment for a very long time.”
I backed up a step. I now held the map behind my back, but I knew it wasn’t much of a hiding place. “Seen what?” I said.
“Your map.”
My eyes darted around. Zak was still in the chair. I noticed movement behind the bhagwan as more men got out of the train. Rhino Butt got out and so did his two goons and a reddish-brown monkey. OK. This was it: the moment. If we wanted to give back the map and get Rhino Butt and his buddy the bhagwan off of our case, now was the time to do it. A little-here-you-go-sorry-for-the-inconvenience speech probably would have gone a long way. Except the thing was, I don’t why, but I suddenly felt like it would be a very bad idea to give up the map. I met Zak’s look and I was pretty sure he agreed with me. We both stared up at the zip-line strung across the gorge. The zip-line was the other way out of the situation.
“I think you may have been right,” Zak said quietly to me.
“About what?” I said.
“About it not being a good idea to sit in other people’s chairs.”
Zak got out of the sedan chair and took hold of the handle of the pulley attached to the zip-line. I glanced down at the river before glancing back at the bhagwan and the rest of them. It was no contest. I couldn’t exactly say why, but there was no way I was giving them the map. I took another step backward and grabbed the opposite pulley-handle with my left hand.
“You may want to reconsider that,” the bhagwan said.
“No, I don’t think so,’’ Zak replied. “Did you want to reconsider, Zoe?”
“Nah. No, I think I’m good.”
Zak and I were on the same page on this one. I’d never been zip-lining before, but it had to be better than a sit-down with the bhagwan. I stuffed the map into my back pocket and we each grabbed onto our side of the pulley with both hands and pushed off together, lifting our feet. In another moment, we were zipping across the chasm, the river churning far below. I did my best not to look down. I still hadn’t recovered from yesterday’s bus trip.
“You see who that bhagwan guy’s with?” Zak said.
“Rhino Butt,” I said.
I listened as the pulley whirred on the cable. But the sound began to change. We had begun to slow down and we weren’t even halfway across the gorge yet. It didn’t make any sense because the zip-line was running downhill. We should have been speeding up, not slowing down. We weren’t though. Soon enough, Zak and I were barely moving. The pulley creaked in the wind as we hung high above the river below, swinging from side to side.
“This isn’t good,” Zak said.
“Nope.”
 I felt the tired muscles in my arms burn as I looked back across the gorge, careful not to look down at the river below. The bhagwan stared us down, Rhino Butt and the others at his side. I wished I had never met any of them. I could feel in my bones that we were in trouble. The pulley creaked even more loudly above us. We had reached a full stop, midway across the gorge, the water rushing nosily below. I risked a glance down and had no doubt that it was too far to fall. Even after a quick peek, I felt the blackness closing in around the edges of my vision. I fought it off, staring back up at the pulley. There were huge rocks down there. I had to master my fear of heights. We had to hold on. But then something really weird began to happen. Even though the cable sloped down to the far side of the gorge, the pulley began to roll slowly back up the cable toward the bhagwan's side. It was like a car rolling up hill. It shouldn’t have been happening.
“This is really, really bad,” I said.
I turned and looked into the bhagwan's eyes. I saw fire there, real fire in his eyes as he pulled us back across the gorge. It was like he was pulling us back with the power of his mind.
“I think my survival handbook would have been really useful right about now,” Zak said.
The bhagwan redirected his gaze to the wooden pulley-handle that Zak hung from. Zak’s handle was on the opposite side of the pulley from my handle and I watched as the bolts holding it in place began to slowly unfasten as if they had minds of their own. 
“I don’t think any survival handbook covers this,” I said.
One of the bolts holding Zak's handle fell to the river below. I risked a glance down. Before that bolt could even reach the bottom, a second bolt began to fall. My arms were really burning now. I looked back at the bhagwan. It was his eyes that frightened me. They were boring into me like hot pokers. But it wasn’t just his eyes. It was his fingernails. I looked at them as we were slowly pulled back across the gorge. The bhagwan's fingernails were long and yellow like claws. Just like the claws I had seen in my dream.
“Zoe?” Zak said.
“Zak?” I replied.
“If I fall into that river, could you tell my dad that I’m sorry for some of the stuff I’ve been doing lately?”
“Like what?”
“Oh, you know. Talking in class. Stealing. That kind of thing.”
“You’re not going to fall.”
I didn’t get it. What did this bhagwan guy want? The map or for us to fall into the river? Maybe he was just really mean and he wanted both. Maybe he figured that once we were dead, he could get the map without a fight. I didn’t know. All I knew was that the final bolt holding Zak's wooden handle unscrewed squeakily. I didn’t want to admit to him, but it looked like Zak really was going to fall. I mean, what else could happen? The river seemed to get louder as it churned below. I didn’t know what to do. It was an impossible situation. My head began to hurt. I felt the pressure growing inside of my skull like my brain was a balloon that was being blown up to twice its normal size.
The bolt screwed out another half turn and Zak's pulley-handle broke free with a crack. An instant later, Zak plunged straight down toward the rocks. That was it, I thought. Everything was over. Then I heard another crack. It seemed like the next moment happened in slow motion. I don’t know if it did, but when I looked down, I saw Zak flinging Stryker. Then I felt a stinging on my ankles and something like a snake slithering around me. It was the end of Zak's whip. Somehow he had wrapped it around my ankles. Suddenly the weight I was carrying more than doubled. I almost lost hold of my handle, but managed to tighten my grip. Zak dangled below me from his whip. I saw that he was biting his lower lip, trying to stay focused. The burning in my arms got even worse. Then I looked up as the top bolt of my own wooden handle began to unscrew.
“Nice save,” I said.
“Thanks,” Zak gasped.
I looked down. Zak was biting his lower lip again. “I don’t think I can hold on much longer,” I said.
Zak stared at my pulley-handle. “Doesn’t look like you’re going to have to.”
The top bolt fell from my handle. I couldn’t help but wince in fear. There were two more bolts to go. I looked across the gorge at the bhagwan. We were twice as close to him now. 
“Maybe we should jump,” Zak said.
I strained to hold on to the pulley. “I’m not letting go.”
“Compared to that guy, letting go may not be a bad option.”
“Shut up!” I screamed.
Sweat poured off of me. The pressure continued to grow in my head. I didn’t know if I could stand it any longer. It really felt like my skull was about to explode. And I was scared to see what that would look like. Would my brains scatter all over the river? I didn’t know. All I knew was that the pressure was too much to bear. I needed it to stop. I needed it to stop right then. I looked down at Zak hanging below me. Just the sight of him dangling there, above the raging river, brought the blackness back around the edges of my vision. I was too terrified to think of what would happen if we fell. It was just too far down and there were too many rocks. 
 But I couldn’t hold on anymore. I just couldn’t do it. Not because the burning in my arms was too much. But because my head couldn’t take it. If my head was a balloon, it was way past bursting. I stared into the bhagwan's eyes. The pain was excruciating. My head was more than a balloon. It was a bubble. And then I felt a pop. I don’t know if it was my head or something else, but a flood of relief swept through me.
As I felt the pressure escape my head, I saw what looked like a burst of energy coiling toward the bhagwan. The burst looked like circles of mist or air, each circle a little bigger than the other, pushing toward the bhagwan like rings of power. It seemed to me like the circles were moving in slow motion as well, but I couldn’t be sure. I couldn’t feel the burning in my arms anymore, though I did feel Zak's whip, Stryker, cutting into my ankles. But the sting of Stryker was nothing compared to the enormous relief I felt as the pressure leaked out of my head. It was like my brain was returning to its normal size. 
I watched as the energy rings hit the bhagwan. He stood his ground at first, digging in his heels, but when the second energy ring hit, I could see it move him. The third energy ring actually lifted the bhagwan off his feet. I know because I saw the bottoms of his shiny leather boots. There were two little worn patches on the soles. By the time the fourth ring hit, I couldn’t see him as well because the energy wave was pushing us away from him, back across the gorge. I heard the pulley sing as it sped forward at lightning speed. Before the last of the energy rings had hit, Zak and I had already collided with the other side of the gorge. The force of the pulley impacting the end of the cable catapulted us into the undergrowth. 
But it didn’t stop there. The cable itself snapped from its pine tree on the bhagwan's side of the gorge and whipped through the air toward us. Zak and I ducked for cover as the cable hit the branches above. Happy to be on solid ground, we peered back through the undergrowth. The bhagwan looked shocked. So did Rhino Butt. The others were picking themselves up off the ground. It took a moment, but then the bhagwan's look changed. He almost seemed to be laughing to himself. That nasty laugh worried me more than the fire in his eyes.
“Come on,” I said. “Let’s get out of here.”
I led the crawl through the undergrowth to a point where we couldn’t see the other side of the canyon anymore. Then we got up and ran as fast as our feet would carry us.
 
We ran and ran. I couldn’t say how long we had been running, but it felt like at least an hour. Zak was ecstatic. 
“You yogied him!” he shouted between breaths.
I looked over my shoulder. There was no cherry-red steam train bearing down on us, but it would soon be dark and we couldn’t very well keep running all night. We didn’t even have a flashlight.
“You yogified him! You’re the Yoginater!”
“Keep it down! I didn't do anything all right? The cable just snapped.”
Zak lowered his voice. “You snapped.”
“OK, I snapped. What are we going to do once he gets across that gorge? They’re going to find us.”
“I don’t know,” Zak said, running on the trail in front of me. “I guess we run.”
“All night?”
“What else can we do? Stop?”
“Well, I know we can’t run forever.”
I slowed down. It was already getting too dark to see. We were in a wide clearing. I hunched over and caught my breath. I was eye level with a number of reddish-green plants. The plants had long, wide oval leaves with a gentle tip on the end. For a moment, I thought I saw a flash of silver on one of the plants’ wide leaves. I sat down on the side of the trail. Zak walked back toward me. I tugged at the leaves of the plant absently, watching them break off in my hands.
“Fine,” Zak said. “You want to rest, we rest. Just keep your ears open. I don’t want that train running us down.”
I thought I saw a flash of silver on one of the leaves again, but when I pulled it toward me, it was just green. There was nothing there.
“Is there something weird about these plants?” I asked.
Zak cautiously examined the leaves.
“You don’t think it’s poison ivy do you? I got poison ivy once at Virginia Beach. It was terrible.”
“No. Not poison ivy. These leaves are bigger than that.”
A whole branch of leaves flashed silver and then gold.
“There. Did you see that?”
“I saw something.”
I stood for a better view. The entire clearing was filled with waist-high plants flashing silver and gold.
“That is a little weird,” Zak said.
But I wasn’t listening, I was looking at the plant directly in front of me. It had turned color. It was red, then blue, then green, like a flashing Christmas tree. 
“Zoe,” Zak said, “you need to see this.”
“See what?” I said, still staring at the plant.
“This.”
I cast my glance up. It was darker now, dark enough to see that every plant on the hillside pulsed red and blue and green. The plants were everywhere. There was no portion of the hillside that wasn’t touched by their glowing, changing leaves. But then, something even stranger happened. All at once, the leaves turned entirely blue, then all red, and then a tiny yellow spot appeared at the center of the red field. The spot grew and grew until it looked like the whole field was on fire. Both Zak and I shuffled back, but there was no smoke. It wasn’t a real fire. It just looked like one. Where there were flames, I was now looking at a tall burning building. Staring down at the carpet of plants was like standing in the middle of a giant movie screen: each of the little leaves combined together to make one giant picture.
Zak and I watched the plants’ movie-screen leaves as the brick building burned. There was movement at a high window in the building. Inside the window, the room was full of smoke. The flames broke out in the room. A moment later, a brown wicker basket was held as far out the flaming window as possible and dropped to the ground. 
The snow fell in the cold winter. I couldn’t believe it, but it looked like the whole field was now a raging snowstorm as the basket dropped to the ground. I watched as the basket fell through the air, heading straight for the busy freeway below. It seemed to fall slower than it should have. It didn’t flutter like a feather, but it didn’t drop like a brick either. It was odd, the basket fell almost like a parachute. Like it was slowing itself down.
  Cars drove back and forth on the freeway, ignoring the burning building above. When the basket finally hit the ground, it landed on a peaked snow pile at the side of the freeway. As it landed, a newborn baby was visible under a checkered blanket in the basket. That’s when I started to get a creepy feeling, when I saw the baby. The little baby was wide awake, green-blue eyes staring into the darkness. The basket was unsteady and when the baby moved its arms, the basket tumbled off the snow pile and into the line of traffic. A set of headlights headed straight for it. The car was on a collision course with the basket. But just when the car looked like it should have hit it, the car bounced away, into the snowbank, almost as if it had hit an invisible wall. Steam blew from the hood of the car, the driver picking her head up from the newly inflated airbag to see the baby in the basket in the middle of the road.
The driver flung open the driver’s door and ran to the basket, her long chestnut hair blowing in the snowstorm. That’s when I got my second creepy feeling. A giant dump truck bore down, but the car’s driver managed to snatch the basket from the freeway just in the nick of time. The car’s driver looked at the baby in the basket. The baby was very young, only a few months old. I stared at the image of the baby fluttering with the leaves in the field of plants. I wasn’t one hundred percent positive who the baby with the green-blue eyes was. But I knew who the car’s driver with the long chestnut hair was. It was my mother.
This was getting weird. Not just because we were watching a movie in the middle of nowhere on the leaves of plants, but because that movie was beginning to look like it was about my life. The baby in the basket grew into a little girl in a crib with curly dark hair. The little girl played with a toy rattle, rattling it above her crib. But the little girl didn’t shake the rattle with her hand. The rattle simply shook above her head. The spots on the little girl’s hand glowed as the rattle moved. It looked like she was rattling it with her mind.
The scene in the leaves changed again. Now I was certain I was looking at myself. I was in the third grade. I was being bullied on the school playground by two older girls, one in a pink dress and one in a yellow dress. It was not my finest hour. I didn’t know why, but just looking at it made my stomach knot up in shame. The girl in the pink dress wrestled me to the ground. The other girl kicked me in the leg. Then, the one in the pink dress kicked me in the head. I didn’t want to keep watching. I knew what happened next. The girls tried to kick me again, but they couldn’t hit me. Every time they kicked their kicks were deflected. Finally, both girls ran away.
The wind rustled through the leaves and the scene changed again. But it was a familiar image this time. Zak and I hung from the zip-line above the gorge. The bolts popped out and I sent out an energy spiral at the bhagwan. Then the field went dark. Zak and I couldn’t see anything anymore. There was no color in the plants. We could barely see the plants or even each other. There was just blackness. But then we heard something. At first it sounded like thunder. But it wasn’t thunder. It was laughter. Loud evil laughter rained down from the sky.
The field of leaves lit up with a single image. It was the bhagwan and he was laughing straight at us. His fiery eyes drilled into us as he laughed, louder and louder still. It went on like that for several seconds and then it just stopped. The bhagwan's image disappeared. The plants went back to being what they were. And the laughter echoing through the hills was replaced by the sound of crickets.
“Zak. I’m scared,” I said looking around.
“I think I am too.”
“What are we going to do?”
“I don’t know, Zoe.”
We both stood there in the dark. It was quiet except for the crickets. But then I thought I heard something.
“Shh…”
“What is it?”
“Listen.” 
The wind rustled through the trees.
“I hear footsteps.”
“No, you don’t.”
“I do so.”
I could tell Zak didn’t believe me. He probably thought I was being paranoid. But I heard what I heard. A moment later a spotted blue butterfly fluttered by.
“Hello, Zoe.”
I nearly jumped out of my skin. But it was only Amala. She had appeared out of the darkness.
“There’s a man out there,” I said. “A man with fire in his eyes. He’s coming to get us.”
“I’m sorry you had to meet him like that,” Amala said. “But you’re safe for the moment at least. He’s not here now.”
“Who is he?” I asked. “What does he want?”
“That, Zoe, is the bhagwan. He’s the human form of the Vanara, the Monkey Man Mukta told you about. He is, I’m afraid, the reason you’re here.”
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SOME MOSTLY BORING THINGS ABOUT ME
 
Our campfire burned brightly under the starry night. This high in the mountains, the stars were more brilliant than anything I had ever seen. They looked like millions of diamonds poking out from a black velvet cloth. Zak and I sat around the campfire with Amala. We offered her some cookies and water from our canteen, but she didn’t take any. The plants surrounding us flashed silver occasionally, nothing more.
“Can this bhagwan guy see us?” I asked. “Are the plants like his eyes?”
“The plants are called memory flowers. They only grow in one place in the entire world — here, high in these Himalayan foothills. They aren’t his eyes. He can’t see you through them. But he can use them to show you what he sees.”
“He can see my memories?” I asked.
“The bhagwan is a very dangerous man, Zoe. He can see many things.”
“Then he can see Zoe kicked his butt with her yogi blast,” Zak said.
“I didn’t kick anybody’s butt.”
“I was there, Zo. You totally did.”
“He’s right Zoe,” Amala said. “You’re special.” Zak's face fell. “You’re special too, Zak, just not in the same way.”
“I am so totally special,” Zak said.
“The bhagwan is afraid of both of you. He’s trying to scare you into going back home.”
“He’s doing a great job,” I said.
“The girl in the basket, the girl that was thrown out of the burning building, that was you,” Amala said.
“I know.”
“You’ve got a gift, Zoe. You were born with it. It’s up to you to use it.”
“She’s right, Zoe,” Zak said. “You’ve always been a bit weird.”
“What do you mean weird?”
Zak stoked the fire. “You’re not getting this. We're not talking normal weird here. You’re like yogi weird.” 
“Great. I’m not normal weird.”
“No. You're you, only better. Back at the train station, you weren’t even looking at me but you caught the bag of money. Yogis have super-senses right? Isn’t that what refining your senses until you see all means? You had eyes in the back of your head.”
“I turned at the right time.”
“You hear things.”
“I don’t have wax in my ears.”
“You yanked my head down on the bus.”
“The guy with no teeth yelled.”
“In Hindi!”
Zak had a point. I didn’t say anything.
“Listen to Zak, Zoe. It may be hard for you to accept, but he’s right. You’re different.”
“It happens when you're freaking out too. Like when Patty and Tanya kicked you,” Zak said.
“I don’t want to talk about those girls kicking me.”
“Well, I was at school that day too.”
“Zak, I said I don’t want to talk about it.”
“You need to hear this, Zoe. The nurse had to send both those girls home because one of them broke her toe and the other sprained her foot. It was like they were kicking you and their feet hit a force field or something.”
I hadn’t known about the toes and feet. I thought they just got suspended. That was interesting.
“Just like with that bhagwan guy today,” Zak said. “You blew him right back. Same as when that car was speeding down the freeway. It hit some kind of force field around your basket and drove into the snow pile. Something is watching out for you.”
“OK, genius, if you're right and I'm a yogi, why did I almost fall off that bus roof?”
“How should I know?”
“Well, you seem to think you know a lot.”
“I do not.”
“Do too.”
“Do not.”
“Both of you. Behave. You’re acting like children,” Amala said.
“Like Zoe says,” Zak said, “technically we are children.”
My leg was itchy. I scratched it, pulling my pajama leg up. Then I froze. There on my bare leg sat a six-inch scorpion. Its venomous tail was reared, ready to strike. I must have turned white as a ghost.
“Ah, guys?” I didn’t know what else to say.
“Don’t move,” Zak said.
“Zak's right. Stay very still, Zoe.”
“Now yoginate it.”
“You yoginate it.”
“You’re the yogi!”
I was flustered. First I had a freaky man laughing at me from a bunch of leaves, and half an hour later I had a scorpion on my leg. Could my day get any worse? Zak raised the leather handle of his whip, Stryker, high above his shoulder. Yes. My day could definitely get worse. And it was about to. Zak raised his right arm and smacked down hard.
“Ow!” I screamed.
Zak missed the scorpion. He did, however, leave a red welt on my leg. Fortunately for me, the scorpion didn’t sting. Maybe the big old universe was finally giving me a break. Zak lifted his arm high in the air for a second try.
“Wait,” I said.
I put my hand out to Zak who handed me Stryker. I tried to think good thoughts about the scorpion. Because that’s what a yogi would have done, right? Then, I took the whip by its leather handle and gently flicked the scorpion away. I don’t know if the scorpion appreciated my good energy or not, but it landed on the ground and scuttled off. Score one for me. I considered what Mukta had said. “So why doesn’t the Monkey Man just steal the Leopard’s soul with a camera. Seems easier than shooting an arrow.”
“We’re going to need firewood,” Amala said.
“I’ll help,” I said, pulling down my pajama leg and glaring at Zak. “If I can still walk that is.”
 
I left Zak at the campfire and climbed a large leafy tree under the stars, struggling to break off the dead wood. Amala waited below me. 
“Do you ever come out in the day?” I asked.
“Not if I can avoid it,” Amala said.
“Tell me the truth. What do you really think about all this weird stuff that’s been happening up here? The levitation and the talking statues? It’s like these Himalayas are magical mountains.”
“That’s what being home to the gods means, Zoe. Countless souls still believe that the normal rules of our world don’t hold true in these mountains.”
“But what do you believe?”
“I believe that there are forces in our world that science hasn’t begun to explain.”
“You’re not talking about the yogi thing again?”
“I wouldn't necessarily call it that, but yes, the yogi thing is part of what makes these mountains special. The ancient name is Purvanivasanusmrtijnana.”
“Abra Cadabra what?”
“Pur van ivas anu smrt i jnana.”
“Purr van ee vass ah nu smart ee janana, like banana,” I said, carefully pronouncing each syllable.
“It translates to an awareness of all of one’s past lives,” Amala said. “A yogi is a person who sees this connection between things. Someone to whom the normal barriers between matter and mind no longer exist. Someone who senses the all. Mukta believes you could become such a person, Zoe.”
“The kind of person who can blow people across river gorges?”
“Yes. The kind of person who can blow people across river gorges,” Amala said. “Mukta told me you had quite the day. When he first said that you might be able to help us, I wasn't sure. But after the incident at the river, I think it's clear.”
“The only thing that's clear is that Zak's right. I am weird.”
“I’d call you gifted.”
“Some gift.” I looked at the spotted birthmark on my hand. “What am I supposed to do with it?”
“I don’t have all the answers, Zoe, but I do know this. Not everything is what it seems. It’s only in our darkest moments that we come closest to understanding this.”
I had no idea what Amala meant. But I liked the fact that this mysterious woman was helping us even if I wasn’t exactly sure why she was following us around. I sensed something else though. Amala couldn’t protect us from everything. That we would have to do for ourselves.
 
I carried an armful of sticks back to the campfire, Amala tagging along behind. I noticed she didn’t carry any firewood, but I didn’t sweat it. Maybe she was more of a city person. Zak was sitting at the campfire, but he didn’t pay me much attention. He was too busy looking at his treasure. In his palm he held the large diamond that he had gotten from the elephant statue’s tear. He held it between his thumb and forefinger staring at the campfire through it. Even from where I stood, I could see that the diamond broke the campfire into a thousand points of light. Looking through it was dizzying, like staring through a kaleidoscope. Zak dropped the diamond back into his dung sack and pulled out the emeralds he had found in the temple. The emeralds were pretty too, but he didn’t spend as long looking at them. Instead he pulled out Stryker.
“Check this out,” he said. 
Zak started snapping at the air in front of him with Stryker. I was too tired to tell him to stop, so I threw a couple of sticks on the fire and sat down to watch. Sometimes the whip acted like a wet noodle, but at other times, if he really put his whole body into it, he could get a pretty good crack out of it. Zak cracked Stryker good a couple of times, rubbing his thumb along the depressions on the whip’s upper handle. They looked like little potholes. I don’t know for sure, but I think Zak and I had the same thought at exactly the same moment. Ganesha, the elephant-headed god guy, had said something about helping us with a tear. The tear was the diamond. It made sense, so why not?
I shared a glance with Zak and he reached into his dung sack, pulling the diamond back out. Then he placed the diamond in the little pothole nearest the braided part on the handle of his whip. The diamond was probably just a bit smaller than a golf ball. Once it hit the depression, it clicked into place perfectly like it was meant to be there. I rubbed my fingers together in anticipation as the whole whip glowed a dull yellow for a brief moment. I could tell that Zak could barely stand still he thought it was so cool. Zak then reached back into the dung sack as quickly as possible and pulled out the emeralds. He plopped them into the smaller holes on the handle of the whip until he had a line of four gemstones — one diamond and three green emeralds. All four gemstones glowed and Stryker began to hum ever so softly. We both heard it. Zak didn’t speak. He just admired Stryker in awe. Then he cracked it, gently at first.
I was so unprepared for what came next that I almost fell into the fire. A bolt of lightning shot out of Stryker’s silver tip accompanied by a crack that sounded like thunder. The lightning bolt lit up the night around us. Zak cracked Stryker again, harder this time. The same thing happened, only even more of the night sky lit up.
“Hee haw!” Zak cried.
“Whoa,” I said.
Zak cracked Stryker for a third time. This time the whole field lit up around us, his lightning bolt hitting a tree. The tree burst into flame.
“Too cool,” Zak said.
I was starting to get nervous. “You might want to take it easy. You know, before the fire department shows up.”
Amala looked worried. “Listen to Zoe, Zak,” she said.
Zak couldn’t help himself. He cracked Stryker again, lighting up the night sky. Stryker’s silver tip hit a rock which exploded into fragments. The thunder was deafening.
“You have got to be careful with that thing!”
“I know. How cool is that?”
I heard a rustling sound. “Shh,” I said.
“I’m the whip boy! I’m the king of whip mountain!”
“Be quiet. There’s something else out there,” I said.
“What?”
“I don’t know. It’s over there.”
I heard the rustling again. It was just behind the circle of light cast by the fire. I put my arms out on either side of me, motioning Zak and Amala back behind me. I didn’t know why I had done it, but it felt right. I felt like whatever was out there, it was my job to protect them from it. Everybody was silent. I listened intently for a long moment. I was about to turn back to the others when I saw something that made me shudder. Eyes. We were being watched by a pair of yellow eyes and a dark human form. I backed up.
“Zak. Hold up your whip.”
Zak raised Stryker. He didn’t crack it, but he ran his fingers over the elephant’s diamond tear. The diamond tear glowed more brightly casting its pale light in an arc around us. Undersized heads and glowing eyeballs revealed themselves in the darkness.
“It’s a bunch of little kids,” Zak said.
“What are they doing out here?”
The glowing eyeballs moved closer and closer. Amala's look was grave. It was obvious that she didn’t like what she saw. I didn’t know what to think. A bunch of little kids all alone in a field didn’t make any sense. Didn’t they have bedtimes? Or parents? I didn’t have too long to think about it, because something tapped me on the shoulder. I spun around and realized my mistake: They weren’t children. They were monkeys. A whole troop of reddish-brown monkeys with pink faces. I thought they might be rhesus monkeys, but the coloring was off. They were more reddish than gray. One of the monkeys advanced a little closer than the others and took a cookie from Zak's shoulder bag. We were surrounded by them.
“We should get out of here,” Amala said gravely.
The monkeys moved closer and Zak laughed. 
“They’re monkeys. I love monkeys. Monkeys are super cool.”
One of the monkeys threw a rock at Zak.
“Hey. That’s not super cool.”
Zak cracked Stryker into the air. A bolt of lightning shot out of its silver tip forcing the monkeys to scatter, but not for long. There were too many of them. Zak had been carrying the map since after we met the bhagwan at the gorge. It dangled out of his pocket. I guess Zak didn’t like being hit by a monkey because he bent down to pick up a rock of his own. Then he threw the rock. Not to hit the monkey, but to scare it. I knew he wasn’t trying to hit it because the rock didn’t even come close to its target. But more monkeys appeared. They were everywhere. One of them lunged at Zak and he jumped back. As he did, the map fell out of his pocket. Zak quickly scooped the map back up, warding the monkeys away with it. We were all in a tight circle now with our backs to the fire. Another monkey lunged at us, screeching its lungs out.
“Give them the map,” Amala said.
“I stole it,” Zak said. “It’s mine fair and square.”
The monkeys moved closer. There were hundreds of them, maybe even thousands, their eyes glowing yellow in the firelight. A few of them bared their teeth. The monkeys weren’t cute anymore. They were scary.
“Get out of here!” Zak said.
Zak cracked Stryker. But not into the air this time. He cracked it forward across the fire. Stryker’s silver tip lit up, the monkeys moving away from it in a broad swath.
“We don’t need to give them anything,” Zak said.
Zak cracked Stryker again, the monkeys moving away from the lightning and smoke. I felt it happen before I saw it. Zak kept an eye on the monkeys in front of him, but he didn’t have eyes in the back of his head. A monkey, larger than the rest, moved stealthily forward. I turned, but by that time it was too late. The monkey sprang for Zak's fingers, ripping the map right out of his hand. The big monkey took off with the map, the rest of the troop following. 
“Let it go,” Amala said.
“It’s my map!”
Zak ran after the monkey, cracking his whip. I guess after spending three hours in that trunk, he figured that the map really was his. And he wanted it back. Stryker’s crack didn’t do much besides light up the sky though, because the monkeys were already too far ahead of him. I didn’t think it was the best idea, but I knew I had no choice but to follow. I couldn’t abandon him. Not out there. So I gave Amala an apologetic look and took off after Zak, down the trail.
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THROUGH THE MONKEY HOLE
 
The crack of Zak's whip lit the night in brief flashes, but what really helped us see where we were going in the dark night were the monkeys themselves. They left glowing footprints as they ran. One thing I was now sure of was that these weren’t normal monkeys. Nothing in these mountains had been normal and the monkeys were no exception. I finally caught up with Zak at the top of a ridge.
“Thanks for waiting for me,” I said.
“I was in a hurry,” Zak replied.
I looked over the ridge. The moon had risen from behind a mountain peak to reveal a perfectly reflective lake. The glowing footsteps led down the trail to its shore where the mass of monkeys stood.
“Let’s try this my way,” I said. “Slow and easy.”
“We’ve got Stryker.”
“Didn’t much help you keep the map, did it?”
“Don’t blame it on Stryker. That big monkey snuck up behind me.”
“So, like I said, let’s try this my way.”
Zak nodded begrudgingly. He followed me as I led the way carefully down the trail, trying my best not to scare the monkeys.
“Here, little monkey.”
Zak and I walked into a large group of monkeys and soon they were everywhere. The reddish-brown fur on their backs stood up, but they parted to the sides allowing Zak and I to pass. I didn’t think the monkeys looked as mean as they had before. Maybe they were nice after all. Either way, I knew we’d find out. Soon, we reached the lakeshore. We stood directly across from the big monkey with the map. The monkey had dark circles under its yellow eyes. I extended my open palm to it. 
“Can I have the map, monkey?”
The big monkey shrieked and leapt into the lake. But instead of falling into the water, it landed on a stepping stone. The stepping stone glowed brightly. But the monkey didn’t stop there. It leapt to the next stepping stone and then the next in a twisting, turning pattern. The rest of the troop followed. As they leapt across the lake, stepping stones glowing behind them, I thought I recognized a pattern. Feeling my stomach knot up, I pulled Zak up the trail away from the lake.
“Where are we going?”
I stopped and turned, staring down at the lake. “Look,” I said.
It was what I thought. A pattern that resembled a giant Lite-Brite had emerged in the lake. All together the glowing rocks looked like a huge evil monkey head staring up at us from the black lake. The monkey head winked at us in the darkness. 
“How bad do we want that map?” I said.
“How bad do you want to take a picture of that Leopard?”
“It’s not just about winning the contest, Zak.”
“What’s it about then?”
“You know. Protecting it.”
“So you believe in this Ghost Leopard now?”
“I believe this is one crazy place.”
“Nothing else?”
“Look. I don’t know what I believe, OK? But I know what I see. And what I see right now is a troop of chunky monkeys that stole our map. I don’t know about you, but I want it back.”
“Me too,” Zak said.
“Then let’s go get it.”
I led the way back down the path. Once I was a few feet from the water’s edge, I took a running leap onto the first glowing stepping stone. I landed slightly off balance, but steadied myself.
“Are you all right?”
“Yeah. Come on.”
As I leapt off the rock, Zak jumped on. But he almost didn’t make it, because as my feet left the rock I had been standing on, the rock started to rise into the air, growing out of the water like a towering column.
“Hurry!” Zak said.
I jumped to the next stepping stone, but it was trickier this time. The rock I was standing on had already begun to move up. Jumping from rock to rock was like being on some kind of crazy teeter-totter. Zak continued to leap after me, but it was getting confusing. First the rocks were up, then they were down. If that wasn’t bad enough, I looked behind us and saw that the glowing rock Zak had just been standing on had disappeared back into the water entirely.
“Crud,” Zak said.
We had no way to go but forward. I looked back as Zak leapt onto the rock behind me. He only had a second to jump forward again before it disappeared back into the lake. Some of the stones would shoot up briefly after I leapt off, but they quickly began falling again. It was hard going and I had no desire to fall off the slippery glowing stepping stones into the water. Who knew what kind of monster lurked down there? It went on like that, each stone disappearing into the black water behind us until finally we made it to the rock island in the center of the lake. We both took a moment to catch our breath. It felt good to be on solid ground. But it didn’t feel safe. The bhagwan's sedan chair sat on the far shore of the island.
“Double crud,” I said.
Zak took out Stryker. “Let’s just get what we came for and get out of here,” he said.
I scanned the rock island. Huge stone monkey columns rose high off the ground in a circular formation at the center of the island. It looked like some kind of abandoned ancient temple or something. Zak and I walked toward them to find a round stone pond in the middle of the carved columns. It was just like a donut hole in the middle of the island, or in this case, a monkey hole. The pond wasn’t that big, maybe fifteen feet across, but it was perfectly round. The same chunky monkey who had stolen the map stood there in front of the pond, the map between his teeth. The others monkeys had climbed the carved stone columns. They covered them like a coat of living fur.
“I’m going to ask for that map one more time, “ Zak said to the big monkey.
The big monkey hissed at us and dropped the map into the pond. 
“Now you don't want it?”
The map floated on the surface of the pond. Zak stretched to reach it, but it was too far out. Air bubbled to the surface in the center of the pond giving rise to a slowly swirling whirlpool. Zak stared up at the heads of the huge monkey statues. Live monkeys peered down at us as the whirlpool built in intensity.
“I wish they’d stop looking at us,” Zak said.
“They like you,” a silky smooth voice said.
I turned. I didn’t like strange voices in the dark, especially when they belonged to the bhagwan. The bhagwan stood at the base of one of the carved monkey columns. If that wasn’t enough, Rhino Butt stood a littler farther behind him with his two goons. Both goons carried bows and arrows strung over their shoulders. Rhino Butt held a crossbow.
“How did you get here?” Zak said.
“Train for most of the way,” the bhagwan said. “I got in my chair when I tired of blasting tunnels through the rock.”
“The monkeys took the map,” Zak said.
“I know,” the bhagwan said. “I asked them to.”
The water in the swirling whirlpool swelled, soaking our feet. The bhagwan smiled at the monkeys who now surrounded us, blocking our escape. The monkey’s mouths were wide open revealing their needle-like teeth. 
“From the looks of them, they haven’t eaten for many days.”
“They should try the samosas,” I said. “I hear they’re really good.”
“Yogi time,” Zak whispered to me.
“You’re the one with the whip,” I replied under my breath.
I watched as the bhagwan stared at the map in the whirlpool. The map responded to his magnetic glare. At first it just inched forward, but then the map left the water entirely and flew through the air toward him, settling between the bhagwan's open fingers like a frisbee.
“I thank you for the delivery, but your time is through,” the bhagwan said.
This was bad. Really bad. We needed the map. More than that, I was pretty sure that I shouldn’t let the bhagwan have it. That would be a real disaster. But what was I supposed to do? I felt the whirlpool tugging at my ankles. The dark black water had turned a frothy white. It was an effort just to stay standing in place, and we couldn’t get out of the water because of the monkeys. The monkeys hissed at us from the bank.
“Stryker,” I said. “Use Stryker.”
Zak took Stryker in hand. He aimed it at the bhagwan. But he saw something and stopped before cracking it.
“It is all right, Zak. You may put Stryker down.”
It was Mukta. He showed himself from behind a stone monkey column. Zak lowered Stryker. I could see the anger in the bhagwan's eyes. Red flames danced around his pupils. 
“Now to business,” Mukta said. “I will not allow you to harm them, Frightening One.” 
“I’ve searched for too long to allow you to stop me,” the bhagwan said. 
“Oh yes, I know. That is why I must.”
The gentle lapping sound of the whirlpool had now grown to a roar. Mukta and the bhagwan stood on opposite sides of the raging water. I had no idea what they had planned for each other, but as it turned out, that wasn’t our problem. Our problem was the two monkeys that sprang into the air. One headed for Zak, the other went for me. I managed to dive out of the way, but the first monkey landed on Zak's head. It wrapped itself around him, screeching and clawing. Zak wrestled the monkey.
“Get the guy with the map,” Zak wheezed.
I struggled to pull the monkey off Zak's head. The whirlpool began to grow, rising into a terrible water spout. It grew higher and higher as it swirled, its base widening, the water level growing above our knees. I struggled to maintain my balance as I clutched at Zak's monkey. I recognized it. It was the same big one that had taken the map. I took hold of the monkey under its arms. I felt the monkey loosening its hold. I almost had it. I pulled harder, but felt my feet losing their grip on the slippery rocks.
“Ah!” Zak screamed.
The whirlpool rose above Zak's waist. Between the water and the monkey he couldn’t fight it anymore. The water spout drew him in. The waterspout carried him up and up until he was so high he was swirling over the heads of the towering stone monkey columns. It looked like Zak was in a giant washing machine as he went around and around, getting closer to the middle, and I have to tell you, it really freaked me out, because A — I’ve never been one of those people who wanted to take a ride in a washing machine, and B — because I felt myself getting pulled in too. I caught sight of the monkey letting go of Zak's head and just as it did, I lost my footing and was yanked into the water spout with them.
I felt myself getting dizzy as I rose higher and higher until I could see over the tops of the stone monkey columns. I grabbed a gulp of air occasionally as I stuck my head outside the wall of twisting water, but the thing was, I couldn’t see Zak. He had just disappeared. It was only as I got pulled nearer to the center of the water spout that I saw what had happened. Zak had been pulled back down. 
The eye of the waterspout had a hole at the center of it, maybe the size of an inner tube. I couldn’t see down the hole, it was just too dark and too far, but I could see that wherever it went, it was far below the surface of the pond. There was nothing I could do about it as I began to fall down the center of the spout. The only good thing about it was that it wasn’t like falling exactly. I didn’t drop like a stone, it was more like I was being sucked down into a new world. The swirling water grabbed ahold of me, pulling me farther and farther down, until the air hole at the eye of the waterspout was gone. Still, the whirlpool kept sucking me in. All I could do was hold my breath for what seemed like forever, the frothy whirlpool getting darker and darker until finally, I felt like I just couldn’t hold my breath any longer.
 
Just when I felt like my lungs were about to burst, the whirlpool released its grasp and dropped me twenty feet through the air, spitting me out in the shallow water next to a sandy shore. I dragged myself to dry land and opened my eyes to the ceiling above. I could see the dark gaping hole that I had just fallen from, water raining down from it. Looking around, I saw that I was in an underground cavern filled with enormous glowing stalactites. Stalactites are the spiky cave rocks that grow down from the ceiling of a cave, not to be confused with stalagmites, the ones that grow up from the cave floor. When a stalagmite and stalactite meet at the middle and grow together, they’re called a column. I know this stuff because I’ve always been a bit of a science geek. But there was no stalactite I’d ever heard of that glowed the way these ones did. They threw enough light to reveal Zak lying there, ten feet away from me. My heart skipped a beat when I saw that Zak was lying perfectly still. He was so hyper, I’d never seen him not moving since I’d known him. I started to worry that he wasn’t breathing.
“Zak?” I called his name, but he didn’t move an inch. “Zak, are you, OK?”
He just lay there. I pulled myself up. We’d come too far at this point for some stupid waterspout to get him. I ran over to Zak and turned him over, shaking him. His eyes were closed and there was sand on his face. I knew I had to do get him breathing again. That would mean mouth-to-mouth resuscitation. I had learned how to do it in swimming lessons at school. I placed my arm under Zak’s neck to make sure his airway was open and pinched his nose. The next step was to breathe into his mouth. I wasn’t looking forward to doing it, but it didn’t matter. I had to. Zak was white as a ghost. Even now, I thought I might be too late. I took a deep breath and lowered my mouth toward his, getting ready to breath into his mouth. Then, I thought I saw Zak’s face twitch. I blinked and some him twitch again.
 “Sucker,” Zak said.
I whipped my head back to see the big grin on Zak’s face. His eyes were open now and he was laughing at me. He rolled over on the sand and started pounding on it like the fact that I had just tried to save his life was totally hilarious. I couldn’t believe him.
“I had you. I totally had you,” Zak cackled.
“Doofus!” I punched him hard in the arm.
“Ow! No fair. I owed you for the time you played dead back in the temple.”
“That was different.”
“How?”
“Timing. We weren’t being chased by a crazoid bhagwan man then.”
Zak seemed to think about it. “I guess that’s true,” he said. “But it sure was hilarious!”
“Yeah, really funny.” I looked around. “Laugh while you can. I don’t like this place.”
 The more I looked around the cavern, the less I liked it. Farther away from the pool, torches lit the cave walls. Monkey statues were carved into every surface of the cave. Even the huge stalactites had stone moneys carved into them, climbing them like tree trunks. A bat flew above our heads.
“Are you sure you’re all right?” I asked Zak. “For real?”
I looked at Zak a little more closely. The color had returned to his cheeks. He had a few scratches here and there from the monkey on his head, but other than that, he looked OK.
“I don’t need mouth-to-mouth, if that’s what you’re asking.”
“Good. Then let’s get out of here.”
 
Zak and I walked forward through the mass of glowing stalactites. Our pajamas were soaking wet and clung to our skin. But it wasn’t cold in the cave. In fact, it was surprisingly warm. Another sciencey cave fact: caves tend to maintain a constant temperature. I appreciated the fact that the cave wasn’t as cool as the air outside. I took a wooden torch down from the wall and used it to look at one of the glowing stalactites. The stalactite itself looked like a giant icicle dripping down from the cave’s ceiling. But it was what was inside of the stalactite that surprised me. Little bugs or mites floated around inside the stalactite’s fluid core.
“They’re tiny little miniature monkeys,” I said.
“In an icicle?”
“It’s not an icicle. It’s a stalactite, and I can see their little tails. See that?”
“Wow. You’re right,” Zak said. “I can even see their tiny pointy teeth. What are they doing in there?”
“Maybe they’re babies.”
“What kind of monkey baby lives in an icicle?”
“I told you, they’re not icicles,” I said. “And they’re not normal monkeys either.”
“Very weird,” Zak said.
I pointed the torch forward. Farther on, the stalactites and stalagmites had actually grown together into columns reaching all the way from the cave’s ceiling to the cave’s floor. It was just like I’d read about in my textbook, except the thing was, I already knew there was nothing ordinary about the cave we were in. I doubted there was anything ordinary about the columns either. Two more steps confirmed my thought. My torch lit up some writing at the base of one of the translucent columns. As I moved the torch upwards, what I saw took my breath away. 
It was a face. A face peered out at me from inside the translucent column.
“I think I want to go home now.”
The translucent column was home to a frozen mummy. Not like an Egyptian mummy in bandages, but an old dried-out body with leathery skin preserved in what looked like ice. The smoke from my torch marred the stalactite with black soot, but the face still peered back at me. The mummy’s cheeks were drawn and there were only holes where the eyeballs had been, but the mummy had once been a woman, anyone could see that. The mummy carried a jeweled dagger and wore a suit of silver chain mail armor. 
I waved the torch and six feet away there was another column with another mummy frozen inside. This mummy wore a rope tied to an iron anchor around its neck. I swung the torch around in a slow wide arc. There were nine more translucent columns. Inside were more mummies. There was a mummy wearing a sailor’s cap, and another carrying a pair of scissors, and another with a ball and chain around its ankle, and another, and another. They were everywhere, and each mummy had something written below it in strange letters. I guessed that the letters were Sanskrit, the ancient language that people used to use in India. I looked to Zak. He wasn’t laughing anymore. In fact his whole expression had changed. If I didn’t know any better, I’d say he was starting to get scared. 
“Three, four, eight, that’s eleven of the dead guys,” Zak said.
“I think they're girls.”
“Even the soldier and the sailor?”
“Yup,” I said. “Really frozen, really old girls. Give me your whip.”
“Why?”
“Just give it here.”
Zak handed me Stryker. I took hold of the elephant-tear diamond.
“This comes out right?”
“I don’t know. It went in. What are you trying to do?”
I ignored Zak and twisted the diamond. It popped out of the handle with a soft click. I held the diamond in my hand, the pointy end out, and began to scratch it over the stalactite containing the first mummy. 
“Whoa! You’re going to wreck it.”
“Diamond is the hardest thing there is. I’m not going to wreck anything.”
I continued to score the stalactite. It looked like I was actually cutting it. A moment later, I had scored a near perfect circle in the rock. I hit it with the heel of my hand. A perfectly cut hole opened into the hollowed-out stalactite. 
 “Soldier. Sailor. Tailor. Prisoner,” I said, pointing out the mummies.
I reached inside the hole in the first tomb. It was frosty cold in there. My fingers wrapped around the jeweled dagger in the soldier mummy’s hand. What happened next was a little off the wall, even for me, so I’ll come out right now, and say, I’m not sure exactly what happened. All I’m sure of, is what I saw. 
 As I grabbed the dagger there was a flash of light. The columns themselves melted away before me. The mummies weren’t dead anymore. They were young and alive. And they weren’t just random mummies. They were Amala. Each of the mummies was Amala in a different set of clothes. 
Zak backed away, but I just stood there watching the mummies come to life around me. The Amala dressed in chain mail armor was struck by a silver dagger. The Amala wearing a blue sailor’s cap had a rope tightened around her neck. The Amala in a tailor’s suit was stabbed by a pair of scissors. The Amala in a prisoner’s tattered clothes was struck by yellow claws. You get the idea. Whatever had happened so long ago was happening again, right in front of me. Then I saw the Ghost Leopard’s shadow moving between the columns. I’d never actually seen the Ghost Leopard before, but it’s hard to mistake the shadow of a giant cat. And when I say giant, I’m talking saber-toothed tiger giant. The Ghost Leopard’s shadow was here then there, but never in one place long enough for me to get a grip on it. A moment passed and the whoosh of an arrow cut through the air. The Ghost Leopard’s shadow disappeared and the mummies were, once again, encased in their columns. I dropped the jewel-encrusted dagger, pulling my freezing hand from the tomb. Everything went back to normal.
“Whoa,” Zak said.
“Did you see that?” I asked, cold sweat beading on my forehead.
“It was Amala.”
“Not just that.”
“What do you mean, not just that?”
“He’s going to shoot the Leopard.”
I noticed that Zak had become distant. One thing was for sure. He definitely wasn’t laughing. In fact, he looked like he’d never laugh again. Zak stared at the two columns furthest from where we stood. The columns were just out of my view and weren’t glowing like the others, so I walked forward with the torch to light them up. But these columns were different from the other ones. For one thing, they were open at the front — you could walk right inside of them. For another, they were empty, iron shackles hanging from the translucent rock walls. 
“Did you hear me?” I said. “When the Leopard gets its body back, they’re going to shoot an arrow through it under the full moon.”
“I heard you,” Zak said, “but I think we’ve got bigger problems than that.”
“What are you saying?”
I followed Zak's gaze to the engraving on the bottom of the columns. The writing at the bottom of these tombs was in English, not Sanskrit. It read: Zoe Guire and Zak Merril.
“I think we’re dead too,” Zak said.
I heard what sounded like a splash and looked up to see Rhino Butt’s goons approaching from opposite ends of the cavern. Their mouths hung open, their sharp yellow teeth glistening in the torchlight. 
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WHY IT SUCKS TO BE CHAINED INSIDE AN ICICLE
 
The first thing I noticed about Rhino Butt’s henchmen was that they weren’t wearing any boots. Their feet were hairy, almost like paws, and nearly silent on the wet cavern floor. I guess it wasn’t enough to have the hairy-footed freaks after us, because Rhino Butt entered right after them. He came from another entrance, his polished wooden crossbow in hand. 
“Give me Stryker,” Zak whispered.
I handed Zak his whip. 
“Stay back.” Zak looked to Rhino Butt. Then he looked to the goons. The goons were closer so he turned to them. “I said, stay back.”
The goons continued to advance.
“I’m warning you.”
The goons smiled, spit falling from their pointy yellow teeth. The closer they got, the less they looked like regular men. They looked, I don’t know, like something else. It was scary.
“You asked for it.”
Zak cracked Stryker. He held his right arm high and slammed the whip down hard, but nothing happened. No thunder. No lightning. The whip just drooped like a wet noodle. Zak tried again, harder this time, but got the same result. Stryker wouldn’t work. He lowered it down.
 “Sorry we left so soon back at the zip-line,” Zak said, grinning hopefully.
“Doesn’t mean we didn't enjoy your company,” I added.
Rhino Butt responded by pulling back the string on his crossbow. I found this frightening but the goons were even scarier, because they didn’t even bother with their bows which hung limply from their shoulders. Instead, they just they bared their yellow teeth, their rough black tongues licking at their lips.
 
The goons corralled us inside the tombs cut from the columns. It was freezing inside of the tombs. I guess something about me just didn’t like being in there, because just as I had seen a flash of light when I grabbed the dagger, I saw another white flash as soon as I got pushed inside the tomb. I didn’t know what was happening, all I knew was that even though I was still inside the tomb, I was suddenly staring at a completely different place. It was almost as though I had left my body entirely and was peering down from above. I felt like I was in a much larger cavern now, the size of a huge cathedral. Fiery torches ringed the walls, casting their flickering glow. The bhagwan was there. His servants were breathing heavily as they carried him in his sedan chair. But the funny thing was that even though his servants walked as though they were carrying the sedan chair by the poles, they weren’t carrying anything at all. The sedan chair floated on a cushion of air. I barely had time to wonder how it was doing that before the bhagwan spoke. 
“You think you can come into my home uninvited?” 
Nobody answered the bhagwan. 
“The time has come to show yourself, Yogi Man.”
Still nobody answered him. The bhagwan stepped down from his chair. He looked around the cavern, a waterfall showering down into a glowing pool below. There were natural stalagmites grown into tall pillars in the pool, but there was no sign of any Yogi Man.
“You grow drunk on the blood you drink to stay young, Monkey,” a voice said from the darkness.
“You would be well advised to drink the blood too, Yogi Man.”
“I will not, for I would rather die a man than live a monster.”
I watched as the bhagwan cast his glance upwards. I still didn’t know how I could see what was happening, but it didn’t really matter right then. What mattered was that I was seeing it. The bhagwan soon found Mukta sitting cross-legged at the top of a tall blunt stalagmite set in the deep pool.
“Are you calling me a monster?” the bhagwan asked.
“I am calling you a minor annoyance to eternity, Monkey. But still, courtesy requires that I ask you in for a dip.”
Mukta stood and stretched out his bony frame before executing a perfect swan dive into the pool below. As he hit the black water, the pool lit up with millions of phosphorescent sparkles, the perfect glow of a lizard’s head outlined on its calm black surface. It really looked exactly like a lizard. The bhagwan stepped to the edge of the pool as Mukta waded out. I was starting to get worried that they could see me, but I was also starting to realize that I wasn’t really there, not my body anyhow. I listened like a fly on the wall.
“Enough, old man. My quarrel isn't with your foolish ways,” the bhagwan said.
“But mine is with yours. You cannot have the Ghost Leopard, Monkey Man. All that is good will not allow it.”
The bhagwan's face tightened, his skin stretching beyond the breaking point as his jaw lengthened, jutting outwards. His fangs flared and reddish-brown fur grew out across his face. He ran a rough black tongue over his lips. The bhagwan was half human and half monkey now — a Vanara — there was no other way to put it. He looked exactly like the ancient Monkey Man in Mukta’s story, his once coal-black eyes glowing a hot red. And in that moment I remembered where I had seen him. When I had first arrived in India, I dreamt of his horrible face and those red glowing eyes on the mountainside. And it wasn’t only his face that was horrible. He had a tail. It was long and lean and powerful looking. The bhagwan lifted his tail and looped it around a stalactite, cracking the stalactite off the cave's ceiling. He seemed to be testing the weight of the stalactite, balancing it carefully in his tail. Then he let it fly. The spear-shaped stalactite cracked through the air straight at Mukta.
 
That’s when I came to. Another white flash burned my vision and I was back in the tomb, Rhino Butt’s goon securing my manacles. The other goon chained up Zak in the column beside me. I noted that the hair on his back stood up as he secured Zak’s chains. But it wasn’t just hair, it was fur. His whole neck was covered in it. The goon ran his yellow nails under Zak's chin. The tips of his nails were coated in red.
“Nice nail polish,” Zak said.
“It’s not polish,” I said.
Zak’s face fell as he realized that the wet red color on the goon’s nails wasn’t polish at all. It was blood.
“Oh, OK.” 
The goon wrenched Stryker from Zak, throwing the whip deep into the depths of the cave. There was a small splash as though it had landed in a pool of water, but the whip was nowhere to be seen.
“How long do you think they’re going to keep us here?” Zak whispered to me.
“Oh, I don’t know,” I said. “By the looks of those mummies maybe three, four thousand years.”
“My dad is going to kill me.”
“Quiet,” Rhino Butt commanded.
Rhino Butt cocked an ear. There were muffled noises coming from the corridor. It sounded to me like rocks were falling out there. I wondered if it had anything to do with what I had just seen. Rhino Butt’s goon shackled Zak's other wrist with a clank then held up the key like he didn’t know what to do with it.
“Keep it,” Rhino Butt said. 
The goon wrapped the iron skeleton key in his palm and followed the others out of the cavern.
“Did you see anything?” I asked Zak.
“Yeah. I saw a really scary guy with bloody nails and a hairy back chain me up.”
“No, I mean when they stuck us in here. Did you see Mukta talking to the bhagwan?”
“What are you talking about, Zoe?”
“I don’t know. I saw something that’s all. It was like I wasn’t in my body.”
“Whose body were you in?”
“I don’t know, OK? I was like a fly on the wall. It was weird.”
“More yogi powers, I bet,” Zak said.
I let Zak’s comment go. Now wasn’t the time to debate my supposed yogi powers. An enormous crack echoed through the cavern. It was very loud. I tugged at my wrists.
“We’re going to die,” I said. “This is it.”
Cold water dripped down on us from the cavern roof above.
“No. You’re going to yogi us out of here.”
“How am I going to do that?”
“You still got your birthmark right?”
I looked up at my wrist. Of course I still had my birthmark. What was it going to do? Fall off? I could only see part of it though because the other part was covered by the shackle. 
“Yes. I still have my birthmark,” I said icily.
“So yoginate it.”
Clearly Zak wasn’t going to drop the yogi thing. “How many time do I have to tell you. I can’t yoginate anything.”
“Back on that zip-line you sure did.”
“That was different I was…”
“You were what?”
“You were going to die.”
“Well, I got news, Zoe.” Zak tugged at his iron shackles. “We’re going to die here too.”
“I know,” I screamed. 
I felt a cold sweat forming on my forehead. My head was starting to hurt, pressure building inside of it. But it wasn’t like before. Back at the gorge, I knew who I was angry with: The bhagwan. I just looked at him and focused. Here in the cave, it was different. I didn’t know how to direct my energy. I wanted to break the shackles, but when I stared at them, all that happened was that my head hurt. I closed my eyes and tried to relieve the pressure. I imagined a green field. I imagined I was lying down in the sun relaxing, not a care in the world. 
“Stryker,” I said. “We can use Stryker to get out of here.”
“Stryker’s gone. Besides you saw him. Stryker was about as useful as a strand of spaghetti. You broke him.”
“I can fix him,” I said. “We just need to find him.”
Zak twisted his head back into the dark cavern. “That way.”
I tried to clear my mind. I imagined Stryker deep in one of the cave’s pools. I had heard the whip hit the water with a splash as it sank. I imagined the water was cool and dark. I thought about Stryker there, sitting at the bottom of the pool on a glossy cave rock. When I saw the whip clearly in my mind, sitting limply at the bottom of the pool, I concentrated, trying to pull it nearer. I felt the whip nudge from its position underwater and the pressure in my mind seemed to ease, but I saw nothing more. The picture in my mind went blank. Nothing else happened. There was no whip.
“It’s not working.”
“Try harder.”
“I already tried as hard as I could!”
“Holy India.”
“I told you, I tried as hard as I could.”
“Totally,” Zak said. “You totally did.”
Why was he agreeing with me now? Had Zak all of a sudden become Mr. Agreeable? I followed Zak's gaze down to the cavern floor and understood. Zak's whip was slithering along the wet cave floor toward us. I knew that it was his whip because I saw the three green sparkling emeralds on one end of it. But, on the other end, I saw a pair of yellow narrowly slit eyes because Zak's whip was back to looking like the hooded black cobra again. The snake slithered up to the base of Zak's tomb and began to climb his leg, its forked silver tongue tasting the air as it moved.
Zak closed his eyes as the snake slithered up his leg and over his stomach. It’s not nice to admit it, but at that moment I was really happy that I wasn’t Zak. The cobra hissed as it moved. I was positive it was the whip though. It had the emeralds in its tail so it had to be. Of course, the diamond wasn’t there, but I had that. The cobra moved rhythmically past Zak's cheek and up his arm. Its silver tongue shot out and it opened its mouth wide. I wasn’t sure what to expect next, but I was really hoping it didn’t sink its long hollow fangs into Zak’s face. Luckily, it didn’t. Instead, its silver tongue shot into the keyhole of the iron shackle. The cobra twisted its head and I heard a click. 
The manacle hinged open and Zak took out his bruised wrist. He looked a little more confident now as the cobra slithered across his chest to his other hand. Zak winced, but the snake did the same thing, sticking its silver forked tongue into the opposite manacle’s keyhole. It clicked open just like the other side had. I breathed a sigh of relief.
“Your turn,” Zak said. 
No way, I thought. I’d die there before I let that snake squirm up my arm. Just then, a deafening crack echoed through the cavern. A glowing stalactite flew by like a spear. It missed us by a hair.
“What was that?” Zak said.
“I don’t know but keep that snake away from me.”
The cobra slithered back down, coiling around the bottom of Zak's column. Zak didn’t move. I don’t think he wanted to step over it.
“How are you going to get out?” Zak said.
“Let me try my own way.”
I closed my eyed and concentrated. I tried to empty my mind, doing my best to pass through the shackles. 
“Mind is matter. Matter is mind.”
I pulled on the shackles but nothing happened. They were still as solid as they ever were. I flipped my chin at the mummy in the stalactite beside me.
“Tell her to stop staring.”
“She’s dead.”
I concentrated again. “Mind is matter. Matter is mind.” I pulled on my wrists but once again, the shackles didn’t budge. “She’s still staring at me.”
“You need to use the snake,” Zak said.
“Not if I can help it.”
I glanced at the snake coiled at the bottom of Zak’s column. I didn’t know why I hated snakes. I didn’t mind them living. Just nowhere near me. I willed Zak's cobra to stay where it was and closed my eyes again. I concentrated. This time I felt resistance. I thought I felt the shackles on my wrist moving. I pushed and I kept pushing, but I felt nothing more. Then the pressure went away. I relaxed my wrists.
“I can’t do it.”
“Sure you can,” Zak said.
“I just can’t do it.”
“Look at your hands.”
I looked up at the shackle. But my left hand wasn’t in it. Neither was my right. Both hands were resting on the inside wall of the tomb, the spots on my hand glowing.
“Your hands went right through the steel.”
“How could they?”
“I don’t know, but I watched it,” Zak said.
“So did, I.” Both Zak and I looked up to see who had spoken. It was Amala. 
“Holy India,” Zak said. “What are you doing here?”
“Trying to help.”
I stepped down from my hollowed-out tomb, careful to keep my distance from the cobra coiled on the cave floor below Zak's feet.
“Give Zak the elephant tear,” Amala said.
I reached into my pocket and handed the elephant tear diamond carefully to Zak.
“Now Zak, put the stone back in the snake’s tail.”
“Are you kidding?” Zak said.
“Put it in.”
Zak stared down at the snake from inside the tomb. I’m pretty sure he didn’t want to step down over the snake, let alone touch it. The cobra hissed softly, looking up at us with its yellow eyes. Its tail was visible at the end of its coiled body, the three glittering emeralds marking the spot. Zak stepped down from the tomb and took a breath. He hunched down and carefully took hold of the snake’s tail. I could almost feel the snake, scaly and cold to the touch, as he took the diamond between his thumb and forefinger and placed it in the slight depression above the emeralds. He twisted the diamond in a clockwise motion and, as he did, I heard a click. With that click the snake transformed back into the whip.
“Whoa,” Zak said. “Stryker’s back.”
He cracked Stryker gently. There was a small crack of thunder and a tiny bolt of lightning shot out of the end. Zak smiled.
“I like it.”
“Listen carefully,” Amala said. She pointed to the nearest stalactite, a frozen mummy stuck within. “That was Naija, the Leopard's fifth life.”
“Naija looks a lot like you. When she isn’t a mummy that is,” Zak said.
“Yes, she does.”
“We saw you. When I picked up the dagger, we saw you in these mummy clothes.” 
“Exactly who are you?” Zak asked.
“I’ll answer your questions later, Zak. But please listen to me now. Naija lived for nineteen hard years on the burning lake before the Monkey came for her. He set fire to her village, then her family, and finally, he destroyed her as well. You must understand, the gods won't allow the Monkey to use his mental powers against the Leopard, but they can't stop him from using mortal tools.”
“Mortal tools?” I asked.
“The Monkey Man, or the bhagwan as you know him, seems to prefer a bow and arrow,” Amala said. “Or so he’s tried in the past. If he shoots the arrow true, under the light of the hundred-year moon, he’ll have the range and power to bring down the Ghost Leopard in its physical form.”
“Why don’t the gods just stop the bhagwan from shooting it?” Zak asked.
“Mortal tools follow mortal rules,” Amala said. “The gods can’t interfere.” 
“Then they're lame gods. If I was a god I could stop anything,” Zak said.
“If you were a god, you'd spend all day eating chips and playing video games.”
“I do that now.”
“Listen. The full moon is two nights from now. The Ghost Leopard will be vulnerable on Tendua Tibba’s slopes. If the bhagwan destroys it at this time, the Earth will once again be his.”
Both Zak and I ducked back as a flying stalactite cracked through the air.
“Again?” Zak said. 
“Yes. Again. Fire and death will rain from the sky. The monkey will kill countless souls, just as he did Naija.”
I wanted to concentrate on what Amala was saying, but was having a difficult time because I saw that Mukta had backed his way into the cavern. Mukta dodged from left to right as the flying stalactites whipped past. As Mukta backed toward us, I saw the bhagwan or Monkey Man or whatever it was we were supposed to call him. He leapt from one wall to the other like a crazed beast. I was scared. He lifted his tail and hurled three stalactites, one after the other. Mukta was close now. Close enough that I could see exactly what he was doing. He raised a hand, slowing the stalactites. The stalactites moved more and more slowly as they flew toward him. So slowly that I wondered if they would stop and fall out of the air. Mukta's spotted birthmark glowed: I could see it all the way across the cave. Then Mukta crossed his legs and levitated into the air. As Mukta floated there, the stalactites flew through his body as if he wasn’t there. But I was worried. Mukta's arms and legs had begun to twitch as if he was tiring. 
A stalactite whipped by my ear.
“We need to get out of here,” Amala said.
Another stalactite flew by, glowing like a deadly missile. The bhagwan was hurling the sharp stalactites one after the other, but Mukta didn’t seem concerned that they would hit him at all. Probably because he chose that moment to fade from view entirely. He just disappeared. What seemed like an invisible wall was left in his place. Stalactite after stalactite smashed to bits as they hit the spot where Mukta had levitated.
“Follow me,” Amala said. 
I tore my attention away from where Mukta had been and followed Amala through the darkness into a low-ceilinged cavern. 
“It’s dark in here,” Zak said.
As my eyes adjusted to the darkness I saw that we were on the edge of a deep pool.
“We need to swim,” Amala said.
“But you’re wearing a sari,” I said. “It could wrap up around your legs. It’s dangerous.”
“Don’t worry about me.”
Zak tied Stryker around his waist and stepped into the pool. He lost his footing almost right away and was up to his neck in water. I got into the cool cave water behind him. Stalagmites rising from the bottom of the pool cast an eerie glow. I could just make out an iron grate on the other side of the pool. Then Amala got into the water. She left her sari on but it was weird. When she got into the water behind us, I could barely see her legs. It was almost as if her bottom half wasn’t there.
“We need to swim under the grate,” Amala said.
Before Amala could finish speaking, Rhino Butt’s goons had entered the cavern. Zak swam arm over arm in front of me, but he kept glancing backward, a frightened look on his face. I looked back myself and watched as the two goons’ faces stretched and their jaws lengthened, fur growing over their bodies. Their eyes yellowed, blood-shot veins spidering out around their pupils. I didn’t need to watch the whole transformation like some kind of deer stuck in the headlights, so I put my energy back into swimming. We were close to the iron grate now. It descended from the low rock ceiling down to the water line. Amala dove below the water first. Zak quickly followed. I dove down after them and though I could see Zak, I couldn’t see Amala in front of us. I thought it was probably because it was dark. 
I felt a sudden weight on my back and turned my head in the dark water to see Rhino Butt’s goons’ glowing eyes. The grate was just in front of me, but the goon clawed me backward. I grabbed onto the grate’s rusty iron bars with my fingers. I was just able to hold on as the goon clawed himself closer. I knew I was going to have to do something, so I folded my legs up into my stomach then kicked out with both feet. I thought I was done for, but it worked. I hit the goon right in his big old monkey nose, smashing him backward. I took what was left of my breath to dive under the grate, gasping for air on the other side.
“Let’s get out of here!”
I looked up to see Amala and Zak aboard a bamboo raft. I pulled myself up out of the water as quickly as I could.
“What were those guys?” I asked.
“Those that were here before,” Amala said.
“How long before?”
“Many thousands of years before,” Amala said. “They are the Vanara: very old creatures that come from the time of the Monkey.”
“You said that you’d answer our questions later,” Zak said. “It’s later. Who are you?”
“I’m a friend, Zak. I’m a friend working very, very hard to ensure that the Ghost Leopard is protected.”
“Is that all?”
“It’s all for now.”
I would have liked a better answer too but, unlike Zak, I didn’t think that then and there was the greatest time to get one. Not with those Vanara things behind us. So I took hold of a long bamboo pole and pushed us off.
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A GLASS OF CHAI
 
The caverns were like a swiss cheese of rocky rooms. We had barely poled the raft out of the space we were in, when we came upon a long crack in the cave wall. Looking through the crack, I saw through to a small torch-lit cavern. I slowed the raft. Something about the place drew me in. I needed to see what was inside of there.
“We must keep going,” Amala said.
“Wait.”
I didn’t know what we were waiting for, but I knew we couldn’t go on. Not yet. It wasn’t long before I saw the reason why. Mukta materialized out of thin air. His legs were crossed and his skin looked clammy as he slowly descended from his levitation to the cave floor. It was obvious that the flying stalactites had taken their toll on him. He seemed to be very tired. Mukta took a moment to gather his breath and pick himself up. He wiped his brow, and as he did, I realized that he wasn’t alone. 
“Your strength has left you, old man,” the bhagwan said.
The bhagwan stepped into the light. His face wasn’t furry anymore and his jaw had returned to normal, but he still had his tail. Knowing what was lurking just beneath the surface of that tight waxy skin almost made him scarier to me. Mukta, however, didn’t seem worried that the bhagwan had appeared. In fact, he looked calmer than ever. He crossed his arms, sitting back down on the cave floor as though he was preparing himself. I felt Zak squeezing over my shoulder to get a look. The bhagwan wrapped his tail around an enormous stalactite hanging directly above Mukta. It didn’t look good. I was pretty sure Mukta would die if he just sat there. But I was also pretty sure he had a plan. He had to have one right? He was this super yogi guy. Why wouldn’t he have a plan?  
Mukta didn’t try to move as the bhagwan cracked the stalactite from its base. He just sat there, his arms crossed and his eyes closed. I could barely watch. I almost turned away, but I knew I had to see what happened. The stalactite thundered down. It entered Mukta’s chest at a high angle cutting through him like a knife through butter. Whoa. I instantly wished I hadn’t seen it. I could tell Zak had already looked away. But Mukta didn’t scream. He didn’t moan. Instead, he just sat there, breathing calmly, the stalactite speared right through him. Then he spoke.
“There is a story of the old yogi and his mortal enemy,” Mukta said.
“His mortal enemy destroys him?” the bhagwan replied.
“Yes. The yogi is reduced to no more than dust. His mortal enemy attends a grand banquet to celebrate his triumph. He eats and drinks until he can eat and drink no more.”
“Why waste your dying breath, old man?”
“Because you wish to know.”
“Do I?”
“You know you do, Monkey Man.”
“Fine. What happens after his mortal enemy eats and drinks until he could drink no more?”
“Why then there is a knock at the door. It is the yogi, whole once again. The yogi asked if his mortal enemy would not like a glass of chai?”
“A glass of chai?”
“Yes. A glass of chai.”
The bhagwan stared at Mukta. “Is that it?”
Mukta smiled. “This body is only a vessel, Monkey. You and your kind have used up your next lives in your unnatural effort to stay young.” Mukta closed his eyes. “I will go on.”
That was it. That was everything Mukta had to do and say. Some plan. It was more like a bedtime story. The bhagwan stood there gloating as the spark of life left Mukta's bony body, the birthmark fading from his hand. The bhagwan bent down to feel Mukta’s pulse, but I was pretty sure that his heart had stopped beating. Satisfied that Mukta was dead, the bhagwan smacked him across the face once with the tip of his tail as he left the cavern. As he did, Mukta's body faded away. What was left of him literally faded into nothing, leaving only his tattered lungi. Mukta was gone. I looked up at Amala and saw a tear on her cheek. I couldn’t be sure, but I thought Zak’s eyes looked watery as well. I didn’t cry because there was no time. Not right then, anyhow. Instead, I took hold of the pole, pushing us off into the underground river. Amala looked like she had seen a ghost.
“Mukta has moved on,” Amala said.
“I thought he died,” Zak said.
“He’s moved on to a new life.”
I didn’t know if Mukta had moved on to a new life or not, but I didn’t think you could get speared through the heart by a pointy cave rock and stay alive. It was common sense. Pointy cave rocks through the heart equals death. I used the bamboo pole to push us off the cave wall. As the water in the underground river moved more and more quickly, it became harder to steer the raft. The only light we had to guide us was the glow from Zak's whip and that wasn’t a lot. I heard a sudden whoosh as an arrow shot through the darkness, hitting the raft. Somehow, Rhino Butt and his goons were catching up with us again. Another arrow hit. Zak dove down, lying flat with the raft.
“We’re going to move on from this life too,” Zak said.
More arrows hit the raft. I dove down as well, dropping the pole off the side of the raft. It began to float away in the current.
“I swear, if I live, I will never ever chase another monkey again,” Zak whispered. 
The pole floated farther away. I tried to reach it, but couldn’t. The rumbling of water grew louder. 
“Reach for it, Zoe,” Amala said.
My camera swung from my neck as I struggled to get the pole. The camera dipped into the water and I briefly thought that it was a good thing that it was waterproof. I might actually get to take a picture with it. If we ever got out of here. I stretched farther to reach the pole, but it had floated too far away. 
“Reach for the pole with your mind.”
“How many times do I have to tell you. I can’t just do that,” I said.
“I got it,” Zak said.
Zak raised Stryker and cracked it at the pole. Stryker’s silver tip wrapped around the bamboo and Zak pulled it back. He reached into the river water for the pole. Then he pulled out his hand like he had been bitten by something. 
“Ow!”
“What?”
“The water is like, boiling!”
I touched the water with my fingertip. Zak was right. It wasn’t at a rolling boil yet, but I saw little bubbles beginning to rise. I also saw tiny drops falling into the river from above, almost like it was raining. Then I heard a whoosh and dove to the side as another volley of arrows hit the raft. One dug into the bamboo, missing my toe by a hair.
“Zak,” I said. “Shine Stryker up there.”
Zak shone his whip to the cave’s ceiling. It wasn’t raining. It was dripping little specks from the ends of the stalactites. The specks that were inside the stalactites were raining down on everything below them. Zak shone Stryker down the river. It was totally creepy. The specks were growing into tiny monkeys. They were everywhere. 
“This can’t be good,” Zak said.
“No. I don’t think it can.”
The water was getting hotter. I could tell because there was steam rising off of it. It looked like it was definitely coming to a boil. I looked behind us. Another volley of arrows flew through the air. I ducked down. I still couldn’t see where the arrows were coming from, but I saw a reddish-brown head pop out of the river. It wasn’t small though. It was a full-sized monkey head. I took Zak's arm, shining Stryker backward. The monkey heads were everywhere. An entire troop of swimming moneys had hatched to life in the frothy water behind the raft. Panicked, I looked forward. The misty mouth of the cavern was now visible, moonlight shining in. The river water steamed around us. It was getting really hot. I used the pole to straighten out the raft. I could see sheer canyon walls just outside the mouth of the cavern, the roar of falling water growing louder.
Zak cracked Stryker. A flash of lightning filled the cave and I saw just how many monkeys there were. They weren’t just in the water. They were on the cave’s ceilings and walls too. They were everywhere and even more were being born from the drips falling into the river. Zak cracked his whip again. This time I saw a raft behind us. That’s where the arrows were coming from, but that wasn’t our biggest problem right then. The monkeys were. Somehow they had managed to swim in front of the raft. Zak cracked Stryker and was able to part a path in the sea of monkeys, but they kept coming. He couldn’t stop all of them and I was busy keeping the raft going straight. A monkey jumped onto the back of the raft. Zak whipped it off, but another wet monkey took its place, fangs bared. Zak kicked the monkey away, but he couldn’t keep it up. A third monkey jumped onto Zak's back.
It would have been nice if that was the end of it. I already felt like there was way too much going on, but in India, when it rains, it pours. Another volley of arrows came flying at us. I was able to duck, but Zak was too busy pulling the monkeys off himself. That’s when the arrow hit. It speared the monkey through the arm, but I knew it went deeper because Zak screamed. He was hit too. I held the pole with one hand and moved to yank the monkey off Zak with the other, but he didn’t need me. The monkey leapt off him of its own accord, pulling the arrow in its arms with it. 
“Ow!” Zak screamed.
Zak was scratched up and bleeding where the arrow had struck him. I wanted to help him and examine the wound, but there was no time. The mouth of the river was upon us. I held the bamboo pole tightly in my hands. If the monkeys and arrows didn’t get us, whatever was on the other side of the gaping hole we were headed for would. I said a silent prayer and Zak bit his lip. I was scared and I could tell Zak was too. Who wouldn’t be? We had no idea what was beyond the cave.
“Do you trust me?” Amala asked.
“I really, really want to,” Zak said.
“Then hold the pole straight across and hang on!”
The water frothed and boiled below us. There was a moment where everything seemed to stop and then I felt my stomach drop as the raft left the cavern, teetering over the edge of the raging waterfall. It didn’t take long to see what was out there. Nothing. Nothing but air and rocks a thousand feet below. I knew there was no stopping the raft as I felt it begin to fall. So I took Amala’s advice. I held onto the bamboo pole for dear life.
 
Our raft fell through the air for a long time before landing. When it finally did, it splintered into matchsticks on the jagged rocks below. Staring down, I felt the blackness clouding my vision. I grit my teeth and fought off the dizziness as I hung there, alongside Zak and Amala, my hands gripping the bowed bamboo pole. The pole had lodged itself in the mouth of the cave, just below the waterline. We were behind the waterfall now, kept barely dry as it thundered above us. Looking up, I could see the bhagwan's raft floating over the river. At least I figured it was the bhagwan's. It might have been Rhino Butt’s, I didn’t know. All I knew for sure was that the raft was hovering there, above the river. The raft was made of bamboo like ours had been, but it floated on air, the river of monkeys being swept over the falls around it. 
The raft was almost close to enough to touch. If I had dared to take a hand off the pole, I could have taken a picture. Nobody would have believed it though. They’d just say I photoshopped the falling monkeys and hovering raft into the shot. After all, that kind of thing didn’t happen in real life. It didn’t matter anyway, I needed both hands to hang on. All three of us hung there silently for what felt like a long time, the shadow of the hovering raft above us. Luckily, from where we hung, the boiling water couldn’t get us. Eventually, the monkeys became less frequent and then stopped falling off the waterfall almost completely. I had strong arms from all the hanging around I had been doing, but I was getting really tired. I was also worried about Zak. His arm was still oozing blood where the arrow had struck him. The bhagwan's raft floated there for a long moment before moving backward into the cave. Zak was about to jump down to the ledge below the waterfall, but Amala stopped him. Instead she leapt down herself, leaving Zak and I hanging there.
The muscles in my arms had started to burn. Plus, it was hot and steamy. I didn’t think I’d be able to hold on much longer. At least a monkey hadn’t gone over the waterfall for a while. I didn’t think I'd ever think a monkey was cute again. But I was worried the bhagwan would come back. That would be really bad. I hoped Amala had a plan. Right now all she seemed to be doing was staring up at the water rushing above our heads. 
 I tried to distract myself from the pain in my arms with happy thoughts. I had no idea where Amala had come from, but I had been happy to have her there to help us. I didn’t think we would have made it that far without her. She was a real friend. I felt so pleased to have her around, that at first I didn’t notice the furry tail reaching down through the boiling waterfall. The tail was wet and thin and looked like no more than a shadow in the moonlight. But when the sinewy tail wrapped around Amala's neck and picked her up by the throat, I saw that it was more than a shadow. The tail belonged to the bhagwan. 
The tail picked Amala up off the ledge, lifting her farther and farther into the air. Strangely, Amala didn’t seem to fight the tail, but instead, she looked like she was allowing it to lift her away, like she was sacrificing herself. I wouldn’t have it. Amala might not have minded sacrificing herself but I, for one, was not going to allow that to happen. Not on my watch. I slowed my breath and focused.
“Careful,” Zak whispered.
I swung myself back and forth like a gymnast on the uneven bars, willing myself toward Amala. Then I let go of the bamboo pole and crossed my legs, hanging in midair. The waterfall raged above me and, for a moment, I floated in the air almost as if I was levitating. I reached for Amala, but I couldn’t maintain my concentration. I dropped from the air to the ledge below.
“Promise me. Promise me you’ll protect the Leopard,” Amala gasped.
I said it automatically. I didn’t even have to think about it. “I promise.”
That’s when the muscular tail wrenched Amala upward. I tried to leap back up after her, but she was too far gone. As I watched Amala disappear, it looked like the bhagwan's tail was cutting right through her neck as it pulled her upwards, through the river. For a moment, I swore that his tail went right through her chest as if she wasn’t even there. A half second later, Amala disappeared completely as the wet tail pulled her out of sight.
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The towering waterfall shimmered in the moonlight, but it wasn’t pretty, not to me and Zak. We were too busy trying to climb down the cliffside. I’m sure we looked like tiny ants on a giant mountain wall. I had wrapped a tourniquet around Zak’s arrow wound. I made it from one of the checkered gumcha scarves we had bought when things were still sane. I figured at that point it was more important to keep Zak’s blood in than to keep the cold out. Actually, I think that Zak got lucky with the arrow. It had poked him, but the bleeding seemed to have stopped. I guess the monkey had taken the brunt of it. Climbing down the rock face was slow going and neither of us spoke a word. Inch by inch we gradually descended the rock wall until, by the time we reached the river below, it was twilight, the deep purple sky lightening around us. The river was really noisy down at the bottom of the gorge. Zak took off his shirt, examining his arm and clawed back.
“Come on,” Zak said. “If we follow this river, hopefully we can get out of these mountains. Once we’re down, we can catch a train back to the hotel. If we’re fast, I bet we can get there before our parents even find out we’re gone.”
“He took Amala,” I said.
“With his freakin’ tail!”
The sky was light enough that I could now see three mountain peaks towering above us. They were silhouetted amidst the clouds, one crooked, snow-covered spire jutting high above the others.
“That’s Tendua Tibba. I recognize it from the map.”
“They all had freakin’ tails. And claws. And don’t forget the river of monkeys. Look,” Zak said, pointing at the rocks where two reddish-brown heads bobbed. “There’s a couple of them right now.” 
I picked up a stick and stepped over to the sandy river bank. I looked up at the mountains above and began to draw the map from memory. “The trail led up the valley and over the ridge to Tendua Tibba’s peak. I can see the route from here. It’s a straight shot.”
“Zoe, listen. I want to keep going as much as you do. But think about it. I got shot with an arrow. We were almost cooked in a river of boiling monkeys. Going up that mountain is not safe.”
Whoa. Was this the same Zak I had come to know? The semi-crazy kid who would do practically anything for a laugh? “We promised her we’d protect the Leopard,” I said.
“Promised who?”
“Amala.”
“Don’t you get it?” Zak said.
“Get what?”
“Did you notice anything strange about Amala?”
“What do you mean?”
“Back in the rickshaw in the city. Did Amala hand you the key to the hotel?”
“What does that have to do with anything?”
“Think back.”
I cast my mind back. Mostly I remembered how wet I had been. And all those butterflies. “No, no, I think the rickshaw wala gave it to me.”
“And when you were getting firewood. Did she help?”
“We were talking.”
“But did she actually carry the firewood?”
I didn’t have to think about it, because I remembered she hadn’t. “No,” I said. “No, she didn’t.”
“And when she was swimming. Did you see her legs?”
“It was watery.” Zak waited for my answer. “No, I didn’t see her legs, OK?”
“What does that tell you?”
“That you spent way too much time looking at her and not enough helping me with the firewood?”
“Amala’s not like us, Zoe.”
I thought I knew what he was going to say, but I didn’t want to hear it. Zak said it anyway.
“She’s a ghost, Zoe. Amala’s a ghost. She’s not real.”
“You can’t prove it.”
“Think about it. Did she eat when we offered her cookies? No. Did she drink water from our canteen? No. Did she drown wearing that sari swimming? No.” 
I thought about her wearing that sari in the cave pool, but Zak wasn’t done. 
“The mummies, those were her past lives. Who she was before. Did you notice how she appeared out of nowhere? Did you see how his tail cut right through her?”
I thought about the tail. When she was hanging there by the bhagwan's tail, his tail definitely did go through her throat. It was almost as if she was playing along, guiding him away from us.
“What’s your point, Zak?”
“Nothing really, except you made a promise to a ghost, a phantom, a dead person.”
“So?”
“So does a promise like that even count?”
I shook my head. I couldn’t believe Zak. “So that’s it. That’s where you’re going with all this. You want to just give up? Pretend like none of this ever happened?”
“Look, I brought us on a little vacation. If things got crazy weird in these mountains, don’t blame me.”
“I’m not blaming you for things getting weird, Zak.”
“So? What are you blaming me for then? I’m the guy who got shot with an arrow.”
“I'm blaming you for running away.” 
 I stepped away from the river. There, I had said it. I knew it might sound hypocritical. I knew that up until a little while ago, running away from the whole situation had seemed like a good idea to me too, but something inside of me had switched over. I couldn’t run away from what was happening. Not anymore. I had to see it through. And that’s what was bothering me the most. Not the magic monkeys, not their fangs, not even the talking statue. What bothered me the most was that Zak had witnessed all of these impossible things, just like me, but instead of feeling what I had, instead of feeling like something inside of him had switched over too, he was going to run away from his responsibility to protect the Leopard.
 “I don't know about this yogi thing,” I said. “I don’t know about Amala. I don't even know for sure if this Ghost Leopard is real. All I know is that I made a promise. I’m going up there. With or without you.”
“It’s not worth it,” Zak said. “Not if it means meeting the bhagwan.”
I stepped onto the trail and started hiking. 
“Go ahead, kill yourself,” Zak called out. “I’m not climbing Monkey Mountain.”
I didn’t break my stride. I didn’t try to think of a clever reply. I just kept right on hiking. Zak would either follow me or he wouldn’t, but there was no way in a million years I was going to give him the satisfaction of looking back.
 
I was cold and wet and mad. Zak hadn’t followed me, but I didn’t care anymore. What mattered was that I protect the Ghost Leopard. I walked for a very long way up a rough trail. It must have been afternoon by the time I came upon some huts on the trail. It wasn’t as big as a village, more a collection of little mud shacks and one bigger hut that was more like a store. I realized that I hadn’t had a real meal in I didn’t know how long. I hadn’t slept either, but right now I just needed to eat. I knew I wasn’t actually starving, but I sure felt like it. Thankfully, one of the men who was cooking must have guessed how hungry I was because he offered me lunch with his family. 
I think I thanked him about a million times, and that was before I even ate any of the food. Basically, lunch was rice and green lentils and bread. The lentils were called dal and you poured them on the rice like it was a sauce. The bread was this round thing called a chapati that they cooked on the open fire. The chapatis got bigger and bigger, just like balloons as they cooked, and then they popped and went flat again. The cool thing was you got to eat everything with your fingers. After I was done slurping down the rice and dal, I tore the chapatis up and used them to mop up my plate just like the others did. All in all, I was so hungry that it was probably the tastiest thing that I’d ever eaten. After lunch, I thanked them all again and traded the last of my soggy Indian money for some supplies. 
 I bought a simple bamboo backpack which I filled with rice and cookies, a few eggs, a frying pan, and two big blankets. I got a flashlight too. I then handed over the last of my rupees for a pair of sheepskin boots and matching coat. I didn’t know how high up the mountain I would have to go, but I did know that there would be snow there. Luckily, both the coat and boots more or less fit. I said goodbye to my new friends and headed up the trail.
Of course, it wasn’t long before the trail more or less ended and I found myself basically clawing my way up the steep, muddy mountainside. It was still very green and warm at this altitude and I found myself holding on to the wild grasses and tree trunks for support. I tried to ignore the monkeys screeching in the tree tops above. I could only hope that they weren’t somehow sending messages to the bhagwan. When I paused to catch my breath on the slope, I lost my footing and found myself sliding back down the steep muddy bank. By the time I slowed to a stop, I had slid down half the distance I had just climbed. It didn’t matter, I told myself. I would just have to work harder. Digging my toes and knees into the mud, I started up the slope again, more determined than ever.
 
It went on like that for what seemed like forever. Climbing up and sliding back down the muddy slope. I thought a lot about Zak and how mad I was at him. I thought about how much easier it would have been just to turn around and go back. I tried to remember if I’d taken the orange out of my locker on the day I had left school. But one thing stayed the same: I kept climbing up. After some time, I came upon a small temple to Ganesha built into the side of the muddy mountain. There was barely room to stand in front of the little shrine. The elephant-headed statue had a flower garland around its neck and incense burning at its feet. I had no idea who would have been up here to light the incense, but then, given my previous experience with Ganesha, he had probably blown fire out of his trunk and lit it himself. 
“What are you looking at?” I asked.
The statue grinned back at me. But it didn’t answer me. It didn’t move. It didn’t even cry. Not one tear turned to diamond.
 “Now you don’t talk?” I said.
The statue stayed absolutely still. I don’t know why, but just looking at it, staring at me like that, filled me with doubt. I picked up half a coconut from a pile of brown husks in front of the shrine. I felt like throwing it at somebody, anybody. I wanted the statue’s face to turn blue so it could tell me why I was still climbing. But the statue didn’t need to speak. It didn’t have to because a blood-curdling screech echoed through the hills. It sounded like a monkey. I could tell right then and there that something horrible was happening to it. The bhagwan was probably drinking its blood. I knew that if the bhagwan and his crew were coming, they couldn’t be far behind. I dropped the coconut husk at my feet and hurried on.
 
The horrible screech had given me new strength. I trudged on as snow fell lightly from the gray sky. I was above the tree line now and there wasn’t much snow on the ground yet, but it was still cold as I hiked along the narrow shale trail. I had to say I was happy to at least have the screeching monkeys gone. What was strange was just how fast the temperature was falling. I kept walking and within fifteen minutes the ground was already covered in light drifts of snow. Fifteen minutes after that, it was dark and absolutely freezing. Night had fallen, but the moon reflected off the snow drifts. I wheezed. The higher I got up into the mountains, the harder it was to breathe. It was the thinner air at higher altitudes. The higher you go up, the less oxygen there is. We had learned about it in science, but I had never really given it much thought until now. Every step I took felt heavier and heavier, but I knew I had to go on. 
The path narrowed and steepened. I reached what looked like the end of it. A rock landslide had come down from the cliff above. I carefully crossed the landslide, slipping on the flat, loose rocks. Then I reached another gap in the trail. There was nothing below but a giant rock crevice. I could barely see, but that was probably a good thing given my vertigo. I took a running leap across. I felt my toes hit solid ground, but nothing below my heels at all as I scampered up the slope. Luckily, I just made it, shale and stone falling into the crevice behind me. Maybe the old elephant god was looking out for me after all.
That was a close one, I thought. I hiked on, my mind randomly wandering. I thought about my mother. I thought about my friends and my school back home. I wondered if my mom would ever find me if I went missing in these mountains. After all, Zak had a lousy sense of direction. I doubted he’d even be able to tell them which way I went. I wondered about other stuff too. Would I get a picture of the Ghost Leopard? Would I be able to protect it? Was Amala really a ghost? I wondered about all these things until I found myself on a snowy ridge. The wind whipped down from the surrounding peaks, moonlight reflecting off the crystals in the snow. In the distance, I saw a low-lying shale hut.
By the time I reached the hut, I was unsure if I could go on. The lack of sleep had finally caught up with me. I would see if anybody was there. Maybe they would let me rest, if only for just a little while. I poked my head into the low doorway of the hut. It was more of a shelter really. There was no door, just a hole in the stones. There was enough moonlight to see that there was some straw on the floor, but not much else. I put a hand on the rocks to maintain my balance. I felt dizzy in the thin air. I heard a noise, or at least I thought I did. Maybe it was only the howling wind. I knew I needed to rest to get used to the altitude. There just wasn’t enough oxygen up here. Despite my best intentions I felt my thoughts slipping back to what seemed like a lifetime ago. 
I imagined I was back in the sunny flooded street talking to Zak. “This Indian Ghost Leopard is a myth. It's make believe,” I said.
“It’s never had its picture taken,” Zak replied.
The flooded street in my head transformed into the misty ledge below the waterfall. I watched in horror as Amala was strangled by the bhagwan's tail.
“Promise me. Promise me you’ll protect the Leopard,” Amala said.
“I promise.”
I shook myself awake and shone my newly acquired flashlight into the hut. The hut was empty except for some straw. Whoever had lived here had probably gone farther down the mountain because of the cold weather. I knew one thing. If I didn’t rest, I wouldn’t make it. I removed my backpack and bent low to enter the shelter. At least I was out of the wind. I lay down in the straw and wrapped myself in my new woolen blankets. I would rest for a few hours, I told myself. Then I would hike on.
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A RUDE AWAKENING
 
I dreamt that the Ghost Leopard padded around the hut that night. It was huge and its coat was white and thick, but it had no spots, which was unusual for a leopard I guess. I wasn’t able to see all of it. I could see it through the cracks in the hut, but only a small bit of it at a time. But even though it was large and powerful, the Leopard didn’t scare me. Instead, it made me feel safe. I felt like the Leopard was there to protect me and, for that reason, I lay back down and closed my eyes, sleeping soundly. The dream went on like that, the Leopard standing guard while I slept in the straw. It was such a pleasant, comforting dream, that I almost didn’t wake up.
 
It was the man’s voice that finally woke me. “Search the hut,” the deep voice said. 
I cracked an eyelid, daylight sneaking in through the cracks between the stone. Heavy footsteps crunched on the snow. I shook my head in case I was dreaming, but no such luck. Somebody was coming. I searched frantically for an escape, my eyes darting around the tiny hut. There was only one way in and one way out and the footsteps were getting closer. Unable to escape, I figured the next best thing was to hide. I clawed at the straw, covering myself and my backpack up. I reached for the frying pan strapped to the back of my pack. It wasn’t much of a weapon, but it was all I had. I peered through the musty straw, hidden, but ready to run if I had to. The footsteps were right outside now. A shadow was cast across the doorway.
It was worse than I thought. The shadow was huge. A dark, hooded man hunched through the opening. I didn’t know what to do, but I was pretty sure that if I was going to have any chance, I'd need to surprise him. I had already seen the way Rhino Butt fought on the roof of the bus. I wasn’t going to get out of this one by playing fair.
“Who’s there?” the deep voice said.
I didn’t know if I had been seen or not, but I leapt forward anyway, swinging the frying pan at him. I was aiming for his head, but he turned and I got his shoulder instead.
“Ow!!!”
I pushed my way through the low opening into the sunlight. I lifted the frying pan again, debating whether to run or to strike. It would be freezing cold without my things.
“Zoe!”
I hated that this freak knew my name. It was enough that he was trying to kill me. Did he have to talk to me like he knew me? 
“I knew you were mad, but I didn’t think you were crazy.”
I thought I recognized the voice. I carefully peered back into the hut as the guy removed his scarf. Crud. It was Zak.
“I hike all night and that’s my greeting?”
Grasping his sore shoulder, Zak crawled out of the hut.
“Luckily you got the side the arrow didn’t,” Zak said.
For the first time, I relaxed enough to take in my surroundings. The ground was covered in fresh snow, the crooked spire of Tendua Tibba reaching high above the other mountains.
“Why were you talking like that?” I asked.
“Like what?”
“With your voice all deep like you swallowed a rock.”
“I don’t know. I was playing around. I was bored. You know how long I’ve been hiking?”
Of course I knew how long he’d been hiking. I’d just done it myself. “What happened to coming up here being too dangerous?” I said.
“It’s still too dangerous.”
“So what are you doing here then?”
“Well, I thought about it. I might hate boiling monkeys, but there’s no way I was going to let you do something this scary all by yourself.”
I couldn’t believe it. For a moment there, I almost felt like Zak cared. He had actually turned around and come up the mountain after me. Zak looked away from me. I didn’t know what he was looking at, but his voice was softer now. It was like he was feeling shy or embarrassed. I had never seen him like that before, so I couldn’t be sure, but I think that was it. I guess climbing up the mountain had given him time to think.
“You know, Zoe,” Zak said. “Sometimes I act all tough and stuff, but I’m pretty scared too.”
“I know,” I said.
“Really?” he said. “How can you tell?”
“Your lip,” I said. “You bite the bottom of it when you start to get freaked out.”
“I do not.”
“You do. The bottom of your lip is all red. I can tell you were doing it just now.”
Zak felt the bottom of his lip. “Maybe you’re right,” he said. “I didn’t know I did that.” He fidgeted uncomfortably. “I know it’s my fault you’re here, Zoe. We would never have gotten stuck in that trunk if I hadn’t made such a big deal about going to Rhino Butt’s hotel room in the first place. Then, once we got off the plane, I thought, we were there anyhow, so why not explore? I didn’t mean for everything to turn out like this.”
“Don't sweat it,” I said. “I didn’t want to show it, but I was kind of into getting a picture of the Leopard just like you were.” 
 “You know the only guaranteed thing we're going to find up that mountain is a really mean guy with a bow and arrow,” Zak said.
“Don’t forget the hairy back,” I said.
“Or the creepy tail,” Zak added.
“Especially the creepy tail,” I said.
Neither of us said anything for a long moment. “So we’re cool?” Zak asked hopefully.
I thought about messing with him, but didn’t. It just didn’t feel like the right time. “We’re cool,” I said.
Zak smiled. There wasn’t a lot left to say so we bumped fists. It was sunny and bright outside as we glanced upwards at Tendua Tibba, the clouds blowing past its jagged snowy peak. We admired it for a minute before Zak turned away. Then he looked back at me. His expression had changed.
“What is it?” I asked.
“Look.”
I stared up at Tendua Tibba. It was the closet I'd ever been to a giant mountain and it was the most majestic thing I had ever seen.
“I know,” I said. “It’s awesome. Really awesome.”
“Not there. Here.” 
Zak pointed down. A red and gold carpet laid outside the door of the hut like a doormat. I recognized it as the carpet from Mukta's hut. I had no idea how it had gotten there, but it was there, looking kind of strange out in the middle of nowhere. But it wasn’t the only thing that was there. There were paw prints. Large, cat-like paw prints, each as big as a basketball, littered the ground before trailing off across the snow toward the base of Tendua Tibba. I was stopped cold. 
 
I didn’t know if my dream had been real, or if some other animal with giant feet had been out crawling around in the snow, but there was only one way to find out. Zak and I followed the paw prints. It turned out though, that distances were hard to gauge in the mountains. Tendua Tibba that had looked so close that morning had only looked that way because of its huge size. It took us hours just to get to its base. Zak tried the magic carpet out to hurry things along. He sat on it. He asked it to move. He even asked me to ask it to move. But the carpet wouldn’t do anything. It might have flown for Mukta, but it wouldn’t even float for us, so Zak refastened it to my backpack and we were forced to hike up the mountain the old-fashioned way — with our legs. It went on like that all day and then, just before the sun went down, we came upon a spotted lizard basking on a rock, with its butt in the air and its green back in a high arch.
“Is that Downward-Facing Dog?” I asked.
“As in the lizard after Lord of the Fishes? The one that was yet to come?”
“It would make sense. That lizard has a pretty intense arch to its back.”
Zak and I shared an uncertain look. “Nah,” we both said together.
I snapped a shot of the lizard as it posed there, back arched, on the rock. I didn’t bother trying to figure out how it had gotten there, or why a cold-blooded lizard hadn’t frozen to death on a rock in the middle of a snow field. Too many weird things had happened since we’d been in mountains for me to concern myself with those little details. I did notice, however, that as we walked past it, the lizard winked at me, which might not have been so strange if the paw prints behind us didn’t start to magically disappear, one by one, as we hiked up the mountain.
 
It got darker and darker and then it was night. This was it. The night of the full moon. The one night in a hundred years that the Ghost Leopard would get its body back. The moon hadn’t risen yet, but it would soon, I could feel it. Our journey had changed from hiking to straight-up climbing. The wind blew ferociously as we scaled the icy rock wall in the darkness. I would have liked to have rested, but there was no time. We chewed on what was left of the cookies I had brought with me as we climbed. Though it would have been nice, I hadn’t had time to make eggs or rice. If there was one thing I could have changed about this trip, besides, you know, boiling monkeys and freaky tail-guy, it would have to have been the cookies. Two or three cookies, yum; two or three hundred cookies, and I guarantee you’ll want to barf. I swallowed what was left of my semi-dry cookie and focused on climbing. If anything was going to happen, if we were going to see the Ghost Leopard, it would happen tonight. We had to be ready. Hyperventilating, I caught my breath on a mountain ledge and took out my camera. I marveled at just how well the waterproof casing had protected it before firing off a long line of shots of the mountain peaks below.
“Come on,”Zak said. “We’re not there yet.”
Zak found a crack in the wall and pulled himself up to the next level, extending his hand down to me. I guess his arm was feeling better, because he was really going. I took his hand and we continued to climb. I had wool gloves which were great because they stuck to the ice, but my fingers were still starting to get cold. Even though I felt much better than I had the night before, I still noticed that every foot I pulled myself up the mountainside, I felt heavier and heavier. Mountain climbing at these heights was like running in water. Even though I pushed myself as hard as I could, the going was slow. But we were getting there, I could see it. Bit by bit we were climbing Tendua Tibba’s crooked peak.
We kept climbing, Zak leading the way, me following, until I was pretty sure I couldn’t go any farther. I guess altitude affects everyone differently. I had been able to run faster after the bus, but up here, Zak was the better climber. But only a bit better, he looked really tired too. It didn’t matter. We pushed on, and on, and on. At some point, I don’t know when, I stopped thinking about whether we would ever get to the top. The thing was that right about then, right around when I stopped thinking about it, was when we got there. Heaving upward together, we found ourselves atop a mountain plateau, a white strip of cloth flying from a lone bamboo pole. I rolled over onto my back on the windswept rock, gulping in the thin air. It felt like I was getting no oxygen at all.
“Tell me we're at the top,” I wheezed.
Zak rolled onto his back. 
“We’re at the top.”
“Excellent,” I said breathlessly. 
Zak let his eyes fall backward, casting his glance farther behind him. There was a maze of stone and ice there, but not much else. 
“My ears are freezing.”
“Mine too,” Zak said.
“Nice work leading the climb,” I said.
“Thanks.”
“Why did we come here again?” I asked.
Zak reached into his pocket and pulled out the weird-looking yellow yak-hair hat he had bought back in the bazaar. He slapped it on my head.
“We came to come.”
“We came to come.”
I pulled myself up and started snapping photos in the moonlight. We were above everything on this mountaintop. We were above the valleys, we were above the clouds and the other mountains, we were above even the moon that was finally rising in the distance. We were at the top of the world.
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THE RAILROAD AT THE TOP OF THE WORLD
 
The full moon floated above us, casting its cool glow over the night world. There it was, the hundred-year moon. Zak looked around the mountaintop while I shot pictures.
“Moon’s up.” 
“Yup,” I said.
“No Leopard.”
“Nope.”
“Kind of makes you wonder, doesn’t it?”
“Wonder what?”
“If we’re going to see this Leopard at all.”
I put down my camera.
“We came this far. We’re going to see something.”
“I really hope so,” Zak said.
What’s the old saying? Ask and ye shall receive? Well, that’s when the ground began to shake. I had already felt the ground shaking once before and I was pretty sure I wasn’t going to like what came next. The icy mountaintop we were standing on was really vibrating this time. It was hard to stand up. And that was before the deafening whistle blew through the air. It was so loud that I thought my eardrums would burst. A bright light appeared, bearing down on the both of us, casting huge shadows as it lit up the night. I don’t know how, but once again, a railroad track materialized at our feet. I covered my ears and dove off the track with Zak. Then the bhagwan's giant, cherry-red locomotive screamed down on us from a hole in the rocks. The engine zoomed past us, continuing across the plateau until it came to a screeching stop. It didn’t take long before the bhagwan descended from his private train car. He didn’t wait for his servants to put out the stairs, he just stepped right out into the snow bank.
“Crud,” Zak said.
“Yes. Crud indeed,” the bhagwan replied.
A gust of wind raged across the plateau, blowing a wall of snow with it. Rhino Butt got out of the train, followed by his goons. They carried the huge metal trunk that Zak and I had hidden in between them. I wondered why they would want the trunk up here? The mountaintop had begun to feel very crowded. 
“Nice to see you again,” Zak said.
“Pleasure,” the bhagwan replied.
The bhagwan's long tail rose behind him. He had not yet fully transformed into the Monkey Man, but I didn’t like the look on his face, or the polished crossbow in Rhino Butt's hand. Rhino Butt glanced at a tablet computer. I could see from where I stood that he was looking at a digital map which he cross-referenced against the old piece of parchment that had started all of this.
“This is it,” Rhino Butt said. “This is the spot. Lay it down there,” he said to the goons. “If we do this right, we get it to jump right in. We do it wrong, you two carry the corpse. Either way that Leopard’s coming home with us.” 
Rhino Butt’s hairy men laid down the metal trunk and at that moment I realized what it was. The trunk wasn’t luggage. It wasn’t a box to carry crossbows or equipment. It was a coffin for the Leopard.
“That isn’t just a box,” I said.
The bhagwan smiled, his yellow claws extending from his fingernails. “No,” he said. “It’s much, much more. This box ensures that no one will ever lay eyes on your precious Leopard again. This box is your Leopard’s final home.”
Thinking about the Leopard being slapped inside a box like that made me mad. Really mad. But I didn’t know what to do about it right then. What could I do? Ask the bhagwan to go home? Something told me he wasn’t going to listen. The bhagwan scraped his claws on an icy granite boulder. They screeched like fingernails on a chalkboard. A faraway look entered his eye and I knew what was going to happen. He was transforming into the Monkey Man. The bhagwan's jaw slowly elongated. Fur began to cover his face, his coal-black eyes glowing red.
“I think we should get out of here,” I said.
“Right behind you.”
Zak and I walked slowly backward. Where we were going to go, I had no idea. But it had to be better than where we were. The goons began their transformation alongside the bhagwan. Their teeth elongated, wiry hair growing from their cheeks and ears. I don’t know why the whole thing didn’t bother Rhino Butt, but he didn’t seem overly concerned. Instead of watching them transform, he loaded his crossbow. Then the bhagwan leapt. In that moment his fangs extended down over his thick lips and he became the Monkey Man. Zak and I dove out of the way as the bhagwan landed in the deep snow. But something else happened. A roar echoed across the mountaintops. Suddenly everyone was very still. Zak and I were still. Rhino Butt was still. The bhagwan was silent. Then a flash of white fur glided between the rocks. Fire lit up the bhagwan's eyes. He turned to Rhino Butt.
“It’s time,” he said. “Take the top path.” He pointed to the goons. “You two, with him.”
The bhagwan disappeared through the rocks, Rhino Butt and the goons heading off in the opposite direction. Zak and I were left suddenly alone.
“That was easy,” Zak said. “Now let’s get out of here.”
I looked around. The locomotive now blocked our view of the mountaintops below and there was a maze of rocks behind us. We were hemmed in.
“Not so fast,” I said. “This is why we’re here.”
“I’m starting to rethink that,” Zak said.
A flash of fur slipped through the rocks above us. One thing I was certain of was that now was not the time for hesitation.
“You go that way. I’ll go around. We meet back at the train in five minutes.”
“Let me just go on record and say that those guys scare the living crud out of me,” Zak said.
“Me too.”
I turned on my camera and took off quietly into the night.
 
Sparkling snow blew in gusts across the mountaintop. The moon was so bright that I bet I could have read the ingredients off a cereal box out there. My shadow followed me as I walked between the towering boulders. I didn’t hear much except the wind, but I sensed that the others were near. It was spooky inside the rock maze, giant boulders casting their shadows across the snow. Already I wasn’t sure how I would get back. Rock after towering rock looked the same. I hadn’t seen another glimpse of the Leopard. I hadn’t seen anything. Maybe just being there had been enough to protect it. Maybe I had done my duty. I didn’t know, but I was beginning to think that Zak might have been right. Maybe we should have gotten out of there when we had the chance. I heard something. The sound of feet on crisp snow.
“Zak?”
My only response was the echo. If Zak was out there, it was high time that I met him back at the train. I had done my part to protect the Leopard. Now we needed to get off this mountain before it was too late. I began to backtrack. I turned and followed my footsteps. They led me back the way I had come, around a giant granite boulder, until I had done a full circle back to where I was standing. It didn’t make any sense. How was I ever going to get out of the maze? Then I was stopped in my tracks by an enormous roar. There was no mistaking it. The Leopard, barely visible for an instant, slinked between the gray rocks. 
This was it. This was my moment. I took hold of my camera just in time to see the Leopard’s long white tail disappear.
I followed the Leopard’s path, slipping between a pair of rocks. As I did, I came to a drop-off. It was at least twenty feet down to the next level. I saw Rhino Butt in the maze of rock below me. He held his crossbow steady, ready to shoot an arrow. Zak was hiding behind him. I didn’t know if Rhino Butt knew Zak was there or not, but I didn’t think so. I saw a quick flash of fur in the maze below. Zak's whip was in his hand, the elephant-tear glowing brightly. Rhino Butt took one more step and Zak stepped out from behind the boulder cracking Stryker. The snot-green emeralds glowed as the tip of the whip cracked through the night air. Stryker’s silver tip wrapped around Rhino Butt’s crossbow. Zak ducked as he pulled the crossbow toward himself, the arrow firing into the air above.
The flash of fur appeared again, but the shot had missed. I know that Rhino Butt turned toward Zak, but I didn’t see what happened after that because the next thing I knew, the Leopard had leapt up a level and into the rocks above me. I walked backward, struggling to get a clear shot of it as it snuck through the rocks above my head. It was here and then there, but never right in front of me. I stared at the world through my viewfinder, rapidly clicking on the shutter, but I couldn’t get a full shot. It was maddening. All I got was white fur, or a leg, or a tail. The thing wouldn’t stay still. Then the Leopard took a massive leap upwards. I saw little more than a silhouette as it did, because a gust of wind blew snow in my face. The Leopard was directly above me and when I took another step forward, I saw why. Somehow I was back at the train, the Leopard slinking its way along the roof of the carriages above. I looked to either side to ensure that I was alone and made my way up between the carriages, climbing the icy ladder to the rooftop of the train.
When I reached the rounded red carriage top, I found it completely iced over. But I wasn’t alone up there. Through the gusts of blowing snow I could see the silhouette of the Leopard in front of me. I was too close to it. What I needed was to move backward. I took one step back on the icy rooftop and clicked a shot. I felt my rear foot slip on the ice, but I held my ground. I wished that the wind would stop gusting, if only for a moment. The blowing snow was everywhere. I glanced to my right and saw that there was nothing below me. The train car was perched on the cliffside. It didn’t matter. What was down there was not my concern. I took another step backward, and clicked the shutter, trying to get that golden shot. The Leopard moved a step closer to me again. The stupid thing was that I had probably clicked my shutter thirty times and I didn’t think I’d gotten a picture of it yet. It was driving me crazy.
“Just a little more,” I whispered to myself.
I stepped backward again. The wind stopped gusting for a moment and the sky was clear, but dark. A cloud had passed in front of the full moon. The cloud began to blow over, the giant moon gradually lighting the rooftop again. That’s when I heard Zak's voice.
“Zoe…”
“Sure. Now you want to talk,” I said to myself.
The Leopard's shadow loomed above me. I took another step back on the icy carriage roof, continuing to stare through the lens at where the Leopard stood. But I could no longer see the black silhouette of the Leopard. Instead I saw the bhagwan. His monkey head loomed large in my viewfinder, his yellow fangs bared.
I lowered my camera and took one more step back. But it was one step too many. I slipped on the icy carriage, sliding down its red rounded roof to the mountaintops below. I desperately grabbed at the icy steel, but there was nothing to hold onto. It was just too smooth and too slippery. Even as I tried to claw the carriage’s roof, I felt my body fly through the air as I slipped right off, over the cliffside.
My heart was in my throat as I fell, back first, off the rooftop. When I looked up, the bhagwan's giant monkey head was all that I could see. I felt my fall slow, almost as though I was lying on my back in midair. It took a moment for me to realize that I actually was lying on my back in midair, my camera floating in the air beside me. I got it now. The bhagwan was holding me there in midair with the power of his mind. It was a strange feeling, lying there frozen like a starfish, gusts of wind biting at my skin, nothing below me but thousands of feet of sky, nothing above me but the bhagwan.
  “I’ve spent millennia searching for the beast whose destruction would return my honor. In that time I've dealt with countless figures like you,” the bhagwan said. “You who see fit to stand in my way. You who are no more than a child.”
“Me who's going to whoop your butt,” I said, though not very convincingly.
The bhagwan tilted me upwards with the power of his mind so that he could look me in the eye. I felt a flood of memories rush over me. He was doing it again. The memory trick, except without the plants. I saw myself as a baby, then as a toddler, then in first grade, then second grade, and then the memories slowed to a trickle until I saw only one image in my mind’s eye. I was looking at myself as a little girl again. I was being kicked by the older girls in the school playground. I was afraid. More afraid than I can ever remember being. More afraid than even now. 
“You’re afraid of what you are, Zoe Guire,” the bhagwan said.
“Really? What am I?” 
“A weak little girl who wants to possess the Leopard, just as I do.”
“I came to protect it,” I said.
“You came to take its picture.”
“You’re wrong.”
“Am I?” 
The bhagwan laughed and in that moment, I hated him. I hated him for what he had done to us. I hated him for what he had done to Mukta and Amala. I hated him for being a bully and I hated all bullies everywhere. It didn’t change anything though. I was still stuck, frozen in midair.
“You’ll never defeat me,” the bhagwan said. “You’ll never defeat me because you’ll always be afraid of what you are.”
The bhagwan whirled as a flash of fur leapt from the train top to the icy rocks above. It dashed in, then out of view. The bhagwan must have thought the Leopard was more interesting than me because he sniffed the cold breeze and left me hanging there, over the chasm.
 
The blizzard blew, twilight lighting the sky, but I was stuck. Sky stuck. I didn’t know how long it had been, two or three minutes, but not only could I not move as I hung there in midair, I could barely breathe. It felt like I had a terrible weight on my chest, like I had to push that weight up with every breath. And that wasn’t the worst thing. The worst thing was that I wasn’t alone. The monkeys had come out. They had started to climb out the windows of the train one by one, but now they were everywhere, covering the roof of the train. Their reddish-brown fur stood on end in the blowing snow, their needle-like teeth glistening in the moonlight. I tried to ignore it when the first monkey reached across the gap, clawing at my boot, but I couldn’t ignore it for long. A second monkey jumped on top of me. It stood on my knee and lowered its head. I hoped for a moment that since I couldn’t move, I might also be numb, but no such luck. I felt a sharp pain as the monkey nipped my leg with its pointed teeth. I screamed out to no one in particular as a third monkey jumped on top of me. 
It was the fourth monkey that really got to me. When the fourth monkey jumped onto the back of the third one, I realized that there would be no stopping them. That was when I started to get very, very scared. I didn’t like where this was going, because the monkeys didn’t seem to care if they were all piled up on top of each other or not. I didn’t want to be gnawed to death by a bunch of frozen furballs. I closed my eyes and concentrated, trying to move my body. But I was still stuck there, suspended in midair. I couldn’t move my arms and I couldn’t move my legs. It was more than feeling like I was stuck in molasses, it felt like I was stuck in ice. I felt a sharp pain and opened my eyes again to see that a fifth monkey had jumped on top of me. This one was pushing the others forward, closer to my chest. I opened my mouth to scream, but stopped because I thought I saw a butterfly. When I looked again, I knew I had definitely seen something through the spindly legs of the reddish-brown monkeys. Amala.
She stood on the roof of the train, monkeys swarming right through her, leaving their nasty little glowing footprints everywhere they walked. If I didn’t think Amala was a ghost before, it was obvious now. It was like she wasn’t even there. 
“Concentrate on the train, Zoe,” Amala said.
“I’m trying!”
“Move the wheels of the train.”
A sixth monkey jumped on top of me. You know that saying, three is crowd? Well, six just sucks. They kept moving farther up my body toward my face. I didn’t know how many more monkeys I could hold before I fell out of the sky. I didn’t know how long it would be before the monkeys grew tired of just nipping and poking me. Would they decide to feed all at once like a school of piranha? The thought terrified me. I closed my eyes and focused. I thought of the big gold-banded wheels of the train. I thought of them turning round and round on the icy track. But nothing happened. I opened my eyes and nothing had changed except another monkey had hopped on top of me. The new monkey shrieked and I screamed.
“I can’t do this! I could never do this!”
“Why are you here, Zoe?” Amala’s calm voice asked me.
“To protect the Leopard.”
“Do you believe that?”
“Yes.”
“Do you really believe it?”
I felt another monkey bite at my leg. The pain was really sharp this time. I was sure it had drawn blood.
“Yes,” I said.
“Then what are you doing lying around?”
Amala was right. What was I doing lying around? Feeling sorry for myself? I closed my eyes and then opened them again, staring at the birthmark on my hand. I didn’t know why I had my birthmark, but I did. That was all that mattered. Just like it didn’t matter that I had been adopted, my mom was my mom. I needed to focus on what was, not what might have been. So I tried again. I closed my eyes and imagined the cold steel wheels of the locomotive. I imagined the ice on the track. I imagined those cold steel wheels revolving over the ice on the track. The thought hurt my head at first. It hurt really badly. It felt like an enormous weight in my mind. It felt like my brain was being crushed by that weight. But, little by little, the more I concentrated, the lighter that weight became. As I focused my thoughts on the wheels of the train, I didn’t even feel the monkeys clawing at me anymore. All I felt was the weight gradually being lifted. 
The weight in my mind got lighter and lighter. Finally, when the train felt as light as a feather, I opened my eyes. The spots on my hand glowed. I heard a low groan. I wasn’t certain, but it looked like the train was moving. It was moving past me. I tried to see Amala, except she wasn’t there anymore. But the monkeys were jumping off me. They were jumping back onto the roof of the train as it picked up speed. It moved past me, more quickly now, the last of the monkeys jumping onto the roof. But the train had nowhere to go. There were no more tracks and there was no more mountain. So instead of going forward, it went down. The train left its track and tumbled off the cliff. The cherry-red locomotive went first, followed by each of the cars until the caboose finally flew off the mountaintop.
I was still hanging in midair, but something was different. I felt the bhagwan's grasp loosening more and more, and then, without warning, I plunged down. Had I made a serious mistake? I extended a hand outward as I fell, desperately grasping at the cliffside. I missed the edge of the cliff. I missed the ice below it. But I was just able to grab a narrow rock ledge sticking out from the mountainside. I grappled the icy rock with both arms and held myself there, fifty feet below the mountaintop. As I dangled there in the cold wind, I heard the first echoing crash as the bhagwan's locomotive hit the valley below. Shooting flames lit up the mountaintops beneath me as I began the slow climb back up.
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THE MONKEY MAN'S LAST STAND
 
The sky danced with fire and flame. The full moon was still visible, but it was lower in the sky. It would be daylight soon enough and the Leopard would become a ghost once again. But the sun wasn’t up yet. The Leopard was still in danger. I made it back up to the top of the plateau and then into the rock maze. More snow had fallen and I was able to follow the bhagwan's claw-like footprints through the thick powder. I found him there, hunched over a boulder with his long bow drawn tight, ready to shoot. The Leopard’s silhouette was visible just above him on the other side of a deep crevasse. The Leopard stood between two rocks, its tail held high. Its silhouette was all black, but it was a perfect shot. The bhagwan took a breath and held it, about to gently release the taut bow string. In that moment, time seemed to almost stop. The Leopard remained absolutely still. And I leapt like a coiled spring onto the bhagwan. I grappled his hairy back, all ninety-five pounds of me wrestling him down.
The arrow went wild, the Leopard leaping away. I guess I’d made the bhagwan even madder than he was because he went wild, tearing me off him with his claws. I turned to run, but I wasn’t fast enough. The bhagwan's tail snaked out and took me by the ankle. The tail picked me up and hurled me across the crevasse. I hit the wall with my shoulder, narrowly avoiding a sharp outcropping. But I didn’t fall because instead of letting me drop, he pinned me there, camera dangling from my neck, an enormous knife-shaped boulder overhead. Then the bhagwan retracted his tail, holding me against the mountain wall with the magnetic power of his mind.
“You know you're going to die, Zoe Guire.”
“I know something you never will,” I said, my voice cracking in spite of myself.
The bhagwan concentrated his fiery gaze on the icy boulder perched above me. The huge rock rattled to his will.
“Fear?” the bhagwan said.
I craned my neck upwards to see the boulder separating from the slope. I tried to break free from the bhagwan's grasp, but he was too strong. Struggling for breath in the face of the inevitable, I remembered Mukta's words.
“Mind is matter,” I heard Mukta say inside my head.
I controlled my breath and found that inner place within myself. I calmed as I watched Mukta smiling beatifically in my mind's eye.
“Matter is mind,” I said. “This…” 
The knife-like boulder plunged straight for me.
“…is not this.”
I looked up as the boulder sliced through the air at me. The bhagwan continued to hold me against the vertical mountain wall, my birthmark glowing faintly. Then the boulder hit me and I felt time slow. I think I saw the bhagwan turn away from me. Then I felt something, kind of like when you get peanut butter stuck in your throat and you swallow a glass of water to make it go down. Except, this time, the peanut butter was the boulder slicing through my body. The giant boulder just fell right through me. I guess it left me completely untouched, because when the bhagwan turned back to look at me, he looked even angrier than he had before. I smiled back at him, unable to believe my good fortune, my spotted birthmark glowing brightly. Then gravity took over and I began to plunge down after the boulder.
“Whoa!” I cried.
The bhagwan smiled and turned away again, but this time I was able to cross my arms as I fell, slowing my descent. The bhagwan scanned the mountaintop for the Leopard, his back turned to me. 
“Hey, Mr. Bhagwan, want me to take your picture?” I asked, holding up my camera.
The bhagwan turned to see me at eye level, my legs crossed. I didn’t know how I had done it, but I had. I was levitating over the chasm.
“No,” he said. “I want you to die.”
The bhagwan leapt across the chasm for me, clawing at me in a fit of monkey rage. But he was unable to grab on because instead of leaping onto me, he leapt right through me. Then he groaned. It was a horrible sound, like a dog yelping mixed with the air being let out of an old balloon. I turned to see that he had stuck himself on a sharp rock. The end of the rock jutted straight out of his hairy back. I turned away. Then I slowly descended from my levitation and stepped onto solid ground. A flash of fur flitted through the rocks.
“…Zoe.”
I heard my name again and I knew it was Zak calling. I’d almost forgotten about him. I hoped he was OK as I charged through the maze of rocks. It didn’t take me long to find him. Rhino Butt’s monkey goons held him pinned against the ice, Rhino Butt himself prodding Zak with his crossbow. I was able to hang back behind the rocks, but it wasn’t much of a hiding spot. Whatever I was going to do, I’d have to do it soon. 
“You know what really makes me mad?” Rhino Butt said.
“The fact that you’re a big dork?” Zak said.
“The fact that you really didn’t need to be here. You chose to meddle where you didn’t belong.”
“What’s so wrong with that?” Zak said.
“Nothing really. Except now I have to end it.”
Zak gulped. I could see the lump in his throat from thirty feet away.
“Namaste,” I said, mostly because I couldn’t think of anything else.
Both the goons and Rhino Butt turned. Great. Now I really had to do something. But Zak was ahead of me on that one. He must have been thinking about what to do all along. All he needed was the distraction, which I had just given him. He took the moment to rip the elephant-poop necklace from his neck, open the bag, and smash the dung into both goons’ faces. It worked. The old mahout who had given it to him must have known what he was doing because both the goons tore at their faces like they’d just been blinded. Zak backed away from Rhino Butt. If only he had Stryker. Why wasn’t he using his whip? Then I saw why: Stryker sat on another boulder. They must have taken it away from him. Rhino Butt turned back to Zak. 
“That monkey magic won’t work on me,” Rhino Butt said.
I saw Zak eye his whip.
“How about an elephant tear?”
“You can try.”
I could tell Zak was scared. Maybe more scared than he’d ever been in his life. The goons were still clawing at their faces. I watched Zak’s whip as the silver tip turned into a cobra’s head. But it was still too far away for him to reach.
“Sorry, kid.”
Rhino Butt pointed his crossbow at Zak. I knew I needed to get Zak his whip, but it wasn’t like I could do it on command. I focused and focused, but nothing happened. I don’t know if I was wiped out from having that giant rock slice through me or what. It didn’t really matter. I couldn’t move the whip with my mind. Oh, well. There was more than one way to skin a cat. The problem was that other way required doing something that I really, really didn’t want to do. It didn’t matter. It was for Zak.
 I ran forward past Rhino Butt. I didn’t care if he saw me. It wasn’t him I was after. It was the snake. The cobra hissed at me. I knew what I had to do. Rhino Butt locked eyes with me as I grabbed the cobra by its cold, scaly, bejeweled tail. Rhino Butt turned the crossbow from Zak to me. At that moment all I wanted to do was get the squirming snake out of my hand. I tossed it to Zak.
That’s when Rhino Butt released the bow string. The arrow came flying at me. I saw it coming. I also saw Zak kick Rhino Butt right in the knee cap. Rhino Butt stumbled back and the arrow hit. Not me, but close to me. It kind of bounced off a rock. Rhino Butt must have watched his arrow fall, because he took out another one, but he wasn’t fast enough. Zak held the snake by its tail and cracked it like a whip.
The cobra snapped through the air latching onto Rhino Butt’s nose with its fangs. After that I heard the loudest scream I had ever heard. Rhino Butt fought to rip the cobra from his nose, but soon crumpled, dropping his crossbow. Like that, the cobra knocked him right out with its venom. Then the snake transformed back into Zak’s trusty whip. He coiled it up.
“Thanks,” Zak said. 
Breathing hard, I pulled myself up from the snow. I thought it was over. I prayed it was over. I thought I deserved it to be over. But I’d also seen enough old scary movies to know that it’s never over when you think it is, especially when you have that tingling feeling in your gut that just won’t go away. What I hadn’t seen was the furry tail snaking through the rocks behind us. It couldn’t have taken more than a few seconds. The muscular tail quietly grasped Rhino Butt’s crossbow, wrapping itself around it and pulling back on the bow string. Rhino Butt opened his eyes and stared up at us. That’s when I finally saw the tail. I rushed Zak, tackling him to the ground. The furry tail squeezed the crossbow’s trigger, the arrow piercing the air over our heads. 
I ignored the arrow, focusing my energy on the bhagwan. I didn’t have to think about it this time, I just did it. Ripples of power shot out in ever-widening circles as I felt my energy collect and focus. It was like when you throw a stone in a lake. Once the stone has left your hand, everything else happens all by itself. The ever-widening ripples of power even looked the same, like water ripples, but in the air. The bhagwan held his wound, bracing for the attack, but he couldn’t stop it. I don’t want to sound egotistical or anything, but I blew him back with some serious power. The bhagwan flew through the air and across the gorge into a rock wall. 
I held the bhagwan against the cliff with my mind, staring him down for a long moment. It was easy for me this time, all the color draining from the bhagwan's face. He was a mean guy and a bully and for a second it felt good to finally have him where I wanted him, but I tried not to think of it like that. I didn’t want to be a bully too.
“I’m not afraid anymore,” I said. 
He didn’t answer me. He just let out a blood curdling wail as his tail grew shorter and his fur turned back to skin. But this time it wasn’t just any skin, it was very, very old skin. I don’t know if he just couldn’t take the abuse anymore or if the disappointment of missing the Leopard was too much, but the bhagwan was reduced to a frail old man with long white hair. He shriveled before us like a dried apple and then, I’m not sure how, burst into flame. He was actually on fire. I let go of him with my mind. I didn’t want to think of him or see him anymore. I wanted it to really be over. A piercing screech wailed out as he plunged down through the air. It was followed by a dull thud and then nothing at all. Silence. Zak and I peered over the cliff as the fire and smoke slowly cleared from the sky.
 
The world lightened around us as we descended the ridge. We left Rhino Butt and his goons up there. I don’t know what happened to them, but the blizzard had stopped blowing. The sun was close to rising, an orange glow on the horizon.
“That was some kind of Yogination. We’re talking awesome,” Zak said.
“Thanks.”
“Like totally freakin’ awesome.”
“I’m just glad he’s gone.”
“I don’t think you’re getting how cool that was.”
“He was evil.”
“Yeah, but still,” Zak said. “Awesome.”
A slight sound caused me to look up. I held my gaze there, almost unable to believe my eyes. Zak saw it too. The glacier-white Ghost Leopard stood perched above us, showing itself clearly for the first time in the soft rays of the new rising sun. The Ghost Leopard was huge, but it wasn’t frightening. Instead it was about the most spectacular thing I had ever seen. Its body was lean and muscular and its fur was bright white and there wasn’t a spot on it. There was no confusion in my mind about it being real. In that moment it was as real as anything could be. I guessed that once the sun had fully risen above the peak, it was going to turn back into a ghost but, for those few moments, it was there in the flesh right in front of us. 
I reached for my camera, turning the lens upward. It wasn’t like I wanted to steal the Leopard’s soul or anything, but it was weird. Despite all we’d been through, and Mukta’s warning, and even my sworn mission to protect it, I couldn’t help myself. It was like the Leopard took hold of me. It just too beautiful to be true. But as the Leopard stood there, perfectly still, another thought gradually snuck up on me. The thought that what I truly wanted was to just look at the Leopard. The idea that I really wanted to be there in that moment. I didn’t want to be stuck in my head taking a picture, I didn’t want to be collecting the moment as a souvenir, I just wanted to be there. I don’t know why it hit me like that, but it did. So instead of clicking the shutter, I shared a glance with Zak and lowered my camera. I knew I was losing the shot, but I didn’t care anymore. I was there. The Leopard stood there for another second and roared as the sun rose above the peak. Then, just like that, it faded like a ghost and slinked from view. It was gone before the echo of its roar had left the valley below.
I looked at Zak and then we both looked down to where the spotted green lizard once again stood, its back arched. But instead of standing on a rock this time, the lizard stood on Mukta's red and gold carpet.
“Did you bring the carpet down with you?” I asked Zak.
“No. I haven’t seen it for ages.”
“Well, it’s here.”
“Yeah.”
“You think someone’s trying to tell us something?”
“I don’t know.”
“Get on,” Zak said.
“What?”
“Get on.”
I sat down at the front of the carpet with the green lizard. I pulled the carpet up in front of me and looked around. There was a big hill in front of us, an enormous toboggan run right down the ridge of the mountain, and it looked like it might be worth a try. Zak got behind me and put both hands on my back pushing me through the snow. At the last moment, he jumped onto the carpet.
It worked. We slid for about ten feet. Then we came to a stop.
“Oh well, it was worth a go,” I said.
“Yeah.”
I saw a twinkle enter the lizard’s eye. Zak and I began to stand.
“Did you feel that?” I asked.
“Feel what?”
“That.”
The carpet flexed beneath us causing Zak to lose his balance. He tumbled back down onto it.
“Whoa.”
The carpet flexed again.
“Hang on,” I screamed.
Zak took hold of a tuft of silk from the edge of the carpet in either hand as it bucked below us. I grabbed onto the front of the rug and the carpet literally took off. In a flash of speed it lifted us up, up and away, propelling us over the edge of the cliff and into the cold mountain air. I snuck a peak down. We were flying. There was no other way to put it. I grabbed the carpet just a little tighter as we sped above the clouds.
“Zak,” I said.
“Yeah, Zoe?”
“I just hope this carpet knows where it’s going.”
“Have a little faith, Zoe. We got this far didn’t we?”
I held on tight as our flying carpet banked around a mountain peak. Then I reminded myself not to look down. I still didn’t like heights.
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THE MAGIC CARPET RIDE
 
Zak peered down as we flew through the air. I had asked him to do it, I wasn’t going to. We had left the snowy mountaintops and were now lower in the foothills. The air was warmer here and the mountain sun felt good on our backs. Two giant griffons glided through the air on either side of us. The birds’ feathers rustled in the breeze and I sensed that the birds were somehow guiding us to our destination. Zak looked back up.  
“You’ll never guess where we are,” Zak said.
“About a million miles in the air?”
“Abut a million miles above Mukta's hut,” Zak said.
I decided to risk a glance over the edge of the carpet. I could see the crooked chimney of the howling hut, the train station perched immediately above it. As I looked down, I felt the carpet swoosh into a corkscrew of ever-descending circles. We were going down. I didn’t want to black out so I concentrated my gaze on the griffons. When we finally landed with a flutter, I stepped off the carpet, followed by Zak. The lizard scurried across the yard and through the crack in the partially opened door. The door creaked open a little more and then the hut began to howl. It howled softly, like the wind was blowing through it, even though there was no wind. But it was howling, anybody could hear that.
“Mukta?” Zak said.
“Shh. Mukta's dead.”
“He is not.”
For a moment, I really thought I was going to have to have a long talk with Zak about what had happened to Mukta back in the cave, but then I heard a voice.
“Zak is right, my young Mud Devil. I am not dead. I am merely moved on. Come, come, you must have a glass of chai.”
Maybe Zak was the one who needed to have a talk with me. I took a breath and entered the hut, Zak right behind me. The first thing I noticed was that, except for a little dust, things were basically the same as before. The kettle was boiling and two steaming glasses of chai sat by the fire. Everything was the same, that is, except for Mukta. He sat there meditating, levitating in the air. But there was something different about him. Something transparent. Both Zak and I stared. I took a step forward to touch Mukta. My hand went right through him. 
“Yes, yes, my friends, I am a ghost, you see.” Mukta gestured to the tea. “Chai, chai. You must drink your chai.”
Zak reached through Mukta and handed me a glass of chai. I took a sip. It was hot and rich and sugary sweet.
“This is very weird,” Zak said.
“Not weird,” Mukta said. “This is life. I have moved on. But for you, for you I take this form.”
“But I thought the bhagwan killed you?”
“Yes, Zak, he did. He killed my body. But not my spirit. My spirit is here. My spirit lives on.”
“But how?” I asked.
“All living things live on,” Mukta said. “But not all living things see the ghosts of the past around them. You have protected the Leopard. You have done well.”
“Thanks,” Zak said.
Mukta turned to me. “I sense you have questions, Mud Devil?”
I nodded. I didn’t know how to start the conversation so I just blurted it out. “What am I, Mukta?”
“You are a very special girl, Zoe Guire.”
“Yeah, but what am I?” 
 The bhagwan had been right about one thing. I had been afraid of what I was. I think that’s why I wanted to have that talk with my mom. Why I wanted to know about my adoption. I thought I wanted to know who I was, but it turned out to be more than that. I wanted to know what I was. I didn’t feel so afraid anymore, but I knew that if I wanted answers, this was the only place I was going to get them. 
“You, like me, have the mark, Zoe. The mark makes you special.”
I looked at my birthmark. The spots weren’t glowing. They were just there.
“So am I a yogi? Do the spots make me magic?” I asked.
“The spots make you what you are. I do not yet know if you are a yogi, Zoe Guire. But I do know that you have power. Power that you are only beginning to explore.”
“I’m not sure that I get it.”
“You have the spots, Zoe. The spots give you strength. The spots let you become what you must be.”
“How?”
 “When the Ghost Leopard needed protecting, the spots let you absorb my power to protect it when I could not. But I will not always be here. Others may need your help and you can absorb their power as well.”
“So I’m a power sponge. I absorb other people’s power. Do your spots let you absorb other people’s power too?”
“The spots allowed me to do many things in my life, Zoe. Your journey will be to discover what the spots mean to you.”
“Like when I was a kid and those school girls couldn’t kick me?”
“Yes. There is no doubt that the spots were involved that day. You will need to explore this power.”
“Can’t you just tell me what it is?”
“No, I cannot, because for now, it is not clear. Like you, your powers are not yet grown. But they will reveal themselves in due time, Mud Devil. All that is not clear will be revealed in due time.”
“Oh,” I said.
“What is wrong, Mud Devil?”
I felt like screaming. Wasn’t it obvious what was wrong? I spelled it out for Mukta. “What’s wrong is I still don’t get what the spots do or why I have them. Do I have them because I’m adopted?”
“You have the spots, because you are you. You must understand, Mud Devil. It does not matter from where you come. What matters is what you are.”
We had come full circle. Indian mysticism was definitely harder than math. I wasn’t sure that I was any closer to understanding what I was than when I asked the question, but something else had been bothering me.
“In the field back at the airport, there was something big in the grass. It jumped over us and scared the goons away.”
“Yes, yes. You did not think that you would not be given help on your journey Mud Devil?”
“What do you mean?”
“What I mean to say is that you were asked to protect the Ghost Leopard. In that field, the Leopard was able to protect you.”
“That was the Ghost Leopard?” 
“Do not be so surprised, Mud Devil. Did you not dream of the Leopard? Did you not sense your were being followed? The Leopard has kept watch on you since your arrival in India.”
“What about Amala?” I said.
“Amala thanks you for your service.”
“No, I mean, I know the mummies were her past lives, but she was always following us too. It was like she was everywhere.”
“Like the Leopard, Amala is also a ghost, but she is a ghost of one of the Leopard’s past lives.”
“I don’t get it,” Zak said. “Each past life has its own ghost? Doesn’t that get confusing?”
“Yes,” Mukta said. “It can sometimes be very confusing. Every being has one spirit, but every being also has many ghosts. You may think of the ghosts as the colors in a rainbow. There is one rainbow, but there are many colors. The ghosts of our past lives are everywhere.”
“That doesn’t explain the spotted blue butterflies,” I said. 
“Butterflies travel in groups, Zoe. Amala traveled on the wings of butterflies to help you on your quest.”
“So what about me?” Zak said.
“You,” Mukta said, “were very helpful indeed. Without your bravery, Zak, the Leopard would surely have died.”
Zak smiled. “That’s what I’m talking about,” he said. “Can I keep Stryker?”
“You may keep Stryker.”
Zak pumped his fist. “Yes. What about the carpet? I’m thinking about calling it Doormat. What do you think? You think the carpet would like that, or is it kind of, sort of insulting?”
“This is up to the carpet,” Mukta said, “For now, let us call Doormat a loan. I intend that you should bring him back, should I require your services again.”
I checked the dusty, old clock hanging from the wall. I wasn’t sure what day it was. But it was just after twelve in the afternoon. If we were going to get back before dark, we were going to have to hurry.
“Mukta?” I said. “I think we need to go.”
“Yes, you are correct. You must go, Mud Devil. You must fly. All of India thanks you for your service.” 
Mukta smiled broadly and faded from view. 
 
Doormat, the flying carpet, dropped us down in the garden outside the hotel pool. There was some commotion as we landed. The griffons abandoned us as soon as we got to the city, leaving Zak and I to guide Doormat sort of like a horse, pulling the silk tassels in the direction we wanted to go. All of which was fine, except when we got above the hotel, I wanted to land without alerting the sunbathers by the pool. I think I pulled up on the tassels too quickly which is probably why Doormat dumped us in a banana tree — that, or he didn’t like his new name. Whichever it was, it wasn’t a big deal. The banana leaves were scratchy but the grass below was soft.
Doormat fell down after us and Zak quickly rolled him up. Zak and I then hurried into the lobby. We didn’t know if our parents were back yet, but there was no sense being any more late than we had to be. We ran through the marble lobby with every intention of getting back to our rooms as quickly as we could. We ran so fast that I didn’t see the arm come out as we tore into the waiting elevator. It was Anu, the rent-a-nanny.
“My word, where have you been? I was worried sick!”
“Ah…” Zak said.
“We were around,” I said.
“Do you have any idea how many people were looking for you? You children. You’re not concerned about anyone but yourselves.”
“We’re really sorry,” I said.
“Leopards,” Zak said.
“What was that?”
“We’re concerned about leopards.”
I was about to stomp on Zak's foot to get him to shut up when the look on Anu's face changed completely. I turned to see my mom and Zak's dad walking toward us from the main entrance, rolling their suitcase behind them. Talk about good timing. Anu’s angry glare was replaced by a giant smile. 
“How about we keep your whereabouts just between us for now?” Anu suggested.
We didn’t have time to answer her because our parents called out across the lobby. “Hi guys!” they said together. “Anu, how have they been?”
Anu smiled. “Almost like they weren’t even here, “ she said.
“Hi, Mom!”
I ran out of the elevator and gave my mom a big hug. Zak hugged his dad too.
“Sorry, we’re a day late, there was no way to reach you. I’m so glad you’re OK, I was a little worried.”
“Everything’s great, Mom.”
“Did you get any good pictures?” my mother asked, observing my camera.
“Well, um,” I thought about it. “Almost.”
“Almost,” my mother said. “What happened?”
“I guess I decided that sometimes it’s better to just enjoy the moment.”
My mother looked at our filthy striped pajamas. “Where did you get those?”
“Same place we got the carpet,” Zak said.
Both our parents looked at the rolled-up carpet. “Never mind that for now. We have news,” Mr. Merril said.
“News?”
“Well, we still need to show you the real India,” Mr. Merril said. “I know you’ve been cooped up in this hotel for a long time, just dying to get out, so we’ll do that. We’ll take you around the city for the next few days.”
“Cool,” Zak said.
“But there’s something else,” Mr. Merril said. 
“What?” Zak said.
“Zak, Zoe's mother and I…”
“Oh no,” I said under my breath.
“Relax, Zoe, we’re not dating.”
“What is it then?”
“We’ve been asked to fill in at the American Embassy here in India.”
Zak looked at me. As he did, I noticed that my spotted birthmark glowed slightly.
“We were wondering how you would feel about us extending our trip?” Mr. Merril said.
“For how long?” I asked. I noticed that my mother’s expression looked a little pained. Like she had intended to discuss it with me, but not at that moment.
“We’re not sure right now, Zoe. What I can tell you is that there are some really good schools here. One great one, actually, up in the mountains,” my mother said.
“Whoa. School?” I said. A vacation was one thing. School was quite another. I liked my school just the way it was. I wasn’t sure I was ready for anything like that.
“In the mountains?” Zak said. “I love the mountains.”
“Then we’ll have to take a look around,” Mr. Merril said.
“No worries, right now,” my mom said. “We’re only talking. Now, how about you two tell me what it is you got up to, to get so dirty?” 
My mother picked what I was pretty sure was a white griffon feather out of my hair. I looked at my reflection in the floor-to-ceiling lobby window. My face was smudged and my birthmark was glowing brightly. 
“You know, the usual,” I said. “Just hanging. Hanging off buses, zip-lines, cliffs, carpets, that kind of thing.” I looked at my mother’s puzzled expression. “Don’t worry, I was safe,” I said.
“Well, whatever you did, you’ll have to tell me all about it.”
“I will, Mom. When we have that talk.”
My mom took my hand and smiled at me and I smiled back at her as we walked through the grand lobby. The sun had just begun to set over the city and as it did, a reflection appeared in the window. I don’t know if I was the only one to see it, but it was Mukta. He winked as he levitated there, smiling his crazy smile. 
 
That’s it. Call it a blog, diary, memoir, whatever you want, that’s all I have to write. How this stuff with this potential new school is going to play out, how the stuff with my birthmark is going to play out, how any of it is going to play out, I just don’t know. What I do know is that, for right now, I’m having a very normal time with my basically normal mother, taking in the semi-normal tourist sights of Delhi, India. When we’re done with that, I’ll just have to see what happens. But for the time being, for right now at least, everything is refreshingly sane. I just hope it stays that way. Of course, a little part of me, the tiny part that came alive on this trip, wouldn’t mind if things got just a little interesting again. 
I’m not counting on it of course, but if things do get weird in the future, like if I end up going to that school in those crazy mountains, or if Zak gets cheeky with another elephant god, or starts a magic carpet delivery service or something, I’ll let you know. And oh, I got a pretty good picture of Zak bucking heads with that billy goat. I emailed it to my school back home and they just notified me that I made the semi-finals in the photography contest. I don’t know if I’m going to win or not, but I’ll tell you if I do. In the meantime, if you happen to find a strange map that doesn’t exactly belong to you, think long and hard about giving it back. I’m just saying, you may save yourself a serious headache; that, and some serious adventure. Anyhow, that’s it for now. Over and out. — Zoe Guire
 
Thanks for reading. 
 
If you enjoyed the book, please click here to write a quick review.




 

 
 
Text and illustrations copyright (c) 2012 by Lars Guignard 
 
Published by Fantastic Press
www.fantasticpress.com
 
E-book ISBN: 978-0-9877753-5-1
 
Version 2012.04.26
 
* * *
 
All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form by any electronic or mechanical means (including photocopying, recording, information storage and retrieval, or otherwise) without the prior written permission of both the copyright owner and the above publisher of the book.
This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, brands, locations, media, corporations, institutions, organizations and incidents in this novel are the product of the author's imagination, or, if real, are used fictitiously without any intent to describe their actual conduct. The author acknowledges the trademarked status and trademark owners of various products referenced in this work of fiction, which have been used without permission. The publication and/or use of these trademarks is not authorized, associated with or sponsored by the trademark owners.
 
E-Book License Notes
This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each person. If you're reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please return to amazon.com and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.
* * *
This book was art directed by Maria Kojic and illustrated by Dobromir Tomov.




About the Author:
 
A former television writer, Lars Guignard is a graduate of both McGill University and the American Film Institute in Los Angeles. Lars's work can be seen on television screens across the globe in series as varied as Beastmaster, Big Wolf on Campus, and Mentors. A member of the Writer's Guild of Canada, Lars's work has also been produced for film and published in magazines. 
 Ever since attending high school in the Indian Himalayas at the age of fourteen, Lars has been an avid backpacker and traveler. Lars now makes his home in the Pacific Northwest where he is busy working on the next Zoe & Zak Adventure. 
 
Connect with Lars Online:
My blog: www.larsguignard.com.
Twitter
Facebook
If you would like to be put on an email list to receive updates on new releases, contests, and promotions, please email us at  please click here to join the mailing list.
 



Table of Contents
Description
Title Page
Dedication
1 - MY EVER SO GRAND ARRIVAL IN INDIA
2 - THE POOL OF DREAMS
3 - BEST LAID PLANS
4 - DOING THE WRONG THING
5 - HELLO INDIA!
6 - STRANGERS IN A STRANGE LAND
7 - THE HOWLING HUT
8 - THE MONKEY MAN'S TALE
9 - NOT EXACTLY HOW I WANTED TO START MY DAY
10 - THE ROOF RIDERS
11 - AN ELEPHANT NEVER FORGETS
12 - THE YOGI WAY
13 - THE GIFT OF THE ELEPHANT'S TEAR
14 - A FAIRLY FANTASTIC MOUNTAIN WONDERLAND
15 - A RIDICULOUSLY CLOSE CALL
16 - SOME MOSTLY BORING THINGS ABOUT ME
17 - THROUGH THE MONKEY HOLE
18 - WHY IT SUCKS TO BE CHAINED INSIDE AN ICICLE
19 - A GLASS OF CHAI
20 - THE TWO PATHS
21 - A RUDE AWAKENING
22 - THE RAILROAD AT THE TOP OF THE WORLD
23 - THE MONKEY MAN'S LAST STAND
24 - THE MAGIC CARPET RIDE
Copyright
About the Author


cover.jpeg
A, = o
LARS GUIGNARD





images/00002.jpg
Zoe & ZAK

AND THE GHOST LEOPARD

B'Y

LARS: GUIGNARD

fantastic press





images/00001.jpg
Z or & ZAK

AND THE GHOST LEOPARD

BY
LARS GUIGNARD





images/00005.jpg
Z or & ZAK

AND THE GHOST LEOPARD

BY
LARS GUIGNARD





