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Last semester, Zoe and Zak returned the first lost Noble Truth to its rightful home. Now, Zoe and Zak are back in India for their second semester at Moonstock Himalayan Academy. School kicks off with the Activity Week Challenge in the tiny mountain kingdom of Bhutan where the students must deliver medical supplies. Things, however, take a turn for the worse, when Zak becomes deathly ill after an encounter with a strange floating bubble.
On returning to Moonstock, Zoe and Zak discover that a creature has come through the lava hole far below their dormitory. When Zoe and Zak follow the creature, they soon discover what they must do. They have been tasked with finding the second lost Noble Truth—the Tiger Eye of Justice.
Finding the Tiger Eye sounds like an impossible mission, and it’s only made more confusing when Zak discovers that he has been given a supernatural power to help them with their task—a power which Zak, for the life of him, just can’t control. But he’s going to have to learn how to use his new ability, because if Zoe and Zak can’t find the Tiger Eye quickly, Zak’s time will run out.
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To my childhood hiking pals who showed me why we climb mountains.





 
 
 
 
 
 
 
ONE
A BUBBLE BURSTS IN BHUTAN
 
The sun was shining, the air was thin, and the cliff went straight up. I climbed hand over hand, my friend Zak a few feet below me.
“Hey, Zoe. Yogi power showdown. Power Blast versus Bubble Shield. Who wins?” Zak asked.
“Depends on the situation,” I said.
“The situation is you’re going to get obliterated if you don’t decide.”
“I haven’t been so focused lately. Half the time I can barely use my yogi powers at all.”
“Choose,” Zak said.
“Power Blast is better if you’re trying to hit someone and Bubble Shield is better if you’re being attacked.”
“Yeah, but if you could pick only one.”
“Really, Zak? Bubble Shield, I guess.”
I climbed a few more feet and heaved myself up onto the ledge. I was breathing heavily. We were in Bhutan, which is a tiny mountainous country north of India near Nepal, and even though we were high in the mountains, the temperature was surprisingly mild. Above the ledge, the rock cliff flattened out into a lush green forest. I shuffled back several feet away from the edge of the cliff as Zak took a seat beside me.
“Zoe, it’s obviously Power Blast.”
“Why is that obvious?”
“Because Power Blast is cool. Bubble Shield is, I don’t know, defensive.”
I pulled a red packet marked with a white cross out of my backpack. The packets contained medical supplies that Zak and I were delivering. There was a trail above the ledge, which led to a village about half an hour away. Our job was to drop the packets at the trailhead where somebody from the village could collect them without having to go to the trouble of climbing down and then back up the cliff we had just scaled. I scooted up to the trail and placed my packet on a wide flat rock before turning to Zak.
“Can you give the powers thing a rest? Why is it always yogi this, yogi that?”
“Uh, I don’t know? Because you have powers? Have you ever thought that not everybody can blast a bad guy into a rock with the strength of her brain?”
“Yeah, so?”
“So it’s not fair! I want to be able to do that!”
“Zak . . . ”
“Do one yogination. For me.”
“Do I have to?”
One look at Zak told me I didn’t have much choice. I looked around for something to blast. Beyond the clearing was a thick jungle of vines. There was also a medium-sized rock. I sat down cross-legged and took a deep breath. Then I exhaled, focusing my mind on the rock.
“This is only so you stop bugging me,” I said.
I felt the familiar pressure build in my head. I didn’t want to blow the rock to kingdom come, I just wanted Zak to quit bothering me. I figured blasting the rock across the canyon would be enough to quiet him down.
“Yoginate it!” Zak yelled.
I felt the pressure release from my brain. It wasn’t exactly a tsunami of power. More of a ripple, really, which is probably why nothing happened. The rock didn’t move. A leaf didn’t even sway. Everything stayed exactly as it was.
“Uh, Zoe?” Zak said.
“Give me a second.”
I gathered my resolve and took another breath. The pressure built in my head again. I held it there. I released it. I still didn’t feel anything but a slow leak of power from my brain. I gritted my teeth and went for it a third time. I closed my eyes and really focused on the rock. I felt the yogi pressure build. I kept it there, shaping the pressure in my brain, but it was the same as before. I couldn’t release more than a tiny yogi ripple. When I opened my eyes I saw I’d managed to make a tiny pile of leaves smolder, but not much else.
“Whoa, Zoe. Look.”
“At my lame yogination?”
“At that,” Zak said, pointing upward.
I looked up. What looked like a soap bubble floated above our heads. A strange striped flame burned inside of it, and though I didn’t think I had anything to do with the appearance of the bubble, it was weird the way it had blown over just as I had yoginated. The bubble hung in the air for a moment before floating off into the undergrowth. Zak followed it.
“We’re going to be late,” I said.
“Two seconds.”
Zak disappeared into the thick undergrowth. I figured he could get lost in there, which would make us even later, so I did the responsible thing. I followed him.
In case you don’t know, my name is Zoe Guire. My friend Zak Merril and I are grade seven students at Moonstock Himalayan Academy, which is a boarding school tucked away high in the mountains of India. People often wonder why an American girl like me goes to school there. After all, I’m from Virginia, but ever since my mother was stationed at the American embassy in New Delhi, I more or less live in India now. It’s the same for Zak. His dad also works at the embassy, so Zak lives in India, too. The cool thing is since coming to this part of the world, we’ve learned a few things about ourselves.
For one thing, I’ve discovered I have some interesting . . . abilities. Specifically, yogi abilities. A yogi, for those of you who don’t know, is basically somebody who does yoga. But when I say yogi, I’m not referring to somebody who just does your typical stretchy-pants-at-the-mall type of yoga. I’m talking about somebody who has practiced yoga for so long and so hard, and advanced to such a high level that they’ve developed certain powers. Supernatural powers. Powers that let them levitate and blast bad guys across canyons, and stuff like that. That’s what some yogis can do in India, and I know it sounds crazy, but that’s what I can sometimes do, too.
But enough about the yogi stuff for now. Every year, everybody at Moonstock Academy goes on a weeklong field trip called Activity Week. This year we were helping a group of doctors deliver medical supplies to hard-to-reach areas in the mountains of Bhutan, which brings me back to the bubble. We were already cutting it close in terms of returning to camp, but Zak kept following the bubble through the undergrowth. I was worried a snake or poisonous frog or something was going to jump out at me, but instead I heard Zak’s voice.
“Whoa!”
I pushed myself farther through the greenery until I found myself in a brilliantly lit clearing. Zak stood there beside a gurgling stone fountain. The fountain was sculpted in the shape of a multi-petaled lotus flower, a tall stream of water spitting out of it. A rainbow of light played through the mist, hummingbirds fluttering in the air. The bubble with its strange striped flame floated above it all.
“Zoe, is this cool or what?”
Zak stared at the bubble above. I couldn’t put my finger on it, but something about the bubble bothered me. Zak reached toward it.
“Don’t,” I said.
For some reason I just knew the bubble was bad news. I didn’t have to worry about Zak touching it, though, because it blew gently past me. Then Zak got competitive. It was obvious he wanted to catch the bubble for himself. I was fairly certain that wasn’t a good idea, so I ran after the bubble as well. Zak zigged and I zagged and soon we were in a dog pile on the ground. The bubble was directly in front of me, flame flickering gently inside of it. I was sure I was going to capture it as it fell slowly through the air, toward my outstretched fingertips. And then Zak swooped in below me.
It was one of those times when everything seems to slow because you see something terrible about to happen. I’m not saying it made sense. It was just a bubble. But as Zak’s hand approached its transparent surface, I felt a real sense of dread.
“Zoe? What’s wrong . . . ” I heard Zak say, almost in slow motion.
And then, as Zak’s fingers wrapped around the bubble, the flickering flame inside of it exploded into a brilliant flash of light. I turned away, momentarily blinded, and when I could see again, Zak was lying on his back about ten feet away from me.
“Zak! Are you all right?”
There was no response.
“Zak!”
“Yeah. I’m okay,” Zak said, picking himself up off the ground.
“Are you sure?”
“Yeah, I’m fine.”
“What do you think it was?” I asked.
“It was a bubble. We both saw that.”
“What about the flash?”
“I don’t know. An exploding bubble?” Zak said.
We walked back out of the bush. Once we got to the ledge, Zak clipped onto the rope and rappelled down, over the edge of the cliff. I was starting to get the feeling he didn’t want to talk about it anymore.
“Don’t exploding bubbles strike you as a little weird?” I said, rappelling down the cliff after him.
“What do you want me to say? Yeah, it was weird, Zoe.”
The cliff was pretty much straight down, so it didn’t take us too long to rappel to the bottom. Of course, it wasn’t like I stared down to check on our progress or anything. I have vertigo, which means I get really dizzy in high places, and even though I’d gotten better at managing it lately, I still didn’t dare look down. I just kept my eyes on the rock wall, pushing out with my feet and descending the rope in a smooth, easy rhythm. When we reached the ground below, we unclipped from the lines and ran down the path toward the village. Exploding bubbles or not, we had places to be.
“Drink of water?” Zak asked, pulling out his water bottle.
“No time.”
We ran past the first of four tents set up near the river. Students at our school are assigned a house or station as they’re called at Moonstock. The stations are Hill Station, Moon Station, and Valley Station. Zak and I were in Hill Station, and we’d been staying in a group of tents with the other members of our station since arriving in Bhutan. Each house had its own group of tents. Outside of the tents, there was a large outdoor gathering area where the entire school met for assemblies.
The gathering place was in the cleft of a steep mountain where the rock walls formed a sort of natural amphitheater. One of the teachers had strung a heavy red curtain between two boulders at the entrance to create a makeshift door, but once you pulled back the fabric, the tight canyon opened up before you. A large rock ledge sat at the bottom of the canyon, forming a natural stage. The coolest thing about it was that sound echoed in there, like you were talking into a microphone.
“You want to just walk in?” Zak said, breathing heavily.
“Unless you’ve got a better plan,” I said.
The red curtain smelled musty in the humid air. I reached forward and pulled it open. I figured we could just sneak in. We were two students out of over four hundred. What were the chances we would stand out? Very good it turned out. Because as soon as I opened the curtain, a bell rang, or to be more accurate, about a hundred and fifty Bhutanese prayer bells rang. They went ding dong tinkle crash ding, followed by a long ding. All eyes turned up the slope of the narrow canyon toward us. I suppose Principal Snyder had rigged the curtain to a rope. He called out to us from the podium at the foot of the canyon.
“Who is that I see? Zoe Guire and Zak Merril. So kind of you to join us.”
I smiled back at him. Principal Snyder, or Jaws as everybody called him, was a lot less scary now that he was no longer a demon, but if you wanted to hear about that I would have to tell you about last semester all over again. Suffice it to say he was still a little frightening looking, his teeth glistening as he spoke.
“Sorry, we’re running a little late,” Zak said.
Jaws smiled. “Did you deliver your cargo?”
“Two packages, total of fifty pounds of medical supplies to the drop point,” Zak said.
“Valley and Moon Stations delivered their final packages over an hour ago,” Jaws said.
I felt my heart sink. The Activity Week Challenge was to deliver the most medical supplies possible. The idea was if we could get those supplies to remote locations, the doctors would have less to carry as they went out to work in the villages. It was a great project, and I was glad we were helping, but I was bummed we were late getting back. There was a reward for the station that delivered the most supplies, but being late wasn’t going to help us win it. If we lost the contest because of something Zak and I did, we would never be forgiven by our station mates. We’d have to find new friends. Heck, we’d have to find a new school. Probably on a new planet.
“The rules allow for a point deduction for tardiness,” Jaws bellowed. “Hill Station did manage to deliver a total of one hundred and sixty pounds more supplies, however with a hundred point penalty for tardiness . . . ”
I heard a loud cough, and a man shuffled up onto the stage behind Jaws. The man was very old and wore a flowing robe and a hat with two points that looked like horns. The man didn’t say anything, but a silence fell across the tent as everyone’s eyes locked on the old man. Even Jaws was silent. Finally, the old man spoke in a cracked voice.
“You have done many things since your arrival in this place,” the old man said. “You have delivered many supplies. You have helped the doctors in the villages. You have learned the peoples’ customs and ways. But there is still much left to be done.”
The old man paused. I don’t know if Jaws knew who the old man was, but he let him continue.
“There is great happiness in these mountains, but there is also sadness. There is injustice, but there is also truth. Do not compete amongst yourselves. Instead, ask yourselves what you can do to make these hills a better place.”
The old man reached deep into the pocket of his robe. Then he pulled out a rock. I thought maybe he was going to present the rock to Jaws as some kind of token of thanks. Instead, he threw the rock into the crowd. Everybody ducked. I could tell from the moment the stone left the old man’s hand that it was much more than a pebble. The rock was triangular in shape, and it cut through the air like a knife. I wanted to yoginate it, except I figured with my current luck, I’d either do nothing or blow up half the school. So I ducked like everyone else, except for Zak. I don’t know what it was. Either Zak loved going against the grain or he just couldn’t resist a challenge, because he jumped into the air like he was about to catch a pop fly at a baseball stadium. 
He caught it. Zak winced and shook his hand out. “Sharper than it looks,” he said.
I peered down at the stone. Up close I saw it was black with yellow stripes and shaped like an oversize arrowhead. It must have been sharp, too, because it had opened up a tiny cut on Zak’s hand. It wasn’t much more than a scratch really, but still, a few pinpricks of blood oozed out.
The man left the stage. He walked into the crowd, heading up toward the top of the canyon. He was coming straight at me, a glimmer in his eye, and I didn’t know whether I should move to the left or the right. I shuffled to the side and finally the old man marched directly by me. As he did, I noticed he had an unhealthy pale hue to his skin.
“In your darkest hour,” the old man said to Zak, “this stone will provide light.”
I turned to watch as the old man opened the tent door. As he left, I saw the long black stripes marking the back of his neck. The stripes almost reached the old man’s ears and even as I stared at the back of his neck, another black stripe seemed to appear. The door closed behind him, and he was gone without another word. Everybody was silent for a long moment, and then Jaws spoke, more quietly than before.
“The winner of this year’s Activity Week Challenge, despite a hundred-point penalty for tardiness, is Hill Station.”
Hill Station. I couldn’t believe it. We had won. Even though Zak and I had been late, we had won. A gentle clap began to echo through the canyon until soon the whole school was whooping and hollering. Even the losing stations cheered for us. We had worked hard to deliver the most supplies and I was happy. Happy enough to almost forget the old man and his strange stripes.





 
 
 
 
 
 
 
TWO
A STRANGER IN PARADISE
 
After a long bus ride, Valley and Moon Stations flew back to Moonstock, but our station boarded a rickety-looking amphibious aircraft and headed south. The airplane we flew in had wheels, but it also had a big wide bottom on it like a boat, and pontoons hanging under its wings that let it land on the water. When the big propellers started to spin it felt like we were sitting inside a leaf blower. I fell asleep to the drone of the propellers only to wake up to the sound of Zak talking. He was using his hyper-cheerful VLOG voice so I knew he was recording into his phone.
“The Zak Attack is back. After winning this year’s Activity Week Challenge by a razor-thin margin, Hill Station’s coveted prize has been revealed. Four days of rest and relaxation in the tropical Andaman Islands. The sun is shining, the water is warm, and we’re about five minutes from paradise.”
I opened my eyes to see a bright patch of emerald green in the aqua-blue waters below us. I guessed I’d missed the announcement telling us where we were going, but I’d heard of the Andaman Islands before. They were a group of tropical islands in the middle of the Andaman Sea, between India and Thailand. They were supposed to be beautiful and so far I wasn’t disappointed. I could see waves breaking around the reefs that surrounded each of the tiny islands’ white sand shores. As our plane descended, the engines got louder and louder. When we got really, really low, I felt the belly of the plane hit the ocean with a little tap, and another little tap, and all of a sudden white water whooshed up under either wing and everybody cheered. I felt my ears pop, and all of a sudden I could hear everything. Even Amanda S. Meengin, or as everybody called her, Amanda Mean.
“We’re lucky to even be here,” Amanda said. “With Zoe and Zak being late we might not have won. Everybody should remember that.”
Amanda Mean was a fellow seventh-grader and about the closest thing I had to a nemesis at Moonstock. What could I say? I didn’t like her, but she was right. Of course, if not for Zak and me, Hill Station probably wouldn’t have delivered the most supplies, either, but I didn’t bother saying that. I wasn’t in the mood for an argument, and besides, we had just landed in paradise.
One of the pilots exited the cockpit and cracked open the door of the plane. Fresh sea air filled the cabin. I could see we were taxiing into a lush lagoon. There was a wooden dock built into the shallow water, coconut palms ringing the beach. No doubt about it, the place was fantastic. I heard the seaplane’s big engines shut down and the twin propellers slowly whooshed to a stop.
An open boat headed toward the plane. It seemed obvious the boat was going to pick us up and deliver us to shore. Except it didn’t. The man in the boat rowed past us, and I heard the roar of propellers again. But they weren’t our propellers, they were the propellers of a second seaplane. I could just see it through the open door, circling in the sky above.
“Ze plane, ze plane,” Zak said in a squeaky voice, pointing out the door.
He laughed, cracking himself up, but I think he was the only one who thought he was funny. Sometimes Zak was in a world of his own. There was a lot of murmuring about what was taking so long, and finally Mr. Muk stood and made his way to the front of the plane. Mr. Muk was our life sciences teacher and mentor at Moonstock. He also sometimes taught gym, but more importantly, he was the reincarnated form of a yogi we had met back when we had first arrived in India. In a nutshell, the three of us had history. Mr. Muk spoke to the pilot before turning and making an announcement.
“Children, please be patient. Another plane will be using the launch before us. It will only be a few minutes and we will be on our way.”
“We were here first,” Zak said.
“The other plane has priority,” Mr. Muk said.
“Why?” Zak asked.
We didn’t get an answer to Zak’s question. We did, however, see the boat bump up alongside the other seaplane. Several men unloaded trunks for what seemed like forever and then a single person got off the plane. It looked like a boy, maybe a bit overweight, but about our age. He was deeply tanned and he wore sunglasses and swim shorts. The boat rowed to shore, and the boy got off.
At that point, everybody was itching to get off the airplane. People were standing in the aisles and I, for one, had to go to the bathroom, which made me doubly anxious. There was no bathroom onboard, so I just had to stand there and dance from leg to leg, hoping I didn’t pee my pants. I knew it would be easier just to throw our water shoes on, but of course I didn’t do it. Our water shoes were these magical pointy-toed shoes that let you walk on water. Zak and I had found them last semester. They were highly useful in aquatic situations, providing, of course, you weren’t surrounded by about a hundred people that you wanted to keep the shoes a secret from. So even though they would have been really handy, the water shoes stayed in our luggage.
Eventually, after a long wait, the boat showed up and those of us nearest the front of the plane got off first. I was a little worried I wasn’t going to make the cut, but Zak and I were close enough to the door to make it into the first boat. A man with strong ropey arms rowed us ashore, and I found a bathroom in a little thatched hut at the end of the dock. It was a bit stinky in there, but, wow, what a relief. After I was done, I opened the door of the outhouse and the beauty of the island really hit me. Mangoes and papayas and bananas hung from the tree branches, their fresh scents sweetening the sea air.
“Zoe, is this place awesome, or what?” I looked down toward a little crescent-shaped white sand beach to see Zak eating a peeled pineapple that he held on the end of a stick like a giant juicy lollypop. “They were handing these out while you were in the can. You need to try one. They taste amazing.”
They smelled amazing. I jumped down onto the soft sand and took a bite of the pineapple. It was tangy and sweet, and a little salty, too. It probably had something to do with the fact that we were on an island surrounded by salt water. The long wooden boat that had picked us up had returned to the plane where the next group of students was busy clamoring aboard.
“Students,” I heard our tiny English teacher, Ms. Persnick, say from the dock, “please follow me to our accommodations.”
Ms. Persnick led us down the path toward the interior of the island. I really hoped the island was bigger than it looked, because if it wasn’t, we were all going to be camping on top of one another. But after less than fifty steps through the jungle, we arrived in a tropical wonderland. There were seven or eight groups of huts built on wooden docks stretching out over the aqua-blue lagoon. Even from the beach I could see hundreds of colorful tropical fish swimming about. Farther out, a dolphin jumped out of the sun-speckled lagoon. The place couldn’t have been more perfect.
At the nearest hut, which was larger than the others, was the boy who had arrived in the other seaplane. Up close I could see he was stockily built with neatly cropped jet-black hair and a button nose. He lounged in a hammock, drinking from a tall glass as though he didn’t have a care in the world. I smiled politely at the boy as we passed his hut and he smiled back. For an instant I thought I saw a flash of light in his laughing brown eyes, but I blinked and it was gone.
Really, I wasn’t too concerned about the new kid. We had a full four days on the island and my biggest worry was what to do first. Jill, my roommate from our dorm back at Moonstock, had been assigned to share a hut with me. Our little slice of paradise sat on stilts directly above the lagoon. You could dive straight off the deck into the crystal-clear water below. Of course, you had to make sure you didn’t splash into a fish, because it was like an aquarium down there. Jill was from Alaska, and she seemed to appreciate warm weather more than most. She was already deep into tanning before I’d even changed into my swimsuit.
The boys had a hut on the next dock over, so I dove in for a swim to see what Zak was up to. He was paired up with Tuk, his roommate from back at Moonstock. The water was so warm I could have floated in it forever. I relaxed as I swam, soaking in the hot setting sun. I didn’t make it more than halfway to Zak’s hut before I heard his voice. He was doing his VLOG again.
“This is the Zak Attack reporting live from the Andaman Islands. The Zak Attack VLOG has learned on good authority that a new student will be attending Moonstock Academy. You can see him here, from my vantage point on the Andaman Sea. The student appears to be sipping a lime soda. More to come as the breaking story unfolds.”
Zak put down his phone and waved at me. I’d already told him to be careful with his phone after he used it on the airplane. Students weren’t supposed to have them. If he got caught with it, it would be taken away.
“Paparazzi much?” I said.
“I watched some entertainment news over winter break and I’m working on my new format.”
Winter break had only just ended. It lasted a bit longer than Christmas vacation did back home, and I had spent it with my mom at our apartment in Delhi. It was a little weird having Christmas in India, but my mom was busy at work and didn’t really have time to go back to Washington, so we decided to just spend Christmas quietly together. True, it didn’t snow, and we had to use a palm tree for a Christmas tree, but we decorated the terrace of our apartment with Christmas lights and holly and it looked good. There were presents and tasty food, and Zak and his dad came over. We even got invited to the embassy for Christmas dinner. All in all, I thought it had been pretty cozy.
“Well, what do you think about the new format?” Zak asked.
“I think it’s dumb,” I said as I slowly swam forward. “You don’t tell us who the new student is or anything. There was exactly zero information in that report except for the part about the lime soda.”
“Exactly, Zoe. It’s called a tease. That way I have more to say later.”
“So you know more?”
“Sure. His name is Vijay Chandpur. He’s a prime minister’s kid or something.”
“Prime minister of where?”
“Nobody seems to know. But that’s why he had his own plane bring him here. He’s totally connected.”
“So, what? He gets to horn in on Hill Station’s reward even though he didn’t deliver an ounce of supplies?”
“I never really looked at it like that, but yeah, I guess.”
“Where’s Tuk?”
“At the restaurant. He tried one of those pineapples on sticks and wants to see if he can ship them back to the tuck shop.”
Tuk and Zak ran the concession called the tuck shop in our dorm back at Moonstock. Tuk was always on the lookout for new product. He lived to work and ever since going into business together, Zak and he had been as thick as thieves. I reached the wooden ladder that led up to the little dock in front of Zak’s hut. It would get dark soon after the sun set, and I figured Zak and I could do a little water-shoeing. I was excited to go out for a walk, but walking on water wasn’t exactly something you wanted to share with the uninitiated. It might cause a panic.
“You brought them, right?”
“Brought what?” Zak asked. Then he smiled. There it was. Zak’s idea of humor. “Of course I brought them, Zoe.”
Zak walked into his hut and came back with what looked like a rolled up yoga mat. But I knew immediately it wasn’t a yoga mat. It was Doormat.
“I thought you were getting our shoes,” I said.
“I am.”
“Then why are you unrolling Doormat?”
“He needs some fresh air. How would you feel if you were bound up like a burrito all day?”
“I wouldn’t like it,” I said. “But he’s not a person, he’s a mat.”
“Ssh. You’re going to upset him.”
Doormat was our magic carpet. He had gotten us out of a lot of tight jams, and I liked him as much as Zak did, but I didn’t think it was safe to just unroll him wherever. Doormat looked happy enough, though. His tassels were free of knots, his rich red silk fibers glimmering in what was left of the day’s light. Zak finished unrolling Doormat and pulled our water shoes out from where they had been wrapped up inside the carpet.
“Okay, sorry, Doormat,” Zak said. “Zoe says no play today.”
Zak bent down on his knees and started to roll Doormat back up, which is about when Doormat took off. I don’t know if Zak was right and Doormat really did need some fresh air after being wound up for so long, but he shuddered and flew high into the sky, swooping crazily over the water.
“Zak,” I said as quietly as I could.
“Why are you looking at me? You’re the one who upset him.”
“We’ve got to go get him,” I said.
“He’ll come back.”
“What if he doesn’t?”
It had started to get dark. I could hear the other kids’ voices and see the flaming tiki torches being lit one by one on the beach. There was no time to argue. We needed to get Doormat back and we needed to get him quickly. Zak and I each pulled on our embroidered water shoes and jumped down onto the sea.
The ocean felt like a jello-coated trampoline beneath our shoes. Doormat’s dark shadow flitted over the lagoon. Sure, it was hard to make out exactly what it was, but if he flew any closer, the others would see him. I struggled to keep upright as we strode across the spongy surface of the sea. I hadn’t water-shoed for a while, and it took some getting used to, but I did my best not to let that slow us down. Soon we were so far out into the lagoon that the tiki torches on the shore were no more than flickers of light, the sea a perfect mirror beneath our feet.
“Where did he go?” I said, unable to see much in the dark.
“I don’t know. He’s never done anything like this before.”
I heard a swooping sound.
“There he is,” Zak said. “Run!”
Zak and I sprinted across the calm lagoon. Whoosh! Doormat dove in front us. I could barely see, but I could still hear. Whoosh! He dove in front of us again. But something was different this time. I didn’t hear him flap away.
“Doormat?” I whispered.
I heard a soft fluttering in the air above me. There was a dark shadow just above my head. I didn’t know if Zak could see me, but I nodded in his general direction anyhow. Then I jumped straight up and clapped my hands together. I felt Doormat’s silk threads slip between my palms, but at the last second I managed to grab onto his tassels with both hands. I held on tightly, pulling Doormat down, even as I felt my feet lift up off the water.
“Zak, give me hand here!”
I felt Zak grab hold of my legs, wrenching me downward. Then he jumped up and grabbed hold of Doormat, too.
“Easy, boy.”
Doormat fluttered and fought as we dangled below him, but eventually he calmed down and lowered us gently to the surface of the sea. I took a relieved breath, and as I did, I saw an amazing sight in the water beneath us. At first, it was just a glow, but the glow grew brighter, and what looked like two silvery tigers stared up at us from the sea floor. For a moment I thought they were calling to us, but then the tigers turned and disappeared, and all I saw was a glowing stone lotus flower on the sea floor. Strangely, it looked exactly like the fountain we had seen in Bhutan. The stone lotus flower gleamed for an instant longer before fading into the darkness, which left me seriously questioning whether I had seen anything at all.





 
 
 
 
 
 
 
THREE
ZAK GETS ISLAND FEVER
 
Zak rolled Doormat up and we walked back over the dark ocean. A crescent moon had risen, providing a little light, but we were so far out we could no longer see the tiki torches on shore. Just the outline of the island before us.
“I saw a silver tiger,” Zak said. “And a lotus fountain. Like in Bhutan.”
“Are you sure?” I asked.
“Totally,” Zak said.
“I saw it, too,” I replied.
“What do you think?”
“I don’t know. It was almost as if Doormat was leading us there,” I said.
We kept walking. I wasn’t sure exactly where we were, but the island wasn’t very big, so eventually we’d find everybody else. I was beginning to doubt that theory, however, as I listened to the waves crashing on the coral. The island was surrounded by a reef, which made the water inside of the reef calm, but it also scared me a little, thinking of what sort of creatures might have snuck in from the open ocean. I put the thought out of my head and picked up the pace. We were going to get in trouble if we didn’t hurry up.
“No way!” a voice squealed over the dark water.
We were still following the dark coastline, but I recognized the voice as Amanda Mean’s.
“What did the prime minister say next?” Amanda asked.
“He said no Lego in the ballroom!”
Everybody laughed. I didn’t recognize the voice, but I guessed who it belonged to. The new kid. If he was as connected as everybody said he was, it would be typical that Amanda Mean was trying to suck up to him.
“That’s hilarious, Vijay. You must live such an interesting life.”
I saw the glow of a campfire as we rounded a dark point. As we got closer, I could just make out the outlines of the thatched huts against the night sky. I didn’t want to risk being seen, so we came ashore at the far end of the beach. Zak and I took off our water shoes and walked in the sand. I was really hungry.
“You want to see if there’s anything left to eat?” I said.
“Way ahead of you, Zoe.”
We continued up the beach until we hit the restaurant hut. Things had been relatively relaxed since we arrived. The only rule I’d heard so far was lights-out was at ten o’clock, but blessing of all blessings, there were no bells. No behrajis, either. Behrajis were the terrible cooks we had back at Moonstock. They tried hard, but they didn’t exactly prepare tasty meals. Here, however, the food looked good. Zak and I helped ourselves from a buffet of fresh fish, fruit, and vegetables. I felt like I’d died and gone to boarding school heaven. Then I heard Amanda’s voice from behind us.
“Where were you two?” Amanda said.
“Yes. Where were you two?” I heard a second voice say. It was Ms. Persnick, our English teacher. It was kind of hard to get used to the fact that she was chaperoning us, especially given that the last time we had spent any time with her she was an evil demon, but that was last semester’s news. Suffice it to say, I was happy this Ms. Persnick was, as far as I knew, entirely human.
“We, um, took a walk,” I said.
“You’re lucky the dinner is still out. I would have thought you’d have learned your lesson about being on time, Zoe.”
“Yes, Ms. Persnick,” I said. I glanced at Zak. You never knew what was going to come out of his mouth. But when I looked at him, Zak seemed pale. Like he’d just tossed his cookies. Only we hadn’t eaten yet, so I knew that hadn’t happened.
“Zakary, are you feeling all right?” Ms. Persnick asked.
“Uh, no.”
Zak was staring down at his wrist. I saw a line there, a thin black stripe as if he had been tattooed, which was strange because I knew for a fact that Zak had never been tattooed in his life. Zak itched at the black stripe absently, a bead of sweat dropping from his forehead. He definitely did not look well.
“Zoe, please find Mr. Muk. I’ll help Zak to his hut.”
“Right away, Ms. Persnick.”
 
I wish I could say Zak’s illness was just a passing thing but Zak only got worse after that. We took shifts watching him. I stayed with him and so did Jill and Tuk. Officially, girls weren’t allowed in the boy’s huts, but I guess they made an exception because of how sick Zak was. There was a nurse with us and she thought Zak had the flu so she gave him some medicine and said everything would be all right within a few days. But things weren’t all right. Zak didn’t get any better. He just lay in bed, his face pale, sweat pouring off him. It went on like that for what seemed like forever. Then, on our last night on the island, when the nurse said he should be getting better soon, Zak got a whole lot worse.
A single candle flame flickered inside his thatched hut, big long mosquito nets draped over the two beds. I sat on one of the beds while Zak lay drenched in sweat on the other. Anymore sweat and Zak would be drowning in the stuff and I’d have to put his water shoes back on his feet. That, of course, got me thinking about those strange silvery tigers in the water and how we really should have been investigating them, when suddenly Zak started to scream.
“Java Bowl!”
“What, Zak?”
“Java Bowl!”
“Java Bowl?” I said. “What are you talking about?”
“Go to the Java Bowl!” Zak yelled, sitting upright.
I put my hand on his shoulder, easing him back down to the bed.
“Mr. Muk!” I cried out.
I heard shuffling and Mr. Muk appeared. He had been staying in the hut just behind Zak’s in case there was a problem, but by the time he got there, Zak was lying down again, breathing calmly.
“Get some rest, Zoe. I will stay with him now. We leave in the morning.”
I didn’t really want to leave, but the truth was I was dead tired. I got up to go, and as I did, I noticed something. A second black stripe had begun to appear on Zak’s wrist.
 
The next day we travelled back to school. Even though almost everyone had had an awesome time, I could tell that a lot of people were concerned about Zak. The nurse didn’t think whatever he had was contagious, so he flew back with us, lying down at the back of the airplane where there was an area with no seats. His eyes were closed and he was still sweating like a sumo wrestler in steam room. I sat beside him for a while, sure we’d be bringing him directly to the hospital, but when I asked Ms. Persnick, she told me we had one of the very best doctors in all of India right at Moonstock. That surprised me, but I went with it. I just hoped Moonstock’s doctor was better than Moonstock’s food.
Getting back to school took the whole day, so when we finally arrived a plane, train, and elephant ride later I was exhausted. I could only imagine how Zak felt. I told Mr. Muk I was worried Zak wasn’t being brought to a proper hospital, but Mr. Muk confirmed that Ms. Persnick was right. The school doctor was an expert in tropical diseases. If she couldn’t figure out what was wrong with Zak, nobody could. Moonstock’s medical clinic was called the dispensary. We dropped Zak off there, and Jill and Tuk and I walked down the winding path to our dormitory, Moonridge Hall, or as everybody called it, the Ridge. I know we all went to sleep in our beds that night praying for the best. It didn’t take long, however, before I was visited by a dream that made me expect the worst.
 
The dream started normally enough. I was back in the Andaman Islands, dangling my feet in the lagoon from the dock in front of our hut. Brightly colored fish nibbled at my feet and I could see a huge sunfish directly below me. I felt thirsty so I got up. I opened the door of my thatched hut, but when I went inside, I got the feeling somebody was watching me from the shadows.
I called out to Jill even though I knew she was elsewhere. There was no other sound, but I still felt like I was being watched. I grabbed the pitcher of water and then I saw him. A man walked through the back wall of the hut. He just passed through it like it wasn’t even there. The man was tall and he wore a pointed hat and a long robe. And he had stripes. Black stripes reached up his arms and legs all the way to the top of his neck. I recognized him as the man from Bhutan. 
He whispered, “The whiskers’ reach is far from center, but find the teeth and you will enter.”
I didn’t know what he was talking about. I would have asked him, but I realized the man was not well. His skin was paler than before and his eyes had turned as yellow as the sun.
“What do you mean?” I managed to squeak out.
But the tiger-striped man didn’t answer me. Instead, he smiled and collapsed onto the floor of the hut. Then I woke up.
 
It was still dark outside. Jill was asleep because the morning bells hadn’t rung yet. I bounced out of bed and pulled on my clothes. Zak had two stripes on his wrist and those stripes were exactly the same as the man in my dream. I skipped breakfast and ran up the hill to the upper campus.
When I got there, the doors of the dining hall were just opening up as the behrajis prepared for the day. The dispensary was on the second floor of the building across from the dining hall, directly above the quad. I walked up the steps anxiously. The door was open so I went inside. The dispensary had a little window at the side, where the nurses handed out medicine, and an examination room, but most of the space was taken up by eight beds in a big open ward.
The strange thing was Zak wasn’t there anymore. His bed was made and the first rays of sun were shining through the shutters, but there was no Zak. None of his things were there, either. Not even a chart with his name on it. I felt my pulse quicken. What had happened to him? Had they transferred him already? Or was it worse than that? Had something really bad happened?
“Hey, Zoe.”
I whirled around. Zak was standing there in a T-shirt and jeans, looking as healthy as ever.
“Zak, are you okay? I thought you were gone.”
“Nah, I’m fine. I met this doctor here and I think they were going to bring me to the hospital, but I started feeling better last night.”
“You just felt better? No explanation? ’Cause you were pretty sick.”
“What can I say? I just woke up really early feeling totally fine. The night nurse said my fever had broken. She called the doctor and the doctor examined me early this morning. Said my temperature was normal and whatever I had seemed to have passed.”
“So, what now?” I asked.
“So I’m starving. Let’s get something to eat.”
 
Breakfast on weekdays was normally served in the dining hall down by the Ridge, but Zak figured given the circumstances nobody would mind if we knocked on the door of the staff dining room and explained we were just looking for a little food. Mr. Crane, or Ichabod as we called him, our social studies teacher, answered the door, and after we explained ourselves, he returned with some toast and yogurt, which we ate on a bench in the quad. Either the teachers got special treatment or the school food had improved since last semester, because the toast and yogurt weren’t half bad. We returned the plates to the staff dining room, and by that time, kids were already walking up from the dorms to get to school.
The first of the upper school bells rang and Zak and I started up the ramp. Moonstock was located high in the foothills of the Himalayas and just being up there made me feel good. The sun was shining, and even though the mountain air was a little nippy, things were shaping up to be an excellent start to a new semester. Zak was feeling better again, and even Oogli, the nasty guard-monkey, didn’t hiss too terribly as we walked into school.
Assembly was in ten minutes, so Zak and I sauntered into the auditorium. Everything was still pretty much the way I remembered it. The worn leather seats still smelled of hundreds of years of use and the stage still looked big enough to handle a full Broadway musical. And maybe most telling of all, my assigned seat still had a spring in it that hurt my butt.
I relaxed and tried a tiny levitation. Granted, I wasn’t expecting much, not after my efforts to use my powers in Bhutan, but everyone knows practice makes perfect. I have a birthmark on my hand, a few little spots that glow when I use my yogi powers. They hadn’t glowed much lately, but they were glowing now and that’s how I knew my levitation would be successful.
I closed my eyes and rose a few inches above my seat for a short moment, happy that Talusar, the demon we had dealt with last semester, was locked away in his stone prison. It was nice to know he wouldn’t be bothering us again, at least for a while. I settled back down from my levitation as the auditorium filled around me. The students in the other stations had already been back at school for several days, so they were busy talking homework and projects. I saw the new kid come in surrounded by a group of people. Amanda Mean was there and so were some of her hangers-on. Everybody was bubbling with that start-of-semester excitement.
“Uh, Zoe?”
“Yeah?”
“Who’s that?”
“He’s the new kid, remember? The one whose private plane came in after us but he got to use the boat first just the same?”
“Who?”
“The new kid. You know.”
“What are you talking about?”
“You don’t remember? Do you remember anything about our trip? The island?”
“What island?” Zak asked.
“Oh, my gosh, you really don’t remember anything?”
Zak cracked a smile and I realized he was playing with me. I punched him in the arm, hard.
“Jerk! I was worried about you.”
I would have said more but Jaws wandered out on stage. He waited a few moments for the chatter to die down before speaking.
“Students of Moonstock, good morning, and Hill Station, welcome back. I trust you enjoyed your reward?”
Cheers erupted throughout the auditorium: “Deadly! Wicked! Sick!” If I didn’t know better I’d have thought a virus had entered the room. Even Jill got into the act and yelled, “Awesome!” I think she felt bad about it, though, because she glanced at Zak and added, “Too bad you weren’t feeling better.”
“As some of you may already know,” Jaws continued, “we have a new student joining us for the spring semester. I’m proud to say both his mother and father attended Moonstock Academy and now he’ll be here as well. Vijay, please raise your hand.”
Everybody’s head turned as the new kid raised a finger as though raising his whole hand would require too much effort.
“Everybody, please join me in welcoming, Vijay Chandpur!”
Jaws began to clap and the whole auditorium joined him. Jaws was much more enthusiastic than he was about most kids. Maybe he was just in a good mood. Jill clapped and so did Tuk. I clapped as well because it seemed like the polite thing to do, but the whole thing bothered me a little. The new kid was getting a lot of attention. Not that I was jealous or anything, but Zak and I were new kids last semester and I didn’t remember the whole school clapping for us. Finally, the clapping died down and Jaws began again.
“Now that Hill Station has returned, I want to remind everyone that registration is now open for special meals, elective classes, extracurricular activities, and of course, the Moonstock Science Fair. Science is one of the cornerstones of our curriculum here at Moonstock. The Science Fair will seek to bring out the best in what our students have to offer. Every student who wishes to participate will be given a private workspace in his or her dormitory. In order to keep things exciting, projects will be kept absolutely secret. Students will not be allowed to see other students’ projects until the fair is held at the end of the semester.”
A cheer or two erupted from the crowd. The Science Fair might not have been as popular as Activity Week, but clearly some of the kids thought it would be fun. Personally, I had been feeling really scattered and I wanted to focus on my school work and a few other priorities. I doubted I’d have the time to do a science project, but Zak seemed interested. It had been a while since he’d cooked up his elephant glue last semester and he had that gleam in his eye. I could tell he had a hankering for a new project.
“I leave you with this thought,” Jaws said. “In the words of the great scientist and painter, Leonardo da Vinci, ‘Poor is the pupil who does not surpass his master.’ Science Fair sign-up is on the main bulletin board. Good luck!”
Jaws turned and left the stage, indicating assembly was over. I popped up out of my seat like a jack-in-the-box. We had business to attend to.
“Easy, Zoe,” Zak said. “I didn’t know you liked science so much.”
“She doesn’t,” Jill responded from two steps ahead of me.
“You’re not trying to sign up on the Science Fair list?” Zak asked, trailing behind me.
“Zak. You’ve been out of it for a while. There’s more than one list.”
“Like what?”
“I’ll give you a hint. Your dad used to make you eat them.”
“Grilled cheese?”
“Vegetables,” I said quietly.
“Oh, that.”
I felt Zak push me forward and I knew he was on the same page I was. We needed to get to that bulletin board and we needed to get there quickly, because that was where the vegetarian list was. The vegetarian list was where you signed up for meatless meals at Moonstock. To be clear, I’m not a vegetarian, but I had learned the hard way that the meat they served at Moonstock Academy was not fit for human consumption. I know that sounds harsh, and maybe a little spoiled, but trust me, the meat really was that bad. I didn’t want to eat any more of it than I had to, and if I could get onto the vegetarian list, I wouldn’t have to eat any at all. The food would still be bad, but at least the vegetarian menu was slightly more palatable.
We ran to the bulletin board along with everybody else. Fortunately, Jill was fast and we were close behind her. I saw the vegetarian list on the bulletin board, but I also saw another list that Jill was busy scrawling away on. The vegetarian list was already three-quarters full, and Zak and I were about to write our names on it, when Amanda Mean pushed her way in. Before I could even say a word, she budged in front of me and wrote a name on the list. But it wasn’t her name. It was VIJAY CHANDPUR.
“Excuse me, Princess Budge-A-Lot,” Zak said.
“I’m not budging, because it’s not for me. I’m just doing Vijay a favor.”
“I don’t care who you’re budging for,” Zak said. “It’s still budging.”
Zak took the pen that hung from a string on the bulletin board away from Amanda. I could see he was mad and wanted to cross Vijay’s name out, but I put a hand on his shoulder to calm him down. He wrote his name on the list and handed the pen to me. There were only five spaces left on the sheet of paper. Getting on the list had been a close call.
As I backed my way out of the crowd, I smacked into Vijay, the new kid everybody was making such a big fuss about. He seemed to be working on some kind of tiny circuit-board project as he walked. It was the first time I’d gotten a good look at him since the island. He had a big smile on his face and wore jeans and a T-shirt. All in all, Vijay looked just about the same as any other kid at Moonstock. I really didn’t see what the big deal was about. Then he spoke.
“I’m sorry. I didn’t ask her to do that. I’m more than happy to wait my turn.” Vijay’s voice was as smooth as silk, and from the moment he opened his mouth, I saw what the big deal was. He just had this way about him. A golden calm poured off him as if he could do no wrong. I think the correct word was charisma and Vijay had loads of it. I couldn’t help myself. I wanted him to like me.
“No problem,” I finally said.
Vijay smiled. “Do you think you could tell me the way to Ms. Persnick’s English class? I have no idea how to get around.”
“Sure,” I said. “Follow me.”
I led the way forward and noticed that about ten or twelve other kids were following us. For some reason I felt a twang of discomfort, and even though I didn’t pay much attention to it at the time, I realized later that you need to watch these things. Because if you don’t pay attention at first, you have to pay even more attention later.





 
 
 
 
 
 
 
FOUR
SOMETHING WICKED THIS WAY COMES
 
It turned out that the other list Jill had been signing was for a class called World Government. I don’t know how I had missed the scuttlebutt on that one, but it was a new course that Moonstock was offering about government and how the United Nations worked, and stuff like that. The good news was Jill had managed to get the last three spots in the class. The bad news was that even though she had signed Zak up, she had run out of lines on the paper and just put his name on the bottom of the list. The teacher had said the cut off was twenty-five, which meant Zak wouldn’t be able to take the class. He didn’t seem to mind, though. He was too busy brainstorming for the Science Fair.
“Do you think I should make a rocket ship?” Zak asked. “I totally love rocket ships.”
“Sure,” I said. “You can power it with Fartmore’s gas.”
Fartmore was our chemistry teacher. His real name was Mr. Soolfur, but we called him Fartmore for obvious reasons, mostly involving what came out of his butt.
“Funny,” Zak said. “But not impossible. Methane is a highly volatile fuel. Like those buffalo bombs over there? They probably produced a lot of methane in their time.”
It was lunch time and Zak and I were in the vegetarian line in the dining hall. It was a lot shorter than the regular line and I couldn’t have been happier that we had been able to get our names on the list. The buffalo bombs Zak was referring to were the buffalo burgers over in the meat line. They were these giant hamburgers of water buffalo meat that looked like they might taste good. But they didn’t. I had made the mistake of eating one once. Everyone called them buffalo bombs, not because of how terrible they tasted, but because of what they did to you after you ate them. Let’s just say, I was happy I wasn’t in the meat line.
In the vegetarian line they were serving rice and lentils, or what they called rice and dal in India. Simple, but at least you didn’t have to spend the afternoon in the bathroom. We got our trays and sat down at a long empty table in the corner. I needed privacy for what we were about to discuss.
“Mr. Muk told me we were going to be doing some serious training this year.”
“What kind of training?”
“You know,” I mouthed the word, “yogi.”
“Oh, that kind of training. Why me? I mean, I don’t have any powers,” Zak whispered.
“Support, I guess. You know, so we can work together as a team.”
I didn’t get a chance to finish, because the new kid sat down at the next table over. There was some kind of activity around him. I noticed a behraji walking toward him with one of those silver trays with a dome on top of it that they used for room service at fancy hotels. I didn’t get it. I knew lunch was either buffalo burgers or rice and dal, so what was under the dome? Some kind of special meal? Because that wasn’t fair. I stood up to see what Vijay was eating but couldn’t get a look, because of all the kids crowding around him, so I sat back down and we ate. Zak seemed a little out of sorts. Lunch was normally when he hid his phone in his hand to do his Zak Attack VLOG, but today he wasn’t even bothering. He just sat there, glancing over once or twice at Vijay’s table and eating quietly.
 
That afternoon Jill and Tuk and I had World Government. It was taught by a teacher called Ms. Chris who used to be a delegate to the United Nations. I had no idea what she was doing at Moonstock Academy. Maybe the hours were better. I told Zak about the class on our walk back down the hill to the Ridge.
“So the UN is set up like this big group and everyone gets a vote.”
“Do I get a vote?”
“Are you in the UN?”
“No, but I’m walking down the hill with you, and I vote we don’t talk about your World Government class anymore. It’s boring.”
“I thought it was kind of cool.”
“Well, it’s not.”
This wasn’t about the UN or World Government. Something else was bothering Zak.
“What’s up, Zak?”
“Never mind,” he said.
“What’s eating you?”
Zak didn’t say anything for a long moment. Then he finally let it out.
“It’s that new kid. Why does he get special food?”
“I don’t know.”
“Are you sure he didn’t tell you when you showed him how to get to class?”
I paused. I couldn’t believe it. Was Zak actually jealous? I didn’t even know the new kid.
“Get real,” I said.
“I’m sorry,” Zak said. “I don’t know why. I just don’t like him.”
I elbowed Zak in the gut.
“Ow!”
I put a finger to my lips. Zak turned and I knew he got the message. There were a bunch of kids rounding the corner behind us. The new kid and his posse were approaching. Vijay Chandpur had groupies. And the head cheerleader among those groupies was Amanda Mean. When Vijay saw us, he broke free from his posse, striding a couple of steps ahead of them.
“Excuse me,” Vijay said. He carried something in his hand. “These are for you.”
Vijay handed me a bouquet of freshly picked flowers. Bluebells. I was so shocked I didn’t know what to say.
“For helping me find my way this morning. Thanks.”
“Thanks,” I said stupidly.
Vijay turned to Zak and gave him a playful punch in the arm.
“I’ll be seeing you sooner than you think,” he said.
Vijay rejoined his posse and they made their way down the hill. I had no idea why I had just been given a bouquet. The bluebells looked exactly like they sounded. Like tiny blue bells hanging from green stems. I was flattered, but flabbergasted. Nobody had ever given me flowers. I turned to Zak, my mouth hanging open.
“I don’t like that guy,” Zak finally said.
“Why? Because he didn’t give you flowers?”
“I just don’t trust him,” Zak said.
“You don’t even know him.”
“So?”
We hiked the rest of the way to the Ridge in silence. I’d never seen Zak act like that before so I didn’t know what to say. He couldn’t just not like the guy for no reason. That was stupid. But Zak hadn’t been totally himself since we got back, so maybe he was still recovering from his illness. Whatever the case, I figured it would be a good idea for Vijay and Zak to avoid each other for a while. But things didn’t work out that way, because when we got to the Ridge, we were confronted by a wall of crates and trunks. Not just any trunks, either. The trunks were covered in rich brown leather with heavy-duty stitching keeping the straps snug. Even the padlocks that secured the latches were plated in what looked like real gold.
The odd thing was that all the trunks had an address tag with the number two hundred and eleven written on it. The address was simple enough. It was the address of our dorm, the Ridge. The two hundred and eleven, however, was what Zak was concerned about. Mr. VanPeltsman, our bushy-bearded dorm parent, squeezed between the crates, followed by his wife Mrs. VanPeltsman in her floral print dress. The VanPeltsmans ran the Ridge. They kept tabs on all of us and made sure the dormitory ran smoothly. They were mother, father, and jailer to over two hundred of us.
“Zak Merril, room two hundred and eleven. You’ve got a delivery.”
“I didn’t order anything,” Zak said.
“Oh, no. Of course you didn’t.”
“What is it, then?”
“Remember that third bed tucked into the corner?”
“Yeah?” Zak said warily.
“You and Tuk have a new roommate. Congratulations.”
I turned to see, Vijay Chandpur, everybody’s favorite new kid, saunter into the hallway after us. I noticed that he had the circuit-board project, or whatever it was he had been working on earlier that day, in hand. He slipped it into his back pocket.
“Hey roomie,” Vijay said, punching Zak in the arm for a second time. “Told you I’d be seeing you sooner than you thought.” He lowered his voice. “I would have told you earlier, but there are always so many people around, and I really wanted to give the two of us a chance to talk.”
“Cool,” Zak said.
Zak and Vijay bumped fists, but from the look on Zak’s face I could tell he didn’t think it was cool at all. I would have encouraged Zak to get to know his new roommate, but I had noticed something that had me concerned. I needed to talk to Zak privately.
“Can you give us half an hour?” I said. “Zak and I have some studying to do.”
“Studying now?”
“Yeah, you know, for the Science Fair project.”
“Of course. Later, roomie.”
Vijay waved as Zak and I took off. When we reached the common room there was nobody around so I let Zak have it.
“This has got to stop.”
“What has got to stop?”
“I’ll tell you what. You’re acting weird.”
“Am not.”
“Are too. Ever since you got sick, you’ve been acting strangely.”
“Geez, Zoe.” Zak ran his fingers through his hair. “I’m not acting weird, okay?”
“Yeah, you are. You’re weird around Vijay. And not just that. You have a new stripe on your wrist. I didn’t know what to think about the first two, but I can’t ignore them any longer.” I grabbed Zak’s wrist. “What are they?”
“I don’t know,” Zak said, staring at his wrist. “They itch a bit, but other than that, I don’t really notice them.”
I looked closely at the marks on Zak’s wrist. The skin was discolored exactly as though the stripes had been tattooed onto him. I licked my finger and tried to rub them away, but that didn’t work. They were permanent.
“Weird, huh?” Zak said.
“Way weird,” I replied.
“I don’t know what it is about this Vijay guy,” Zak said. “Whenever I see him, I just get angry. I know I have no reason to, but I feel like there’s something not right about him.”
“Not right how?”
“I don’t know. Normally, I like everyone. I guess the fact that he’s getting all this special treatment doesn’t help, but it’s more than that. I feel like he’s . . . ”
“You feel like he’s what?” I said.
“Evil,” Zak said quietly. “I feel like he’s a really bad guy.”
I shook my head. “I think it has something to do with these marks.” A thought occurred to me. “Java Bowl,” I said.
“What?”
“Java Bowl. It was what you kept screaming that night you were really sick with fever. What does Java Bowl sound like to you?”
“A place to buy really big coffees?” Zak said.
“Yeah. That’s what I thought, too. But what else does it sound like?”
“A place with red cushy seats and soft boring music where you buy really big coffees?”
“You’re usually better at this riddle stuff. Substitute the J for an L and the B for an H.”
“Holy India,” Zak said.
“Exactly.”
“Lava hole. Java Bowl means lava hole.”
“Yup,” was all I said.
 
The lava hole was located far underground in the caverns below the Ridge. It was a molten hole in the rock where the subterranean river below the Ridge flowed into. I wasn’t certain, but my basic understanding was the lava hole was a portal to another world. Our favorite demon Talusar had talked about opening the lava hole so his friends from the other side could come through. I figured that was all behind us since we’d locked Talusar up in that towering stone prison in the middle of the sea, but it wouldn’t be the first time I had figured wrong. There was still half an hour until dinner, so I thought if we skipped the meal, we’d have time to go down to the lava hole and get back before study hall.
Zak and I split up to meet in the corridor below. Zak took the entrance from the boys’ showers and I took the entrance from the girls’. The jagged rock floor of the corridor was so sharp I could feel the pointy rock even through the thick soles of my shoes.
“Here’s hoping we don’t run into Mon Sta,” I said.
Zak shivered just a little. I don’t think he was in the mood to meet Mon Sta any more than I was. Mon Sta was the giant mongoose who lived in the corridors below the Ridge. We had met him last semester and he wasn’t the sort of creature I really wanted to run into again. Zak held Stryker high in the air in front of him, Stryker’s glow guiding us past the intersection of corridors where we had last run into the mongoose.
If you don’t already know, Stryker is Zak’s whip. He has a jeweled handle and turns into a cobra that spits lightning when Zak cracks him. I don’t like snakes, but I have a warm spot in my heart for Stryker. Stryker sometimes takes his duty to protect us so seriously that he grows a second head. But this time he just glowed warmly, Mon Sta nowhere to be seen.
We continued down the steps cut out of stone to the subterranean river. After following the river’s banks a few hundred feet, we finally saw the lava hole that the river ran into. The lava hole itself was no bigger than a basketball. The entire river rushed into the molten hole in the rock. There were clouds of steam hanging in the air, but not much else. It didn’t even seem possible that the whole river could disappear into the hole the way it did.
The impossibility of the situation wasn’t the only thing that bothered me. The whole place gave me the creeps because the last time we were down there, Talusar had frozen everybody in the school ice-cold like Popsicles. The entire incident had been terrifying. I tried to push it out of my mind as I stared at the molten lava hole.
“It looks like the world’s hottest pizza oven,” Zak said. I noticed that Zak’s body was bathed in an orange glow. “Zoe,” he asked me, “does this place give you the creeps?”
“How do you mean?”
“Kind of like we’re being watched?”
Zak was right. It did feel like we were being watched. Zak swung Stryker around in a wide arc, illuminating the area a little better than it had been before. I saw the lava pool where Mr. Muk had been held prisoner by Talusar, and I saw the wheel of cooled lava in the rock ceiling above where we had hidden under Alta the elephant. And then I saw something else. Something I really didn’t want to see. Wet footprints.
The footprints looked similar to something I was familiar with, namely, the condensation that formed when Talusar orbed someone. Orbing was this thing Talusar did to people and creatures he didn’t like. I guess it was a little like teleporting, but I was sure Talusar wasn’t orbing anyone anymore, because we had locked him away. Which begged the question, where had the footprints come from? We needed to take a closer look.
“Zak. Shine Stryker here.”
We bent down to look at the prints on the cave floor. I had been wrong about them being footprints. They weren’t big enough. They were paw prints. Not particularly large, but about the size a wolf or a large dog might make.
“What do you think?”
Zak shrugged his shoulders. We stared into the darkness looking for some kind of sign, any sign as to what might have made the paw prints. I heard a long slurp come from the lava hole. Both Zak and I turned toward it. The lava hole glowed a hotter, brighter orange. It flexed in size, getting bigger, then smaller, then bigger again. Zak and I stepped back into the shadows, well away from the hole.
“Do you think it’s supposed to do that?” Zak said.
“How should I know?” I replied. “Do I look like a volcanologist?”
“Your ears aren’t pointy.”
“Not a Vulcan, a volcanologist, Zak. A scientist who studies volcanoes.”
“Quiet,” Zak said.
Zak and I crouched down. The lava hole got bigger and wider until the slurping sound we were hearing was replaced by a giant belch accompanied by a flash of bright light. Both Zak and I looked away for an instant, and when we looked back again we were staring into a pair of glowing red eyes. Something had come through the hole.





 
 
 
 
 
 
 
FIVE
THE LADY IS A BUFFALO BLASTER
 
The red eyes smoldered for a long moment before turning away. I don’t know if it, whatever it was, saw us or not. But as my vision came back after being temporarily blinded by the flash, I could make the creature out. The burning eyes belonged to a water buffalo. It was a big black beast with two giant horns coming out of either side of its head and short cropped fur that looked as bare as skin. I had no idea how well a water buffalo could see, but I did know they were considered to be the most dangerous wild animal in Africa. Granted, we were in India, but I saw no reason why the buffalo would be any nicer here.
The buffalo sniffed at the air and turned, heading back toward the lava hole. Maybe it wasn’t that interested in us. Or maybe it just wanted to go home. I covered my ears. The first belch of the lava hole had been loud enough. The buffalo didn’t go back into the lava hole, though. Instead, it butted its horns against the rocks, moved its head from left to right, and disappeared into the cavern wall. I glanced down at my hand. My spots were glowing brightly enough to read a book.
“Do you think we should go after it?” Zak asked.
“Go after it where? It just vanished.”
I stepped toward the lava hole. The buffalo’s hoof prints were all over the floor. They were bigger than the paw prints before and a little wetter; I guess they hadn’t had time to dry. I hadn’t seen the lava hole this close up before. The river that flowed into it was over twenty feet wide, but it tapered in front of the lava hole until it simply disappeared into the bright molten donut. There was no sign of where the buffalo had gone, just lots and lots of steam billowing around the cavern. I touched one of the stone walls. The volcanic rock was hot to the touch.
“Let’s get out of here,” Zak said.
“Not so fast.”
I had a theory. I touched the rock wall again. It was solid. I placed both of my palms against it and moved my hands from side to side.
“Zoe, if you want to dance, you have a funny way of asking me.”
I ignored Zak. Since nothing had happened when I moved from side to side, I placed my hands lower on the lava rock wall and pushed up.
“What I want is to figure out where that thing went . . . ”
But before the rest of the words were out of my mouth, the lava rock twisted open like one of those secret invisible doors in an old-fashioned library. I heard Zak call my name.
“Zoe!”
But before I knew it I had revolved through the rock into absolute darkness. I couldn’t see a thing. Fortunately, I heard the door revolve again.
“Zak?”
Zak revolved into the dark space with Stryker held high. We were in a tight room at the base of a stairwell, sharp stairs cut out of the rock. The buffalo’s wet hoof prints led up the stairs.
“Do you really want to follow it?” Zak asked.
“No. I really don’t,” I said.
“But we’re going to, right?”
I nodded and we started up the stairs cautiously. At first we went slowly, careful to check out the surroundings, but we sped up a little because the stairs seemed to go on forever. The stairs were steep and long, and the air was stale, like the stairwell had been shut off for a long time.
“Smells in here,” Zak said. “Like wet dog.”
“Sure you don’t mean buffalo?”
Zak sniffed at the air. “No, it’s dog. I’m sure of it.”
As we continued to hike up, I felt the muscles in my legs burn. I was getting tired. The altitude was part of it. It took a while to get used to the thinner air in the mountains after our time on the island. The other part of it was that the staircase was so long. But just when it seemed it would never end, I heard the sound of water again. It wasn’t loud, but it was there. Moments later we hit a dead end. We were facing the same kind of volcanic rock wall that we had found at the entrance to the stairwell.
“Here goes,” I said.
I placed my hands on the wall as I had done below and pushed side to side. The rock wall revolved open, only this time Zak was close enough behind me that he came around for the ride as well. The revolving rock wall deposited us on a narrow riverbank. Swirling white water ran by our feet, pouring down through the opening of the cavern in front of us.
I knew where we were. This was the Moon’s Mouth––the giant waterfall located smack in the middle of campus. As near as I could tell, the main river must have been above us. The river we were standing next to had to have been a secondary stream. Whatever it was, the current was moving quickly. My foot slipped and I was nearly swept away. Zak pulled me back up onto the bank.
“Where do you think it went?” I whispered.
We walked forward along the narrow riverbank toward the back of the waterfall. I had some bad memories of waterfalls from our time tracking down the Ghost Leopard, and I didn’t want to get any nearer to the edge of this one than I had to. Still, we needed to figure out where the buffalo had gone. I looked around, but saw nothing. Given how long we had been walking, I knew it must have been getting dark, so it surprised me when I saw a flicker of light behind the falling wall of water.
“Zoe,” Zak said. “Did you see that?”
“Uh-huh.”
What do you do when you’re tracking a buffalo and a waterfall lights up in front of you? Well, if you’re me, you become concerned about what’s going to happen next. An invasion of flying monkeys? Zombies from outer space? Or, how about a movie? Yup. What looked like an old black-and-white film began to play on the back of the shimmering waterfall. The first thing we saw was a dense jungle. The jungle was dark and mysterious, giant twisted trees reaching skyward. Moving through the jungle, we came upon a bamboo cage, and inside that cage was a tiger.
“That tiger does not look happy,” Zak said. “What do you think it’s doing in there?”
“Pacing,” I replied.
“Yeah, but why?”
I put a finger to Zak’s mouth, shushing him. I hadn’t watched many silent movies, especially on the back of waterfalls, but I figured standard moviegoing etiquette applied, which meant we had to keep quiet and watch. But I was careful to keep an eye out too. We had no idea of where that buffalo was. Getting buffalo-horned would have been worse than missing the show.
The tiger paced back and forth in its cage a couple more times and then a long line of people came by. The people were richly dressed as though they were on some kind of royal outing. The men carried swords, and in the middle of the group of people, a man rode a white horse. The man was young and very muscular and wore only a lungi, which is a kind of Indian sarong. His chest was bare and his black hair was closely cropped.
The muscular man jumped off his horse and approached the cage, where he seemed to have a conversation with the tiger. It was only when the man got close to the tiger that you saw how big the tiger really was. It was huge, at least three times as high as the man at the shoulder. After a few moments, one of the man’s servants handed him a bow and arrow. The man took several paces back and hunched in the undergrowth, ready to shoot his arrow.
One of the servants carefully released the tiger from the cage. A second later, the tiger pounced. Not on the servant, but on the man with the bow. The tiger was so fast he was able to roll the man over before he could even shoot his arrow. But the tiger didn’t stay on top of the man for long, because an animal that looked a lot like a dog with pointed ears and a long snout appeared. There was more conversation, and then a blinding light shot out of the man’s mouth and the tiger leaped back into the cage.
The whole thing was weird. Why did the tiger get back into the cage? And what was with the sunlight shooting out of the man’s mouth? I really didn’t know what to make of what I had seen, but I stopped thinking about it when I saw a pair of red eyes staring out at me from the waterfall. What scared me was that the red eyes weren’t just an image on the back of the waterfall. They belonged to a living animal.
As I stepped closer, I gradually became aware of a long snout. Whatever the animal was, it wasn’t a buffalo. It looked like a dog or a wolf, but I didn’t think it was either of those. It was a jackal. I had seen pictures of jackals when we had done our social studies unit on ancient Egypt. Jackals looked like dogs but they had long necks and ears. This one had medium-length golden-yellow fur. It turned away from me as I approached and headed out behind the waterfall.
“I wonder where the buffalo went,” Zak said.
We kept walking. There was a narrow ledge behind the waterfall, which continued out along the cliffside. When we got out there I could see the jackal had already run ahead. It was nearly dark out, and I didn’t have to look far to see that the tiled rooftop of the school lay ahead directly below us. We followed the jackal as it trotted along the narrow ledge. The path wound lower until it passed by the school and outside the gates. The jackal continued to trot ahead, so we followed it. When we passed Girish’s omelet shop, it started to look like it would never stop, but it finally slowed in front of a boulder towering over the path. Something about the location was familiar.
“Here, doggy, jackal, jackal, jackal,” I cooed.
As we got closer I got down on one knee and put out my hand.
“Are you trying to get your fingers chewed off?” Zak asked.
“I’m trying to get it to come.”
The jackal didn’t growl like it was going to eat us, but it didn’t come any closer, either. It was a standoff. I didn’t like its red eyes or its long sharp teeth, and it didn’t seem to like us. I had no idea what we were going to do next, but looking past the boulder in the fading light, I realized we were in front of the old temple where we had met Ganesha, the elephant god. For the first time, I noticed there were sculptures carved in relief in the rock above the temple doorway. The sculptures each portrayed a beautiful dancing woman with about a million arms. I wanted to reach up and touch them, but I didn’t, because I saw something out of the corner of my eye.
“Zak, look.”
There wasn’t much light, but I could just make out a very old lady leading a cart along the path. The cart had two big wooden wheels and was stacked with sticks of firewood. It was pulled by a water buffalo. What was worrisome, however, wasn’t the buffalo that pulled the cart, but the larger buffalo that walked in front of it. The big water buffalo snorted as it advanced toward us, the old lady walking slowly behind it.
“It’s just a woman with her buffalo, Zoe.”
“Buffaloes, Zak.”
I looked at the jackal. Its eyes glowed like hot coals. Then the lead buffalo blew steam through its nostrils and its eyes glowed red, just like the buffalo we had followed up the stairs. It was clear it was the same animal. It stared at us like it wanted to charge us and eat us all at the same time.
“Uh, Zoe.”
“Yeah, Zak?”
“Let me go on the record as saying I am not feeling the love.”
“So what do you want to do?” I said.
“Yoginate it!”
“I haven’t exactly been practicing.”
“Just yoginate it!”
The spots on my hand were already glowing, mostly because I was about to poop my pants in fear. I didn’t know if I’d have any more luck yoginating than I did back in Bhutan, but I didn’t feel like I had a whole lot of choice. I extended my arm out as I felt the pressure build in my head. When I couldn’t take it anymore, I released the yogi pressure from my mind, sending it straight at the red-eyed buffalo. The pressure wave was much more than a ripple this time, but I didn’t have a whole lot of control. Instead of yogi-blasting the buffalo, I ended up putting a hole in the path. Dirt and rocks flew everywhere. The red-eyed buffalo dug into the ground with its front hooves, its big nostrils flaming orange fire.
“Do it again, Zoe!”
The buffalo charged. It reared forward, charging toward us, trying to mow us down.
“Yoginate it!”
The pressure built in my head and I yoginated again, but I must have been just a little too freaked out, because I didn’t hit the buffalo. I hit the path again, this time directly behind the buffalo. Jagged rocks and dirt flew everywhere, but it didn’t take a genius to see my attempts were not going well. I was going to need to work on this yogi stuff.
“New plan,” I said.
“Bubble Shield?” Zak said hopefully.
“Run!”
Zak didn’t need convincing. We turned to run. I figured we could make it inside the narrow entrance of the temple where the buffalo couldn’t get us. Of course, the buffalo might bring the whole place crumbling down as it forced its way through the doorway, but what else could we do? Stand in the open and let it finish us off with its sharp horns? I heard a thundering snort. If that wasn’t bad enough, I could actually feel the heat of the flames coming out of the buffalo’s nostrils as it plowed toward us. I glanced up as we reached the entrance to the temple. A few more feet and we’d be okay. We just needed to get inside.
But as I looked up at the entrance to the temple, I saw something else. The carvings on the stone wall of the temple glowed with a golden hue and came to life. It was as if the carvings had suddenly been endowed with a miraculous energy. The carvings moved fluidly, the beautiful women dancing around and around, arms pinwheeling, until one of the women danced right off the stone wall. It wasn’t as if a tiny stone woman was suddenly running across the path. It was more like the dancing carving’s spirit had left the wall and entered the old woman.
I watched the old woman’s face as the buffalo charged toward us. She grew young. Her wrinkles smoothed out. Her rotten teeth became strong. Her long greasy hair turned to a rich chestnut color. Even her ragged clothes were replaced by a golden-trimmed sari. A bindi, which is the bright red dot that represents a third eye, appeared in the middle of her forehead. It was a miraculous transformation. The woman glowed brilliantly, like she was a sun in the darkness. She was beautiful.
The buffalo slowed and its focus seemed to change from us to the woman. Huge flames shot out of its nose and ears. It was clear the buffalo did not like the lady. Not one little bit. It leaped toward her, flying through the air like a cannonball of pure muscle. The woman raised both hands above her head and flicked her hip to the side.
Oh, boy. Had she really picked now to dance? What was it with India? Had everybody watched too many of those Bollywood movies where everyone was singing and swooning all the time? I mean, I’d seen Mr. Muk do his weird dances back when he was a yogi, but come on, we were all about to be shish kebabbed by an ornery buffalo.
I stepped deeper into the temple, where Zak and I braced for impact. But the buffalo didn’t hit the lady. At the last possible moment, the beautiful woman extended both her arms, palms facing outward, and the buffalo exploded into a cloud of red-hot dust. The big animal just broke apart into a billion little pieces as if it had hit an invisible wall, leaving only smoldering flames behind.
“That’s what I call a Bubble Shield,” Zak said.
“No kidding. What do you want to bet the dancing lady has yogi powers, too?”
The dancing lady had just performed about the most amazing display of yogination I had ever seen. I even felt a little bad for the poor old buffalo. I was so awestruck I didn’t bother with pleasantries. I just let the words tumble out of my mouth.
“How did you do that?” I asked as the smoldering flames burned out.
“Practice,” the woman replied in a soothing voice. “I trust you enjoyed my film at the waterfall?”
“It was very, um, silent,” I said. “Thank you.”
“You are welcome. My son informed me that you are polite. For a human, that is.”
“Your son?” Zak said. “Who’s that?”
“Why, Lord Ganesha, of course.”
“Ganesha the elephant god?” I said.
“Yes. Ganesha the elephant god.”
“Whoa,” Zak said. “If Ganesha is your son, then who are you?”
“My name . . . is Durga.”
“Are you a goddess?”
“I am the mother of the universe, Zakary Merril.”
Mother of the universe. Wow. That sounded like a big responsibility. I wasn’t even sure I could wrap my mind around it. Durga smiled, and I sensed we’d have to be very careful when we spoke to her. She had an edge about her. Durga might have been the universe’s mom, but she definitely was not somebody who you wanted to make angry.
“And who, Lady Durga, was that?” I asked, pointing at the billowing cloud of dust that moments before had been a red-eyed buffalo.
“The son, or cousin, or relative of my old enemy, Mahisha.”
“Who?” Zak asked.
“Mahisha. A very bad buffalo. I eliminated him many years ago. Now every buffalo on the other side of the lava hole wants to come out and give me a difficult time. I smite them all,” Durga said.
“Great job blasting him,” Zak said. “Nice technique.”
“No need to complement me. In fact, after I tell you what the buffalo was doing here, you may to wish to curse me. Because though I can help you with Mahisha’s spawn, I cannot help you with your task. For that you will be on your own.”
“Task?” I said. “Do we have to do another one of those already?”
“There is no rest when evil lurks,” Durga replied. I stepped out of the temple. The wind had picked up Durga’s hair so that it floated in the air behind her like she was standing on the bow of the Titanic. “The Second Noble Truth must be found,” Durga continued.
When I heard the words noble truth, I felt my stomach knot up. Not that again. I was really hoping not to hear those words for a while. The first time we had heard about a noble truth was last semester, and even though we had managed to do what was asked of us, it hadn’t exactly been easy. I glanced up into the stars to see the First Noble Truth sparkling away in its new home in the darkening sky above. Despite the fact that it had been scary getting it up there, it felt good having it twinkle down on us like that.
“What’s the Second Noble Truth?” I asked.
“I sometimes call it the Tiger Eye,” Durga responded. “The Tiger Eye of Justice. It has been hidden for many years, but now it must be returned to its rightful home.”
“Why?” I asked. “I mean, why do you want us to find it?”
“There are some questions for which you are not ready to hear the answer, Zoe Guire. Know only this––you have been chosen. Both you and Zak are to return the Second Noble Truth to its rightful place in the stars. But you must hurry, for it is not only your fate that lies in the balance. You must find the Second Noble Truth before its flame burns out. If you are not successful, the Tiger People will never return to their home.”
“The Tiger People?”
“You will learn about them in due time; for now your only concern is to find the truth.”
“But how we do that?” Zak asked.
“The One True Sextant will guide you in your quest.”
“The what?” I asked.
“The One True Sextant. The sextant is an instrument for celestial navigation. It will allow you to fix your position from the stars. From there it will guide you to the Tiger Temple. The sextant will lead you to find what others cannot.”
“Are you going to give us the sextant?” Zak asked. “Or maybe help us find it?”
I could tell by Durga’s expression that Zak was pushing it.
“To assist you further would be to upset the balance between the celestial and mortal spheres. I dare not do more.”
“You killed the buffalo,” Zak said.
“The buffalo and I had history.”
“Still, you interfered.”
I bit my lip. There Zak went, mouthing off to a god or, I guess, a goddess in this case. Didn’t he know when to shut up? Durga held her arms out wide and what began as two normal arms grew into four arms coming out of each of her sides. I sure wouldn’t have wanted to get into a boxing match with her. Durga looked deadly.
“Listen and listen carefully. For better or worse, you have been given a gift. It is your duty to use that gift wisely. The Tiger People cannot return to their home before the Second Noble Truth is found. You must hurry before their flame burns too low. Take care, for when the stripes on your wrist reach the top of your neck, your time will run out as well.”
“Wait. How did you know about the stripes on my wrist?”
“You and the Tiger People are now connected, Zak Merril.”
“Connected?”
“Yes. Connected. Mark my words. Cover your ears and close your eyes. The truth will burn and bite and rise.”
Durga was beautiful. But she was terrifying, too. As quickly as she had appeared, her energy left the body of the woman and traveled back up into the stone carvings above the temple door. The woman who had been Durga was now old and wrinkled and bent over again. She hobbled back to her cart, and as she did, Zak’s eyes opened wide. Another stripe was forming higher up Zak’s forearm. It started as a black dot and moved across his arm as if it were being inked by an invisible tattooist. The stripe looked the same as the ones I had seen on the man in my dream. It was exactly as Durga had said. Zak’s time was running out.





 
 
 
 
 
 
 
SIX
THE RISE OF THE CREATURE TEACHER
 
When we got up to school the next morning, the first thing Zak and I did was find Mr. Muk. His office was located behind the auditorium, in a backstage area filled with ropes and ladders and props. We followed the creaky stairs and wobbly platforms farther and farther back until we reached a crooked door high in the lofted area behind the stage. I knocked and Mr. Muk opened the door.
“Zoe, Zak, how good to see you.”
“Hi, Mr. Muk,” we said together.
“Training is not until tomorrow afternoon. Be truthful, were you so excited that you could not wait?” Mr. Muk smiled. “Did you hear that I have arrows?”
“Arrows?” Zak asked.
“Yes. Arrows. To focus the mind.”
“We’re not here for training, Mr. Muk. Something else has come up,” I said.
“And what would that be?”
“We met Ganesha’s mom,” I said.
Mr. Muk looked like I’d just punched him in the stomach. Not that I’d ever do that, but that’s how he looked. His mouth opened and the glint in his blue eyes disappeared. He got his expression under control, but I could tell what I’d just said was of serious concern to him.
“Do you speak of Durga?”
“That’s what she said her name was,” Zak said.
“Sit down, please. Tell me everything.”
We pulled up a couple of rickety chairs and talked. We told Mr. Muk about the lava hole, and how we followed the buffalo, and the weird images on the back of the waterfall. Then we told him about the old lady and the cart, and what Durga had said about the Second Noble Truth. We told him about the Tiger People and everything else we could remember, except with both of us talking, we skipped around a lot, and it wasn’t until the end that I remembered to mention the weird-looking dog with red eyes.
Mr. Muk’s eyes lit up. “The jackal,” he said.
“Yeah. That’s what I thought it was, too.”
“We see them rarely, but I believe the golden jackal with the red eyes is the rarest of them all. Please tell me once more what you saw on the back of the waterfall. Go slowly, to the best of your memory.”
We described exactly what we had seen. He seemed especially interested in how the tiger had gotten back into the cage after being blasted by the bad sun breath.
“There is a story,” Mr. Muk said, “about a prince who travelled with a jackal. The prince’s name was Virochan. Once long ago, while on a hunting trip with his subjects, Virochan found a giant tiger in a cage. The tiger was much larger than any tiger he had ever encountered before. Virochan was very vain. His very name meant the first ray of the winter sun. With such a name, he believed nothing could hurt him, not even a huge tiger, and to prove this to his people, he released the tiger from the cage. But the tiger was not grateful. The tiger threatened to eat Virochan. Virochan became very afraid so he prayed to the demon Talusar for his life.”
I shuddered.
“Excuse me, Mr. Muk, did you say Talusar? As in our Talusar? The guy we locked up?”
“Yes. I am referring to your Talusar. There is only one.”
I felt myself cringe. I didn’t like where this was going.
“What happened after Virochan prayed?”
“Talusar offered Virochan a boon. He gave Virochan the power of his namesake––the power of the sun.”
“As in Virochan became a burning ball of helium?” I asked.
“As in Virochan received the ability to store the winter sun’s energy within his body and discharge this power at will. It is said that Virochan used this power to blind the tiger. Then when the tiger was weak, the jackal tricked him back into the cage.”
“Did the tiger die?”
“Oh, no. That would too kind. For every power there is an equal and opposite power.”
“What does that mean?”
“Talusar knew very well that the universe must be kept in balance. In order for Virochan to keep the power of the winter sun it was necessary that the blind tiger be kept caged in darkness forever.”
“That’s horrible,” Zoe said.
“That is not all. Talusar does not do favors for people without demanding something in exchange.”
“What did he want?” Zak asked.
“Something only Virochan could give.”
“What?”
“His people,” Mr. Muk said. “In exchange for the power to defeat the tiger that day, Virochan gave Talusar the souls of his people. Everyone in Virochan’s kingdom, even his own brothers and sisters, were made small and banished to the other side of the lava hole so that Talusar could feed off their atmans.”
“You mean their souls?” I asked.
“Yes. From that moment on, Virochan’s people became known only as the Tiger People.”
I shared a look with Zak. I had really hoped that Talusar was out of our lives.
“But what does any of that even have to do with anything?” Zak asked. “Durga told us to find the Second Noble Truth. Not this Virochan guy.”
“I know only what the old story tells us. Talusar is a hard demon to satisfy. Once he had Virochan’s people, he wanted more. He commanded Virochan to use his new power to help him find the Second Noble Truth.”
“Why the Second Noble Truth?” Zak asked. “Why not the Fifth, or the Twelfth, or some other noble truth?”
“Who can know the mind of a demon? I can say only that to task Virochan to find it, Talusar must have believed him suited to the task.”
“And what if he didn’t find it?” I said.
“Why, then Virochan would lose his atman too. For thousands of years, Virochan has done nothing but search for the Second Noble Truth. If Durga sent you to look for it as well, I believe Virochan is getting dangerously close to finding it. You must be careful. Like all creatures touched by the power of the lava hole, Virochan can take many forms. Do not underestimate his power.”
“So what does this have to do with Zak’s stripes, and his gift, and the bubble flame, and all of that?” I asked.
“Only Durga knows this, but if she has said that Zak is connected to the Tiger People, then Zak is connected to them.” Mr. Muk was interrupted by the muted ring of the school bell. “Now get to assembly. One cannot solve all of the mysteries of the cosmos before the first bell.”
 
School, for the most part, started out normally. In between classes I read about Durga, but I also read about the story Mr. Muk had told us. Not in the library, of course––Ms. Eebok, our friendly neighborhood librarian, would never have allowed that––but in a textbook I found at the back of Mr. Crane’s social studies classroom. The stuff about Virochan having the power of the first ray of winter sun in his belly was all the same as Mr. Muk had said. I wondered why Virochan had been given the power of the winter sun and not the summer sun. Maybe it was easier to swallow? The book didn’t say. I guess the most interesting thing I read was that the old stories didn’t agree on why the tiger had been put in the cage in the first place.
Some stories said the tiger was in the cage because it had eaten someone, but others said it had been put in there unjustly and that Durga was upset with the situation. Those stories claimed that Durga had given the tiger the power to come out of its cage to ask for help. I suppose that was nice of her, but it didn’t work out too well for the tiger, because as far as I had read, it was still in the cage. I didn’t find any other information, certainly nothing about where the Second Noble Truth might be hidden. There was nothing about the Tiger Temple, either. The old myths didn’t deal with any of that at all.
At recess, I met up with Zak in the quad out front of the bun wala. In India, a wala is someone who does something, and the bun wala sold buns, in this case, cinnamon buns. Last semester the buns had been practically our only source of edible food, and I suppose I had gotten kind of addicted to their chewy sweetness. I bought a big cinnamon bun and bit into it, and even though it was as wonderful as I had remembered, I still felt distracted. I found myself staring at the stripes on Zak’s wrist. I didn’t like what Durga had said about him being connected to the Tiger People.
Zak, however, didn’t seem too worried. As the day rolled on, every time I saw him in the hallway, he was smiling or palling around with Tuk. It was like he hadn’t even heard what Durga had told him. I knew I needed to have a big talk with him, but it took a while before I could get him alone long enough to speak. Finally, on the way back down to the Ridge, I managed to break him free from the crowd.
“Zak, we’ve got to talk,” I said.
“Totally. Tell me what’s on your mind.”
The monkeys screeched as they swung from the trees above.
“Durga.”
“That really strange lady with all the arms?”
“No, the other Durga,” I said. “Of course the really strange lady with all the arms.”
“What about her?” Zak asked.
“Well, two things. One, she said she gave you a gift, and two . . . ” I hesitated.
“Two, Zoe?”
“Two,” I said firmly, “she said your time was running out.”
Zak smiled. “Is that what this is all about?”
“Well, yeah. What else would it be about?”
“Are you worried about me, Zoe?” Zak didn’t give me time to answer. “Holy India, I forgot to tell you. Tuk is talking about opening another shop in the seniors’ dorm. It’ll be awesome. It’s called a franchise. We supply the food and stuff and the seniors have to run it. Tuk is going to make me a full partner in it, you know, if we can pull the deal together.”
I was angry. Zak’s nonchalance about his impending doom was making me crazy. He had these stripes on his wrists that were counting down like a clock to who knows what and he didn’t even want to talk about them. I could have strangled him.
“Zoe?”
I ignored the stuff about the new franchised tuck shop and got right to the point.
“Durga is a pretty big deal, Zak. I looked her up. She’s not just Ganesha’s mother. She rides a tiger. She takes a trip down the Ganges River every year from its source high up in the mountains to where it flows into the sea at the Indian Ocean. She has other names like Parvati and Kali. She’s a complicated lady. But one thing is obvious. She’s not just some pretty face. She’s a warrior, Zak. That means she’s not always nice.”
“So?”
“So when somebody like that says your time is going to run out, you should listen to her.”
Zak stopped in the middle of the path. Zak didn’t often get angry, but I could tell he was getting angry now.
“Why should I listen, Zoe? Have you thought that maybe I don’t like that message? That maybe that wasn’t what I wanted to hear? You ever have anybody tell you your time is running out? It isn’t exactly awesome.”
I began to feel bad. I realized I wasn’t really considering Zak’s feelings.
“Well, she also said she gave you a gift,” I said. “That’s kind of awesome, right?”
“Well, yeah. I guess. I hope it’s a Ferrari. A red one. Ever since I was six I wanted to be a race car driver.”
“Somehow I don’t think it’s that kind of gift,” I said.
Zak pulled up his sleeve and looked down at his wrist. As I watched, another stripe formed. There were five of them reaching up his forearm now.
“Oh, man,” Zak said. “They’re getting higher up my arm.”
That’s when I noticed something. The walk from school down to the Ridge was always filled with animal noises. There were monkeys and birds and squirrels and things rustling in the underbrush. But now it was quiet. Absolutely quiet. Then I heard a gentle buzz. And when I looked up, I saw a hummingbird hovering near Zak’s ear. It was joined by another hummingbird, and then a third.
“Zoe?” Zak said.
“Yeah?”
“Is something strange going on here?”
“I’m not sure.”
Zak moved his arm in a wide arc. The hummingbirds followed. He moved it back and they followed again. Then I saw something even weirder. When I looked behind us, the monkeys had swung down from the trees and were all crouched in an orderly line. Even a couple of squirrels stood at attention. Strange. It looked like they were all waiting on Zak. Zak shared a glance with me. Then he snapped his fingers. All the animals stood at attention. The monkeys stood upright, and the squirrels stood, and even the hummingbirds did this cute little vertical hover. Zak snapped again and the animals relaxed.
“Sick . . . ”
“Zak?”
Zak snapped his fingers once more and the animals stood at attention again. It was unbelievable.
“I got creature power, Zoe. Durga gave me creature power. That’s her gift. I’m the Creature Teacher.”
“The Creature Teacher?”
“They listen to me. Like I’m their teacher.”
The obvious fact that a lot of teachers didn’t get listened to at all was on the tip of my tongue, but I didn’t say it, because I was too amazed. Zak moved his other arm around and this time the monkeys followed him, their fur-trimmed faces beaming. Zak raised his arm up and they jumped into the trees as one. The squirrels did, too. The hummingbirds flew up to join them. Apparently Zak could control the animal kingdom with the movement of his arms.
“I love my stripes!” Zak yelled, raising both of his arms in the air.
The animals seemed to love Zak’s stripes, too. A peacock approached from the bushes, followed by a long-horned cow and a donkey. But even though I couldn’t believe what I was seeing, I had a bad feeling. I had a feeling Durga’s gift was a two-way street.





 
 
 
 
 
 
 
SEVEN
THE DANCE OF A THOUSAND FEET
 
Zak opened up the tuck shop when we got down to the Ridge. I left him to it, mostly because I needed some time to think things through. I didn’t know why Zak had this weird new power. I understood that he was supposed to somehow use it to find the lost noble truth, but how? Zak could yell about being the Creature Teacher all he wanted, but besides getting hummingbirds to fly in circles and monkeys to stand at attention, his new power seemed kind of limited.
Then something occurred to me. Something that might explain everything. When I went to the tuck shop to tell Zak about it, he was standing in front of a metal mixing bowl full of scorpions. Each of the reddish-brown scorpions’ tails was reared up and Zak was about to put his finger inside the bowl.
“Zak!” I screamed. “Are you nuts?”
“Chill, Zoe. Remember who I am?”
“A crazy person?”
“The Creature Teacher. I got this.”
Zak slowly dropped his index finger into the bowl while raising his other hand as if he was some kind of maestro. The scorpions all scuttled to the sides of the bowl and stood up on their rear legs as he planted his finger firmly in the center of the bowl. It was impressive.
“Holy India,” I muttered.
“I know. Awesome, right?”
Zak pulled his finger out of the bowl and lowered his other hand, and the scorpions settled back down onto the rest of their legs.
“I found all these scorpions waiting for me on the counter, lined up like little soldiers. I’ve been thinking a lot about this, Zoe. Why did Durga give this crazy power to me?”
“Well, I’ve been thinking about that, too, Zak.”
I coughed. What I was going to say next was a little difficult, but if we were going to figure this out, I had to say it.
“Well, Zoe?” Zak made a semicircle with his finger and the scorpions scuttled around in an arc. “What do you think?”
I found the courage to say what was on my mind. “I’m not sure Durga gave you the power, Zak.”
“What do you mean? She even said she gave it to me.”
“She said ‘you’ and she was speaking to both of us. It could have been either one of us she was talking to.”
“Yeah. But I’m obviously the one with the power.” Zak shook his butt and the scorpions shook along with him. “Can you do that?”
“No,” I said, “but I think I could have, if . . . ”
“If what?”
“Remember how the bubble appeared right after I tried that Power Blast in Bhutan?”
“Yeah, so?”
“Well, it was weird timing, don’t you think?”
“Not really.”
“So you don’t think Durga might have sent the bubble when she felt my yogination?”
“Maybe. Maybe not. Who knows?”
“Remember what happened after we followed the bubble to the fountain? How it floated toward me?”
“And then I hip-checked you?”
“And then I spun to get it back?”
“And then I tackled you.”
“And then the bubble dropped even lower so it was just in front of me,” I said.
“And then it looked like it was going to float right into your fingers, and I dove down and totally scored it off you.” Zak smiled.
“Zak,” I said as nicely as I could, “the bubble came all the way down to my fingers because it was meant for me. I’m probably supposed to have the stripes and everything. You just got in the way.”
I realized my words had come out wrong. Zak’s face fell.
“Geez, Zoe. Jealous much? Anyhow, it doesn’t really matter, does it?”
“Why not?”
Zak waved his arms around, scorpions scuttling in a wide ring. “Because I’m the Creature Teacher,” Zak said with a big grin.
Oh, man. Zak was like that. Even when you thought he got it, he didn’t. Mr. Muk had told us before that I sometimes had the ability to absorb powers. That was why I had the spots on my hand. That was what made me unusual. Maybe if I’d captured the bubble, things would be working differently. Maybe the stripes would be telling me something. Or not. But at least the whole thing would make more sense.
The trapdoor opened and two girls and a boy entered the shop. One of the girls was Anita, my first roommate from last year. She had since moved into a new room, but we were still friendly. Anita was with a girl named Britney and an eighth-grader named Sam.
“Hey, Anita.”
“Cheers, Zoe,” Anita said before turning to Zak. “Do you have any of those masala-flavored noodles? You know, the spicy ones? Dinner tonight is water chicken. We’re not going.”
Yuck. Water chicken was what everyone had taken to calling the freshwater eel that the behrajis had begun serving all the time. It was filled with protein, but it was totally disgusting. I felt happier than ever that I was on the vegetarian list. It was a lot harder to ruin a carrot.
“Catch you guys later,” I said.
“You got it, Zoe,” Zak said, turning to his customers. “Masala’s cool, but if you want to try something different, I’ve also got this new flavor called mighty meat.”
Mighty meat. Didn’t sound much better than the water chicken. The first dinner bell rang and I walked to the central dining hall with Jill. As usual, the vegetarian line was filled with hangers-on who weren’t on the list. The vegetarian meal that evening was pakora, which are spiced and battered potatoes that probably would have been really good if they hadn’t been cooked at the school. As it was, they were still about a million times better than the water chicken, which explained the huge line of kids pretending they were vegetarians.
 
After dinner we headed back to the Ridge. We took the main entrance inside, which brought us past the VanPeltsmans’ office. The office was the place you signed in, and got letters, and were given your allowance and demerits and anything else that might affect your life at the Ridge. It was also the home roost of Squawker, the loudest and most obnoxious guard-parrot of them all. Squawker had greenish-yellow feathers and a sharp, orange beak. I guess he figured he was captain of the parrots because of his station in the office, and I suppose he was right about that. He certainly squawked the loudest.
Tonight, though, Squawker wasn’t sounding an alarm. Instead he was chirping incessantly. Something was definitely wrong. Normally, kids hung out in the office while they signed in and out, but nothing like this. The VanPeltsmans’ office was a zoo. Kids were running in and out. One girl named Shania Bulgreve was actually screaming.
“Rats! We’ve got rats!”
“We’ve got what?” I asked Shania, unsure I’d heard correctly.
“Rats! They opened up the workspaces down in the common room so we could work on our Science Fair projects and there were rats everywhere! Like millions of them.”
“Yuck,” Jill said.
“That’s what I said, too,” Shania replied. “It’s disgusting down there!”
A rat ran by my feet.
“Ugh!” Shania screamed.
Another rat charged toward us. I stepped aside.
“You want to have a look?” I asked Jill.
“You’re on your own, Zoe. Rodents gross me out.”
They grossed me out, too, but I figured I didn’t have much choice. I really doubted it was a coincidence that Zak had all of a sudden gotten animal powers and now the Ridge was infested with rats. I waved to Jill and stepped down the stairs to the common room, careful to avoid the scurrying rats. Music was playing down there. It sounded like opera or an orchestra or something. When I got down there, I wasn’t sure what to expect. But it certainly wasn’t dancing.
Imagine ballroom dancing: ladies and gentlemen in fancy dresses and tuxedos, gliding gracefully across the dance floor. Now imagine it in fur, because the whole basement was covered in wall-to-wall pirouetting rats. There must have been thousands of gray and black rats waltzing in a giant circle in perfect time with the music. They were a giant carpet of fur, twirling and rising and falling. Most of the kids had left, but Zak was there, standing beside the Ridge’s old vinyl-record player.
“Debussy, Zoe. They love it.”
“Deb you who?”
Zak read off the vinyl record’s cardboard jacket.
“Debussy. First name, Claude. A French composer. I tried hip hop, disco, and even some old-school rock and roll, but it’s the classical music that they like. Who knew?”
“But why, Zak? Why are you playing them music at all?”
“Just look at them, Zoe. If you were stuck in the basement with nothing to do, wouldn’t you want a little music?”
I stared at the writhing mass of fur and feet and teeth.
“Where did they come from?” I asked.
“Mr. VanPeltsman opened up the workspaces and there they were.”
The rats moved in and out in a giant circle. First the circle was big and then it got small, and then it got big again. Zak and I spoke quietly to avoid raising the suspicion of the other kids.
“Did you, you know, Creature-Teacher them here?”
“Zoe, you’ve got to believe me. I didn’t do anything. They were here when I came down to work on my project.”
“Do you think you can get them out of here?”
“Well, it’s going to be kind of obvious, don’t you think?”
“You could try changing the music.”
“And miss the finale? The song’s almost done.”
“Zak. Change the music.”
“Okay.”
Zak pulled out another record and put on a Hindi song. Sitars wailed and drums beat but the rats didn’t like it. They scurried under the crack in the back door like a river of fur flowing out of the room. As the rats left I noticed the floor was slick with a thin coating of mud.
“Why’d you do that?” one of the kids said.
“Got to get to work,” Zak replied. “Zoe. Help me with this box.”
I shrugged, and as the remaining kids left the basement, I helped Zak push a large crate across the wooden floor toward the curtained cubicles at the back of the common room. They were small spaces, only eight feet wide, but there were several of them. Zak pushed one of the big red curtains aside and we shoved the crate in the rest of the way. Zak immediately took a hammer to it, prying the nails out of the wood.
“You are going to love this, Zoe.”
“What I’d love is to know what you did to make those rats dance.”
“Nothing much.”
“So why were they dancing?”
“Okay, I saw a bunch of them down here and did a little twirl with my hand. After that a some more of them showed up. But that’s all I did. One hand twirl. I swear.”
I sighed.
“Zak, you have a power now. You need to be careful with it.”
“I know. It was just so, cool . . . I couldn’t help myself.” Zak pulled off the front of the crate and reached into a mass of scrunched-up newspaper packing material. “Give me a hand here.”
I put my hand into the crate and lifted. Whatever we lifted out of the crate, it was heavy. Even after we had pulled it out, I still wasn’t quite sure what I was looking at.
“What do you think?”
“I think it’s a lawn mower, but with no blades.”
“And you would be correct,” Zak said. “They call that part the engine.”
“Engine for what?”
“Engine for this . . . ”
Zak reached into his pocket and pulled out an illustration he had drawn. It showed a sleek go-kart with fat tires and a weird-looking engine at the back.
“It’s my rice rocket, Zoe.” He lowered his voice. “It’s going to be a rice-powered go-kart.”
“Like actual rice that you eat?”
“Actual rice that you eat plus some fermentation, distillation, and combustion. I am totally going to win this Science Fair thing.”
“Interesting,” a voice said.
Both Zak and I turned. Zak’s new roommate, Vijay, stood there admiring Zak’s engine. Zak shuffled casually in front of it.
“Hey, Vijay,” Zak said. “What’s up?”
“Nothing. Just checking out your project. I love science fairs. Electronics especially. I often work on my own circuit boards. This looks like it’s going to be a great experiment.”
Vijay was talking fast, like he was nervous, or busy taking everything in.
“Yeah, well, it’s nothing,” Zak said.
But the truth was, it was something, and I felt like I needed to say as much. I wasn’t referring to Zak’s project. I was referring to the rules. The rules for the Science Fair were strict. You couldn’t just go wandering into other people’s workspaces uninvited. After all, the projects were supposed to be a secret until the fair. Vijay was new, though, so I decided I’d go easy on him.
“Vijay, did you know the projects are supposed to be secret? Team members and invited guests only. You’re not exactly supposed to be in here.”
“Of course, of course.” Vijay winked. “Good luck on the rice rocket, Zak. You may need it.”
“Excuse me,” Zak said. “What was that?”
“I said, good luck. You’ll need it.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?” Zak asked.
Vijay didn’t answer. He just smiled and left. The smile did feel a little insincere, but I wasn’t sure Vijay meant it that way.
“I don’t like that guy,” Zak fumed. “There’s something wrong about him.”
“No, there isn’t,” I said. “He’s just new.”
“There’s something wrong about him,” Zak said again.
“No, there isn’t,” I said.
“Is.”
“Isn’t.”
“Why won’t you ever listen to me?” Zak asked.
“Look, Zak. If you believe something. If you really believe it, I’ll listen to you.”
“So why aren’t you listening now?”
I wasn’t sure how to respond to that. It wasn’t like I totally trusted Vijay, but I couldn’t say I hated him, either. Not the way Zak seemed to. The study hall bell rang, and I thought the best thing to do was to give Zak some space to cool down. I returned to my room, and since I didn’t have much homework, I decided to continue reading up on Durga. The warrior goddess had a lot of different weapons: a thunderbolt, a spear, a mace, and a bow. She even had a big conch shell, but no sextant, at least none that I’d found so far. I kept reading, though, until I heard shouting.
“I asked you before. What did you mean by ‘good luck?’”
“I meant good luck. You’re not the only one who’s good at science, Zak.”
It was Vijay and Zak. Their voices carried through the air to my open window. Zak had obviously gone back upstairs to his room.
“Didn’t say I was, but it didn’t mean you had any right to come into my workspace, either,” Zak said.
“Right? What right do I need? I’m your roommate.”
I stared at the bluebells Vijay had given me. The blossoms hung there prettily, like tiny ears, almost as if they were listening just as I was.
“Doesn’t mean you can just come in,” Zak said. “The Science Fair stuff is supposed to be secret.”
“Look, Zak. I don’t think we’re going to get along here unless you learn a few ground rules.”
“I’m fine with ground rules, but it’s you who needs to learn them. This room belongs to me and Tuk.”
“Correction. This room did belong to you and Tuk.”
“No,” Zak yelled. “I’m pretty sure it still does.”
“Out with the old, in with the new, Merril. Things are changing around here for the better. If you get with the program, I think you’ll like it. I’ve gotten us maid service so we don’t have to worry about room inspection. I’ve gotten us a dhobi butler so we never have to worry about filling out another dhobi slip again. I’m even getting us a letter wala to write a letter to each of our parents once a week to tell them how hard we’re studying. Trust me, give me a chance and your life will improve. You’re going to like the way I do things, Merril.”
A dhobi butler? The dhobis were the guys who washed our clothes at Moonstock. All we had to do was check off what laundry we were giving them on a list. How hard was that? Obviously, it would be convenient to have someone fill out the list for us, but still, talk about lazy. And maid service? That was totally against the rules. I’d heard that kids had done it in the past. You could pay some of the walas to do that kind of thing, but it was completely forbidden. I won’t even get into the letter-writing wala. I have to say, though, I thought Zak might think some of that stuff was cool. I listened intently to my own breathing as I waited to hear what he had to say.
“Okay, Vijay. You win.”
My heart sank at that moment. I didn’t want to hear the rest, because I didn’t want to hear Zak sell out. But then my ears perked up again. I swear, even the bluebells twitched.
“But as much as I hate cleaning my own room,” Zak said, “you’re not buying me with a maid and a dhobi butler. And I think I can speak for Tuk when I say you’re not buying him, either. You can share our room, and maybe someday we’ll even become friends, but it doesn’t mean you don’t have to play by the rules. The science projects are supposed to be secret. You stay out of my project and we won’t have any problems. Understood?”
“Perfectly,” Vijay said. “Now run along, I wouldn’t want your little science project to get discovered by anybody else, animal freak.”
I shuddered. Did Vijay know about Zak’s power or was I just being paranoid?
“Animal freak?” Zak said. “What do you mean by that?”
“Nothing at all, rat boy.”
“Now you’re calling me rat boy?” Zak asked.
“What are you talking about? I didn’t say anything of the sort, mouse whisperer.”
“Give it up.”
“Why? Did I hurt your little feelings?” Vijay squeaked.
I started to worry Zak was going to haul off and clock him one. Fighting was strictly prohibited at Moonstock. Zak could get in a lot of trouble for that.
“Tiny feelings hurt like a broken little bird?” Vijay taunted.
Holy India. Vijay was going to push too far. I needed to do something. I wished I had better control of my yogi powers. Then maybe I could reach up there and separate the two of them with an impenetrable yogi wall or something. I didn’t have to, though. I heard the door slam. After that the only other sound was the rustle of wind in the trees.





 
 
 
 
 
 
 
EIGHT
CHOOSING SIDES
 
The next morning I managed to catch Zak outside the auditorium before assembly started.
“I missed you on the walk up,” I said.
“Oh, really? Sorry about that, Zoe. I’ve been working through some stuff.”
“Yeah, I know.”
“You know? How’d you hear about it?”
“I heard you and Vijay yelling at each other last night.”
“Oh, that. Don’t worry about it. I’m talking about other stuff. Watch this.”
Zak reached into his pocket and took out a folding pocketknife. Then he took out a roll of string, followed by the striped rock that the man in Bhutan had thrown.
“Where did you go?” Zak reached a little deeper in his pocket. “Got ya.”
Zak pulled a hamster out of his pocket. The hamster had white fur with one blue eye and one brown eye. The strange thing, though, was the fur beneath the hamster’s face. The fur there was brown, like he had a goatee or a soul patch.
“Ah, Zak?”
“Zoe, meet Hair Face.”
“Hair Face? Why are you calling him that?”
“Because he has a patch of hair on his face. I found him in my room this morning. Watch this.”
Zak took out a book and put it between them, blocking his view of Hair Face.
“Okay, I’m not looking at him, right?”
“Not unless you’ve developed X-ray vision.”
“So watch.”
I watched. Hair Face stood up on his hind legs. I think he winked at me. Then he smiled. Then he winked again. I took a step to the side and looked at Zak behind the book. When Zak winked, Hair Face winked. When Zak smiled, Hair Face smiled.
“The Creature Teacher reigns supreme!” Zak said.
Zak lowered his hand back down to his waist and made a chirping sound and Hair Face climbed back inside his pocket. I saw a flash of Zak’s wrist as he brought his arm back up.
“Let me see your wrist.”
“Why?”
“Just let me see it.”
I took Zak’s wrist in my hand. I was worried about what I might see. Durga had told us we had to find the Second Noble Truth before Zak’s time ran out. We hadn’t even gotten close to finding the noble truth, but that didn’t mean Zak’s time wasn’t ticking. With all this Creature Teacher stuff, who knew what the stripes on his wrist looked like?
“Interesting,” I said quietly to myself.
“I know,” Zak said, smiling. “No new stripes. It’s totally under control.”
“For now,” I said.
“Bright side much, Zoe?”
“Like I said, it’s under control for now.”
 
Assembly that morning was filled with surprises. To begin with, the prizes for winning the Science Fair were announced. There were four categories: life sciences, engineering, physics, and chemistry. A winner would be selected from each discipline and would be given honor roll study hall privileges even if they didn’t make it onto the honor roll. I thought that sounded cool, but the announcement was met with groans. I wasn’t sure who was groaning, the people who were already on honor roll who didn’t think it was fair, or the people who had already entered the Science Fair and thought it was a lame prize. Zak didn’t seem to be bothered, though. He was in it for the glory, not for whatever reward Jaws cooked up.
The second announcement was met with a thousand times more excitement, especially by the grade sevens. Starting that week, seventh-grade students would be allowed to go to the bazaar. Everybody gasped upon hearing the news. Unlike the Science Fair stuff, this was a big deal. Previously only grades ten and up had been allowed to go to the bazaar. I hadn’t even seen the Moonstock bazaar yet, though I’d heard some of the older kids talk about it.
But that wasn’t everything. Not only would we be allowed to go to the bazaar, we would be allowed to go without chaperones. It was totally amazing. The only rule was that we stay in the upper bazaar and not go down to the town at the base of the mountains. That rule was ironclad. If it was broken there would be severe consequences. Jaws was clear about that. But everybody was so excited that we could get out of the Ridge for a change, that nobody seemed too worried about not being able to go down to the plains. After assembly, the halls buzzed with rumors.
“I heard it was Vijay,” Jill said. “That he got them to change the rules.”
“How did he do that?” Zak asked.
Jill shrugged her shoulders. “Connections, I guess.”
Nobody seemed to know exactly why the rules had changed, but everybody agreed it had something to do with Vijay. Some people thought he wanted to go to the bazaar, so he asked his parents to tell Jaws to make the change. Other people thought that everybody had been complaining about how bored they were on the weekends and that Vijay had been the one who had finally pushed the decision over the edge. Nobody seemed to know for sure and Vijay wasn’t talking about it. Instead, he was discussing in explicit detail what a terrible roommate and total jerk Zak was. I overheard the same conversation in the hallway with six different kids at six different times.
“You know,” Vijay said, “I don’t like to name names, but I have a roommate at the Ridge who just doesn’t appreciate when people do something nice for him. I have everything in our room. I brought five trunks of the finest food with me. I’ve hung the best artwork on our walls.” He lowered his voice. “I even had a cleaning wala scheduled to come in on room check days. And this guy, Zak, doesn’t appreciate it. He gives me a hard time every day.”
The last time I heard him tell somebody this, I snorted a little. It was totally unladylike, I know, but I couldn’t stand the way Vijay was talking behind Zak’s back. Not to mention the fact that he was telling everybody about how he was going to hire a maid. Wasn’t he worried about getting caught? Vijay must have heard my reaction to what he was saying, but he didn’t attack me. He was a natural-born politician just like his prime minister father. Instead of laying into me, he took me aside.
“You know, Zoe. I understand this is difficult for you to hear this because Zak is your friend. But please, try to persuade him to lighten up a bit. All I did was accidentally see a science fair project. I didn’t mean to break any secret rules or anything.”
“The rules weren’t a secret,” I said. “If you spent less time trashing Zak and more time listening, you’d know that.”
I walked off without saying anything more, but the truth was, I could tell that people believed Vijay’s side of the story. Heck, if I didn’t know Zak the way I did, I might have sided with Vijay, too. Everything about Vijay was so slippery smooth, I could see how it would be really hard not to fall under his spell. The next period, however, we had Mr. Chokiwad’s gym class and Vijay’s true character began to shine through.
 
It was the start of our elephant-polo unit, which everybody was excited about because we had been waiting since last semester to play. We met in the outdoor gymnasium. The outdoor gym was a gravel courtyard surrounded on four sides by the tin awnings of the athletic department. Everybody called it the gravel tank. Mr. Chokiwad stood between a medium-sized elephant and a big wire basket of elephant-polo mallets. The mallets looked a lot like overgrown croquet mallets. Chokiwad started the class with some thoughts about elephant polo in general.
“First, let me address some concerns about the sport. Elephant polo has been blamed for harming elephants. There are claims that it hurts their backs and training methods are inhumane. Let me say that this may well be true in some situations, but it is not the case here at Moonstock.”
Wow. I was surprised to hear Mr. Chokiwad saying this stuff. Everybody said Chokiwad had a mean streak as long as the Mississippi, or in this case, the Ganges. But what he was saying about the elephants didn’t sound mean. It sounded nice.
“The elephants at Moonstock have been bred over many generations to have strong legs and backs. The calves are kept with their mothers and are trained humanely. Each elephant is given the option to play elephant polo. If they express no interest, they are not forced to take part in the sport. If I were to hazard a guess, I would say that those elephants who choose to play polo do so because they enjoy the contact with the riders. So, while the game may be unethical in certain circumstances, you and your parents can rest assured that elephant polo is played both humanely and ethically here at Moonstock Academy.”
Ah, there it was. Someone’s parent had complained. That explained Chokiwad’s speech.
“Now,” Chokiwad went on, “the rules of elephant polo, as we play it here at Moonstock, are simple. The object is to get the polo ball into the opposing team’s goal. At Moonstock we play four elephants to a side, two riders per elephant: a mahout and a player. Defend your territory, strike the ball, and the first team to get to ten points wins.”
A mahout was the Indian name for the person who steered the elephant. I guess the player was the one who got to hit the ball. The rules sounded easy enough. It was like soccer with elephants and mallets. I could do that.
“We need two team captains.” Chokiwad looked us over. “Merril and Chandpur.”
I knew who Merril was. That was Zak. But I didn’t know who Chandpur was until he stepped forward, and I remembered it was Vijay’s last name. Chokiwad drew an elephant polo mallet from the basket. This mallet was different from the others in that one side was painted green and the other side was painted red. 
“Chandpur, pick your color!”
“Green!” Vijay called out.
Chokiwad threw the mallet into the air and the whole class scattered backward. Trust me, if someone threw an elephant polo mallet into the air above your head, you’d move too. As the mallet spun in the air I saw green, then red, then green, then red, and finally, when the mallet hit the gravel on the ground in front of us, the green side landed up. I suppose that explained the mallet’s two-toned paint job. Apparently flipping elephant-polo mallets was like flipping a coin in Chokiwad’s world.
“Green it is,” Chokiwad said. “Chandpur picks first.”
Oh, boy. And so it began. One of the most horrible little rituals in school gymnasiums everywhere. Some of the students shirked back because they knew what was coming. They were the ones who always got picked last for these things. I didn’t usually get picked last and neither did Zak, but I felt their pain. It must have been mortifying to be the last two kids who nobody wanted. I didn’t see why Chokiwad couldn’t just divide us into two groups randomly. It would save a lot of people’s feelings.
“Caldwell,” Vijay said.
Simon Caldwell was the biggest, most athletic boy in the class. The choice made sense. Zak glanced at me, shaking his head. I knew that the “pick the best first” system bothered him too. But gym was gym. And that was the way it was played.
“Peter . . . ” Zak started to call out. Peter Stinson was a good athlete, and given the circumstances, probably the best second choice that Zak could make. Except Zak didn’t make that choice. Peter Stinson started to walk forward, and in that split second, Zak seemed to change his mind. “Peter Xanchi,” Zak called out.
Peter Xanchi was not the best athlete or the second-best athlete, or any kind of best athlete. Putting it bluntly, Peter Xanchi was a nice enough guy, but he sucked at sports and he knew it. I’m not saying this to be mean, but Peter Xanchi could barely walk across the field without tripping. At first Peter looked shocked. I was sure he thought Zak had made a mistake, because he just stared at him. He didn’t even move. Meanwhile, Peter Stinson bobbed from side to side as though a terrible error had been made.
“What was that?” Chokiwad said as though his ears had deceived him.
“Peter Xanchi,” Zak said matter-of-factly.
Peter Xanchi smiled this giant smile and joined Zak. Heck, if I hadn’t seen it with my own eyes, I wouldn’t have thought he was capable of such a proud smile.
Vijay shrugged and said, “Peter Stinson.”
Zak smiled and checked out the rest of the group.
“Lany Speil.”
Lany, Peter Xanchi’s closest friend, practically squealed with delight as she headed over to Zak’s team. Chokiwad sighed. I was sure he knew what Zak was doing and he didn’t like it. Vijay picked another guy, a jock named Logan Weiss. Zak responded by picking Lany and Peter’s nerdy pal Ashok. Finally, Chokiwad looked like he’d had enough, because he called both Zak and Vijay aside. He lowered his voice, but I could still hear what he was saying.
“The reason we ask captains to pick their teammates is so that we end up with balanced teams of equal ability. Mr. Chandpur seems to understand this. You, Mr. Merril, apparently do not.”
“Oh, I understand all right.”
“Then what’s the problem?” Chokiwad asked.
“I don’t think it’s fair.”
“It’s perfectly fair. That’s the point. Each team captain has an opportunity to make their best pick to ensure the teams are equally matched.”
“What I mean,” Zak said, lowering his voice, “is I don’t think it’s fair to the kids who get picked last. They already have a hard enough time at school. They don’t need to be embarrassed too.”
“What they need,” Mr. Chokiwad said, “is to participate to the best of their abilities like everybody else. Now, we will begin this process again, and you will pick the teams correctly, do you understand this, Mr. Merril?”
“Sure I understand,” Zak said.
“Good, then.”
“But I won’t do it.”
Suddenly everybody was silent. I wasn’t alone in listening to Chokiwad’s little talk. Everybody strained to hear the conversation.
“You won’t do it?”
“Nope. I won’t do it. It’s a stupid system and it should change. Team picking should be random or something.”
I thought I saw Mr. Chokiwad’s ears twitch. He looked angry. Very angry. I started to get worried for Zak. Talking back to a teacher was not something that was looked kindly upon at Moonstock. Zak could get detention, or worse.
“But I tell you what I will do,” Zak said.
“What would that be, Mr. Merril?”
“Sorry, I should have said what we will do. My team will win. We’ll beat Vijay here in this little elephant-polo match. Guaranteed.”
“Are you prepared to back that up with a bet, Merril?” Vijay said.
“Bring it on, Chandpur.”
Vijay thought about it, his eyes wandering around. Then he saw something I wished he hadn’t. A big elephant dung ball sat a few feet away. Clearly an elephant had taken a poop last class and nobody had taken the time to clean it up.
“Loser eats a dung ball. Fresh from the elephant’s butt. The whole thing.”
A chorus of “ewwws” echoed around the gravel tank. That was gross. I mean, could you even eat what came out of an elephant’s butt without dropping dead? I sincerely doubted it, and I waited patiently for Mr. Chokiwad to end the whole thing. But he didn’t. Instead he just fiddled with the zipper on his warm-up jacket like he didn’t even hear.
“And the winner?” Zak asked.
“What can I say, Merril? The winner wins,” Vijay said.
I really hoped Zak would find a way to back down, but backing down just wasn’t Zak’s style.
“You’re on, Chandpur,” Zak said.
Chokiwad looked as if he liked the idea of having Vijay prove his point for him. “Well, then,” Chokiwad said. “May the best team win.”





 
 
 
 
 
 
 
NINE
HOW NOT TO PLAY ELEPHANT POLO
 
After some basic instruction in the art of properly riding an elephant, we left the gravel tank to meet the other elephants on the polo field. I was Zak’s last pick, but I wasn’t going to hold it against him. I did find it odd that Vijay hadn’t picked me, especially since the other kids knew I was good at sports, but I suppose after our little encounter in the hallway, he wasn’t in the mood to play nice. I didn’t care. I didn’t want to be on Vijay’s team, but I can’t say I felt too confident either. Nobody on our team had ever played elephant polo. Judging by the tips he was offering his players, however, Vijay had played many times. I took Zak aside as we marched over to the big grassy polo field.
“Zak, what are you doing?”
“Something somebody should have done a long time ago. I’m going to show Vijay what’s what.”
“But he’s got the better team.”
Zak smiled. “And I’m the Creature Teacher.”
Oh, boy, I thought. Here we go.
Amazingly, the first part went okay. Everybody got either a red or a green helmet depending on their team, and the elephants kneeled on the grass so we could climb onto their backs. I was partnered with Lany Speil.
“Players, sit high on your elephant,” Chokiwad said. “You are not going to break them!”
I sat on the red saddlecloth on the elephant’s back just as Chokiwad had shown us. Lany took the mahout’s position behind the elephant’s ears.
Chokiwad blew his whistle. “Game on!” he yelled.
Now, you’d think given my experience with flying elephants and the like I’d have an advantage here, but not so much. Hitting the ball was harder than I had thought. After all, I couldn’t direct the elephant where I wanted to go. That was up to Lany, who had to apply pressure with her feet behind the elephant’s ears to steer it left and right. The elephants were trained to go faster when they heard the click of their mahout’s tongue and slower when their mahout rubbed their head. It was a lot to take in. Lany’s job was to position us just perfectly beside the ball so I could whack it with my long mallet. It wasn’t long before the ball came rolling over to us and I gave it a whirl.
Whack! I suppose I had beginner’s luck because the hard ball went flying across the field. The polo field was big, much bigger than a soccer field. Whack! Somebody else whacked the ball and it went flying again. Both Lany and I got jostled around as our elephant moved forward. The game went on like that for a while. Unfortunately our team wasn’t doing that well, which made me anxious for Zak. He was probably going to have to eat elephant dung. Zak didn’t seem too worried, though. He seemed to be enjoying himself.
“The Zak Attack is on elephantback!” Zak called out.
Zak whacked the ball across the field. It missed the goal, but at least we were all riding in the right direction. Soon after, Vijay’s team got control of the ball and rallied forward. In terms of athletic ability, they were obviously the better team, which I supposed proved the value of picking teams the normal way. Anyway, before our team could even get all their elephants turned around, Vijay scored. Zak, however, didn’t look terribly concerned. He just sat on his elephant while Peter Xanchi steered him forward. Whack! There was another score by Vijay’s team. Vijay rode by.
“Yum yum. I smell dung,” Vijay taunted.
Zak’s elephant was in front of ours, Peter steering their elephant into a collision course with our own.
“Zoe, follow our lead,” Zak said.
“What lead?”
“This lead.”
Both our elephants were near the trees on the side of the polo field. I had no idea what Zak was talking about. But then I looked into the shadows and saw. There was something white and fuzzy covering the branches of the eucalyptus trees. I needed to strain my eyes to recognize what I was looking at. Moths. Thousands of white moths.
“Zak, what are you planning to do?”
Both Peter and Lany, our trusty mahouts, looked back at us.
“I’m planning to win,” Zak said with a smile. He raised his right hand and the moths on the trees all trembled as one. “Now, let’s get back over there.” Zak lifted his mallet into the air. “The Zak Attack is back!” he called out to our teammates as we lumbered back toward the other elephants.
I had no idea what Zak had planned. I turned, and instead of blue sky, all I saw was a white swarm of tiny wings headed our way.
“Zak!”
“Eye on the ball, Zoe. Eye on the ball,” Zak said.
Zak’s elephant trotted directly for the group of six elephants in the middle of the field.
“Bring her this way, Lany!”
Lany steered our elephant toward Zak’s elephant and I saw the glint in Zak’s eye. He stared directly at Vijay and raised his hand. Oh, no, I thought. Zak, you have no idea what you’re doing. You think you do. But you don’t.
Vijay ran his elephant into position and smacked the ball. He was close. Close enough to get the ball into the goal, but then the swarm of white moths came his way. Was Zak really going to moth Vijay to death? Blind him and his team so they couldn’t see the ball? Whatever Zak had planned, it didn’t work out. Sure the moths swarmed Vijay, but a second later I saw a flash of sunlight and the moths flew away as quickly as they had flown over there. It was almost as though Vijay had sprayed himself and his whole team with a can of Moth Off. And when the moths left Vijay’s team, they came to us. Every elephant in our team was engulfed in them.
It was like being in a hot, fluttering snow storm. I couldn’t see anything but white. I couldn’t hear anything but the flap of tiny wings. All I could feel was this tickling itchiness around me. And the cloud of itchiness didn’t end. The moths just swarmed and fluttered everywhere. Sure, I sensed the polo ball being whacked about. Yeah, I guessed Vijay’s team was winning; I even thought I heard Chokiwad yell at us to “Get going.” But the truth was, I couldn’t do anything. All any of us could do was bat our arms around and hope the moths would leave us alone.
Which they did.
Eventually.
After we lost the match.
We all just kind of slinked off the polo field after that. Chokiwad didn’t have much to say, but he wore a tight smile, as though he had enjoyed being proven right. By the time we got back to the gravel tank, however, Vijay was gloating pretty good.
“Good game, Merril,” Vijay said.
“Glad you liked it.”
“Not as much as you’re going to like your dung ball.”
Vijay snapped his fingers and Peter Weiss ran to the equipment room. He returned a few moments later with a shovel and scooped up the dung ball. Oh, boy, was Zak going to have to eat it right there? This was not looking good. Peter lifted the dung ball up to Zak’s nose. A crowd of kids had gathered at that point. Zak sniffed the ball of elephant dung.
“Mmm . . . chocolaty,” Zak said.
“Zak . . . ” I said quietly, trying to stop him.
“Eat it, Merril,” Vijay said.
“I do believe I will.”
Zak opened his mouth, about to take a bite. I didn’t know what to do. Surely Zak wouldn’t actually bite the dung ball. Zak licked his lips and stuck his tongue out, inches away from licking the elephant poop.
“Ewww!” a chorus of kids moaned.
I needed to do something. I just didn’t know what.
“That’s enough. Chandpur, Merril, stand down,” Chokiwad said from the back of the crowd. “Merril, if you want to eat a dung ball, you do it on your own time. Everyone to the change rooms.”
The circle of kids broke up.
“A bet’s a bet, Merril. Unless you want to welch?” Vijay said.
“Name the time and place. You’re on.”
A few of Vijay’s teammates snickered. The bell rang, but that didn’t stop Vijay from making a lot of chewing noises while he mimed spooning dung into his mouth. After that, everybody headed to the change rooms.
 
It was the last class of the day, so Zak and I walked to the other side of the field, where we were supposed to meet Mr. Muk for yogi powers training. Once we were alone on the field, I let Zak have it.
“What were you thinking?”
“If you’ve got to know, I was thinking my Creature Teacher powers would work.”
“Did they?”
“Not like I expected.”
“That’s what I keep trying to tell you. Powers are a dangerous thing.”
I looked up to see Mr. Muk crossing the field toward us. He carried bows and arrows and a couple of large round targets. 
“Powers?” Mr. Muk asked. “Whose powers?”
With everything that had been happening, we hadn’t told Mr. Muk about Zak’s power yet. As far as I was concerned, the timing was perfect. What better time to tell Mr. Muk about Zak’s power than at powers training? I think Zak, however, was a little shaken up about the incident with the moths. He wasn’t as enthusiastic about telling Mr. Muk as I was.
“Show him Hair Face,” I said.
Zak reached into his pocket. He pulled out a bunch of stuff, but no Hair Face.
“He’s gone. Weird.”
“You were going to show me your power?” Mr. Muk said.
“Yeah, um, well, it’s kind of strange. I can . . . ”
“Zak can do this stuff with animals,” I said.
“What kind of stuff?” Mr. Muk asked.
We had reached the far side of the polo field, where the tall eucalyptus trees reached skyward. There was a path there that went through the trees to a smaller clearing.
“He can make animals dance and stuff. It’s like he can communicate with them.”
“I’m the Creature Teacher,” Zak said.
“The Creature Teacher?” Mr. Muk asked.
“Yeah. It’s like Zoe said. I can make rats dance and moths blind me. All kinds of totally useless things.”
“I see,” Mr. Muk said. “And where did you get this ability?”
“From Durga,” I said. “We think it’s the gift she talked about giving him.”
“And now you have to eat the dung ball of an elephant,” Mr. Muk said.
“You heard?”
“Yes. Vijay is naming the time and place. I may be a teacher, but I am not deaf, Zak.”
“Great. So what am I going to do?”
“I imagine you will chew.”
“Gross,” Zak said. “Just the smell of that thing made me want to puke.”
“You said it smelled chocolaty,” I said.
“I lied.”
“Children,” Mr. Muk said, “calm yourselves. The dung ball we will find a solution to. For now, Zak must show me this power.”
We followed the path into the clearing until we were hidden by the tall trees, but Zak still took a look around to make sure we were alone. I could tell he wasn’t feeling as confident as he had been earlier. He put his hand down on the ground and some ants immediately marched over, each little ant carrying a big leaf on its back.
“Move your hand,” Mr. Muk said.
Zak moved his hand in a wide arc and the ants followed it.
“Dance.”
“Disco or hip hop?” Zak asked.
“Either will do.”
Zak shrugged and did a few retro disco moves, ending his mini routine in the splits. I had no idea he was that flexible. The ants had followed his every move. Each ant had done the splits as well.
“This is an interesting power indeed,” Mr. Muk said.
“Yeah, it’s kind of cool,” Zak admitted. “So what now?”
“Is there anything else you wish to tell me?” Mr. Muk asked.
“Sure,” I said. I glanced at Zak. I was going to tell Mr. Muk about the new stripes on Zak’s wrist but I could tell Zak didn’t want me to say anything. Given that they were his stripes, I figured it was up to Zak to tell Mr. Muk about it, so even though I wanted to say something, I bit my tongue.
“Sure what?” Mr. Muk asked.
“Sure is a cool power,” I said.
I don’t know if Mr. Muk believed we had nothing else to tell him or not. But he dropped it.
“If there is nothing more, then let us shoot arrows,” Mr. Muk said. Mr. Muk set up the two large round targets at the edge of the tree line and handed us each a bow and a quiver of arrows. “The yoga position you must learn is Standing Archer Pose. This is called Virabhadrasana.”
Mr. Muk demonstrated by assuming a position with his legs apart and his arms spread wide as if he was shooting an imaginary bow and arrow. Since both Zak and I had real bow and arrows it was fairly easy to copy his stance.  
“Very good,” Mr. Muk said to me. “Now shoot the arrow.”
The big wooden bow was hard to keep steady, but I stretched the elastic part all the way back and let the first arrow fly. It cut through the air with a twanging sound but didn’t hit anything. Mr. Muk gestured to Zak, who pulled back on his arrow just as I had done.
Zak’s arrow didn’t come any closer to hitting its mark than mine had, but that didn’t seem to bother Mr. Muk, who had us shoot off both our quivers without saying a word. We got a little better, but not much. I hit the outside ring of the target a couple of times. Zak hit it a few more times than I did, but neither of us were anywhere near the bull’s-eye. Robin Hoods we were not.
Mr. Muk picked up two more quivers of arrows.
“This time, close your eyes.”
“Really?” Zak said. “You think that’s going to help?”
Mr. Muk ran his fingers over Zak’s eyes, closing his eyelids. Then he took each of our bows from us.
“I think it will not hurt. Close your eyes and feel your powers, both of you.”
I closed my eyes and smiled, mostly because a lot of stuff seems funnier when your eyes are closed. The truth was, given Zak’s predicament with his own power, I hadn’t given my powers much thought over the past couple of days. The thing was, my powers had always been unreliable. I generally needed a crisis, as in something really scary to happen, for them to kick in at all. But Mr. Muk wanted me to feel my power, so I felt my power. Or at least I tried to.
“I don’t feel anything,” I said, eyes still closed.
Mr. Muk handed me the bow and arrow. I took them, even though I wasn’t sure what he expected me to do. I doubted I’d be able to shoot myself in the foot let alone hit the target.
“Pull back,” Mr. Muk said.
I pulled back on the arrow.
“Feel the tension in the bow.”
I felt the tension in the bow.
“Feel the strain in your arm.”
I felt the strain in my arm.
“Picture the arrow in your mind.”
I pictured the arrow in my mind.
“Be the arrow.”
I kept my eyes closed and imagined what it was like to be the arrow, all skinny and long with a sharp pointed tip.
“Now, release!”
Twang. I let go.
“OW!” Zak screamed.
Oh, my gosh! Had I hit him? I opened both my eyes.
“Zak, are you okay?”
Zak had a huge smile on his face.
“Kidding,” he said.
I whacked him in the arm.
“Sorry,” Zak laughed. “I thought I’d lighten things up a little.”
I was mad. I hauled back and punched him in the arm a second time.
“Ow! For real this time.”
“I thought I’d put an arrow through your skull,” I said.
“Nah. But you did hit that cute little bird.”
There were hummingbirds flying around Zak’s head.
“I did?”
“Yeah. Can’t you hear it? Chirp, chirp, chirp.”
Zak was kidding me again. I looked away.
“Zoe, Zak. Stop behaving like children,” Mr. Muk said. “Try again, Zoe. Close your eyes. Be the arrow.”
“What about me?” Zak asked.
“One power at a time,” Mr. Muk responded.
I closed my eyes and Mr. Muk handed me another arrow. He helped me put it onto the bow and I pulled back, feeling the strain in my arm again. I tried to be the arrow, but I was still annoyed with Zak for not taking his power more seriously. Didn’t he realize he was in serious trouble if we didn’t figure the whole Creature Teacher thing out? At that moment I felt more like a hammer than an arrow. A hammer that was going to come down hard on Zak’s head. I let go of the arrow and opened my eyes.
Boom! The target exploded. It smashed into a million pieces, like a torpedo had hit it.
“Whoa, Zo.”
Zak had said my name without the “e” on the end. When he did that, I knew he was impressed. “Did I do that?” I asked.
“Yes, Zoe,” Mr. Muk said. “But I fear you were not the arrow. You were something else.”
“I was a hammer,” I admitted under my breath.
“A what?”
“A hammer. I was a hammer.”
“You must use your yogi powers only when you are of clear mind, Zoe. Only then will you learn to focus them.”
“But how am I supposed to do that?” I said. “I practically only have yogi powers when I’m mad or scared or about to die. The only thing clear about my mind before I yoginate something is that I’m clearly freaking out.”
“Yes, you are freaking out. You are expending all of your energy on your freaking. Practice will help you use that energy to channel your emotions. This, Zoe, is the key to focus.”
“Really? It’s been almost a year now and I still can’t control my powers. Heck, I don’t even know what powers I have. Why am I playing with these stupid arrows?”
“Because, Zoe Guire, the stupid arrows are a tool. Once you become the arrow, you will control your yogi power.”
“Yeah, Zoe. Be true to your power and your power will be true to you. You’ve just got be honest about it,” Zak said.
That was rich. Was Zak really telling me to be honest about my powers? I couldn’t believe his nerve.
“The same way you’ve been honest about the stripes on your wrist?”
“Zoe . . . ”
“Oh, come on, Zak. Just show him already.”
“Show me what?” Mr. Muk said.
Zak gave me a look and reluctantly pulled up his sleeve to reveal the stripes on his wrist. There were five of them, just like before.
“Zak’s in trouble, Mr. Muk. Remember the guy who threw that rock at the assembly in Bhutan? Well, I saw him in my dream. He had stripes just like that all the way up to his neck.” I lowered my voice. “Then he died.”
“Fascinating,” Mr. Muk said.
“They’re killer stripes,” I said.
“Perhaps.”
“The stripes are going to kill Zak! Don’t you get it? KILL! DIE! AS IN NOT BE ALIVE.”
“I understand your frustration, Zoe. But Durga would not bequeath this power without a reason. Did she mention anything else? Anything at all?”
“She recited a rhyme. I think it was: Cover your ears and close your eyes. The truth will burn and bite and rise. Any idea what that means?” I asked.
Mr. Muk stood there thinking. “I cannot say,” he finally said.
“Then it’s time we stopped shooting arrows and started figuring this thing out.”
That was all I had to say on the subject. I took off down the path without another word.





 
 
 
 
 
 
 
TEN
LOOKING FOR THE LOST LOST AND FOUND
 
I left the polo field and headed down the trail to the Ridge. It wasn’t long before Zak caught up with me, a troop of monkeys swinging after him from the trees above. Zak waved the monkeys down and they fell into an orderly line, marching behind us.
“Was Mr. Muk mad?” I asked.
“Nah. He understands you’re under some pressure because you feel responsible for me.”
“Exactly. Because you’re not taking what Durga said seriously. You could die,” I said.
“Yeah, but I get it now. You were right. The way that bubble sailed straight to you? The Creature Teacher power wasn’t meant for me.”
“Well, whether it was meant for you or not, it doesn’t change anything. You’re still in trouble and we still need to find the Second Noble Truth.”
“Totally,” Zak said. “So what do you want to do?”
“The same as before. We need to find the sextant Durga was talking about.”
“But she didn’t tell us where to look,” Zak said.
“Which got me thinking. Where should we look for a magical device?”
“In a magical place?”
“But where? I’ll give you a hint. You’ve been there before.”
“Las Vegas?”
I shook my head. “Why would you even think that?”
“I don’t know. They have that King Arthur’s Castle there. It looks kind of magical.”
“Think underground,” I said.
“Underground parking in Las Vegas?”
I shook my head again. “I told you, it’s not Las Vegas. Think underground here.”
“Underground here, underground there . . . the Underground Lost and Found!” Zak said.
The Underground Lost and Found was a sandalwood box kept in a storage room below the Ridge. Our water shoes had come from there and it seemed like a good place to look for Durga’s sextant. In fact, it seemed like such a good place to look that I’d already checked it out. The whole box was missing from the storage room.
“Am I right?” Zak asked.
I shook my head. “I already checked the Underground Lost and Found. It wasn’t there anymore.”
“You went down there without me?” Zak asked.
“You were kind of preoccupied with Vijay.”
“Well, if it wasn’t there, why are you bringing it up, then?”
“Because I started to think, who might know what happened to the Underground Lost and Found?”
“Prakash, the guy who shovels coal into the boiler?”
“Close. Begins with an M and ends with an ah.”
“Mah . . . Mon Sta? Aw, Zoe, does it have to be him?”
“He lives down there, Zak. If anybody knows where the Underground Lost and Found went, it’ll be that mongoose.”
 
It was Friday, which meant study hall was voluntary that night. We met in the rocky corridor below the showers at a quarter after eight. Zak had brought Stryker along, which was good because, as always, it was dark down there. I noticed that he’d brought the tusk too.
“You’ve got your hands full,” I said.
“Never know when you need to make a call.”
“Alta’s not even around anymore,” I said. “She flew away last semester.”
“Still, you never know,” Zak said.
The tusk worked as a telephone to call Alta, who was an elephant with a beautiful set of wings, and who used to live at the dhobi ghat, where the dhobis washed our clothes. Alta belonged to the first tribe of elephants, all of whom had gotten their wings back. We hadn’t heard from them lately, but I supposed Zak was right. Alta had gotten us out of jams before. I didn’t think she’d mind doing it again.
We set off down the stone corridor, sharp volcanic rock poking our feet. There were all kinds of wet animal tracks down there. Even some that looked like they belonged to a dog.
“The jackal?” I asked.
“Sure looks like it,” Zak said.
“Oh, gross.”
I had walked into a spider web. I pulled the silky strands off my face and as I did I saw the spiders around my feet. There were a lot of them, but if you think I’m the kind of girl who screams when she sees a bug, you’d be wrong. I prefer to put in a word to somebody who can deal with the situation.
“Ah, Zak?”
“Got it, Zoe.”
Zak motioned with his arm and all the spiders scurried out of the way, forming a neat line behind us. We walked and they walked. It was as though Zak had his very own insect entourage.
“Why do you think everything is always following us?” I asked.
“Because I’m the Creature Teacher.”
I nodded. “Yeah, but why are you the Creature Teacher? Of all possible things, why that power?”
Zak seemed to think about it, but after a while he just shrugged his shoulder. “I have no idea,” he finally said.
We continued down the slope, turning where a narrow corridor intersected the main tunnel. I had never been into that corridor before, but I remembered seeing Mon Sta there last semester. His giant beady eyes had stared out at us, as if he couldn’t decide whether to eat us that second or save us for later. I felt the pressure grow in my skull as we marched ahead. I was not looking forward to a one-on-one with Mon Sta. His fur was wet and oily, and he smelled like rotten snake meat, not to mention the fact that I didn’t trust him.
The light started to flicker and I turned to see that Zak could barely hold on to Stryker. The whip bucked wildly like a fish out of water.
“Stryker’s not happy,” Zak said, breathing heavily.
“Why? What’s wrong?”
“It’s Mon Sta. He can smell him.”
Zak struggled to keep Stryker in one place, the whip’s glow flickering from side to side. I couldn’t see anything resembling a mongoose, though. And Mon Sta was big. At least twenty feet long. If he was there, I would have known, but all I could see was the wet black corridor. Not seeing Mon Sta didn’t relieve the pounding in my head, of course. The pressure had built to the point that I thought I was going to blow.
“Zoe, look.”
I followed Zak’s glance down and saw we were standing directly on top of a trapdoor.
“You think he’s under there?” Zak asked.
“I know how to find out,” I said. “Move to the side.”
I crouched down and felt around the edges of the large wooden trapdoor. It had rusted hinges on one side of it. I thought if I could just get my fingers into the gap running around the edges of the door, I could lift it up.
“Ow!”
“Are you okay, Zoe?”
“Yeah, I just pinched my finger.” I felt a wave of nausea building inside of me. “I think you might want to move,” I said.
Zak must have seen something in my look because he leaped backward. The uneasy sensation I was feeling welled up inside of me, and I saw the flash of an arrow in my mind’s eye. The trapdoor blew off its hinges. Splinters of wood went everywhere.
“Holy India,” I muttered under my breath.
Zak looked up from his crouch. “That was some pinched finger,” he said.
I patted myself to make sure I was all there. I was. I’d blown the trapdoor apart and practically taken Zak out with it. I guess I’d lost control because of the pain. Zak wiped his brow and shone his whip down the hole in the ground where the trapdoor had been. Stryker lit up a sloping passage.
“You think Mon Sta is down there?” I said.
Zak picked something black and fluffy off the edge of the hole where the trapdoor had been. He smelled it. Then he stuck some on Stryker’s handle and Stryker bucked away.
“Mongoose fur,” Zak said. “Stryker is not a happy camper.”
Neither was I. It was starting to feel totally creepy in that dark tunnel.
“So what do we do?” I asked. I knew the answer, but I wanted to hear Zak say it.
“What else can we do?” Zak said. “We go down.”
Going down meant getting into the hole. It looked like it was about six or seven feet down to the passageway below. I hunched to lower myself down.
“Easy, Zoe. Don’t want to go boom.”
Zak jumped. It looked like a nice soft landing, and when I touched the ground after him, I felt why. There was fur down there. Lots of fur. Some of it was even crunchy, like it had dried spit on it.
“Do giant mongooses shed fur?” I asked.
“This one does.”
The thought of all that fur coming off Mon Sta struck me as gross. Was I standing in a pile of dirty, matted mongoose hair? Luckily, I couldn’t see it well enough to find out. I continued down the dark tunnel with Zak, the sometimes stiff fur crunching underfoot. We continued forward into the darkness until we saw a glimmer of light.
“Did you see that?”
Zak shone Stryker high above us again. The glint was the reflection off something metallic. As we moved closer, it began to look like a silver door. The metal was ribbed as though it was made of old soup cans. I examined the door, running my fingers across its wavy surface. It was made of old soup cans. Weird. Who would make a door like that? Somebody who really, really liked canned soup? Zak swung the door open and we entered about the nastiest, messiest cave I could ever have imagined.
The cave reminded me of what my bedroom had looked like after one particularly rowdy sleepover I’d had with my friends back home––clothes, and sheets, and pillows had gone everywhere. Well, that’s how the cave looked, except we weren’t looking at pillows and sheets. We were looking at straw, and chewed up pieces of mattresses, and ragged socks, and newspapers. The whole place had a sour odor.
“Oh, gross,” I said. “Is that pee I smell?”
Zak sniffed. “Definitely pee. Maybe with a little rotten meat and some fertilizer thrown in.” Zak looked up at the wall. “Holy India,” he said.
“What?”
“That’s where it went.”
“Where what went?”
“Our TP. Tuk and I lost a shipment of toilet paper at the end of last semester. It got delivered to the common room, but we couldn’t find it anywhere. That’s it. I know it is. I recognize the address.”
I looked up. All I saw was brown waxed paper packaging with the Ridge’s address scrawled on it and Hindi lettering stamped on the side.
“That’s toilet paper?” I said.
“Two hundred rolls of it.”
We heard a bristling sound and a second door opened with a creak. Stryker started to go absolutely nuts and I saw a pair of glowing yellow eyes. Mon Sta was in the house.
“What brings you to my parlor?” Mon Sta hissed.
Parlor. Yeah, right. If that stinky cave was a parlor, then the Ridge was Buckingham Palace.
“We were looking for you,” I said.
“We want to know what you’re doing with our toilet paper,” Zak said.
Mon Sta chortled, his fur standing on end. He was so big that the whole length of his twenty-foot body wasn’t even in the cave yet. I thought I saw snot running from his nose, and then I noticed the roll of toilet paper he held clutched in his paw.
“If you must know, I like to keep a clean nose,” Mon Sta said.
“That’s fine,” Zak said. “But it doesn’t mean you can steal our TP.”
“I would not dream of it,” Mon Sta replied.
There was something not quite right about Mon Sta. He seemed to be acting nice. In fact, the closer he got to us, the more nicely he behaved. Too nice for the nasty mongoose that he was.
“Mon Sta. Are you feeling all right?” I said.
Mon Sta smiled a big toothy grin. If I didn’t know any better, I’d say he was trying to charm Zak.
“I am always getting the sniffles,” Mon Sta said, sniffing. “Would you like a tour of my abode?”
“Actually, we were looking for the Underground Lost and Found.”
“Ah,” Mon Sta said. “The Underground Lost and Found. Of course.”
“Do you know where it went?” I asked.
“I am sorry,” Mon Sta said, smiling at Zak. “What were we talking about?”
Stryker flipped around full circle in Zak’s hand, his cobra fangs bared.
“The lost Lost and Found,” Zak said.
Mon Sta laughed. “Zak, you are always so funny.”
Zak shot me a glance. Even Zak knew he wasn’t that funny. Mon Sta’s new attitude was strange.
“I am sorry, Zak. I have not seen hide nor hair of the lost Lost and Found.”
“What about a lost sextant?” Zak asked.
“Lost sextant, no . . . Zak . . . never.”
Mon Sta’s mouth said no, but something about his eyes said yes. I was certain he was lying to us.
“How about the One True Sextant?” I said.
“No. I have not heard of any sextant, neither true nor lost.”
As he said it, Mon Sta’s eyes kept wandering up the side of the cave. They wandered over the straw and rags and crumpled paper, but they always settled in the same place––on a wooden crate piled high up the cavern wall. The crate had Hindi lettering on it, but it also had English words. Stamped in black letters below the Hindi, the crate read: CHANDA CHANDA’S AMBA EMPORIUM. Suddenly it clicked for me. Even though Mon Sta had been lying to us, his eyes had already told us everything we needed to know. I shot Zak a look. He got it.
“We’ll be seeing you, Mon Sta,” Zak said.
“Good bye, young Zak Merril. May you always find what you are looking for.”
“Yeah. Thanks,” Zak said.
We headed back out the swinging soup can door. I didn’t begin to relax until we had reached the main corridor.
“That was weird,” I said.
“No kidding,” Zak said. “I think my Creature Teacher power put a spell on him.”
“Not only that.”
“What do you mean?” Zak asked.
“Did you see the name on that box Mon Sta couldn’t stop staring at?”
“Chanda Chanda’s Amba Emporium? I saw you looking at it. What does it mean?”
“Durga,” I said. “Amba is another name for Durga.”





 
 
 
 
 
 
 
ELEVEN
 I PLAY SITAR IN THE BIZARRE BAZAAR
 
The next day was Saturday, but we didn’t sleep in, because it was also the first day we were allowed to go to the bazaar. I’d never been to the Moonstock bazaar before and not too many others in our grade had either. I figured the timing was perfect because, as far as I could tell, Chanda Chanda’s Amba Emporium was some kind of business. I’d asked around the Ridge a fair bit already, but so far, nobody had heard of the place. I was hopeful we might have more luck in the bazaar. Anyway, you’d think it was Christmas morning or something the way everybody was wide awake and bouncing around.
“This is going to be awesome!” Zak yelled at the top of his lungs as he swung like a monkey from a beam above the empty swimming pool.
“Zak, chill,” Jill said.
“No doubt, dude,” Tuk said. “Everybody’s going to think you’ve lost it.”
“I so have,” Zak said. “I am so totally psyched.”
“Yeah, but I can’t have the customers thinking that my number one man has gone bazaar bizarro. Everyone’s gong to be lining up at the shop for free food.”
Zak jumped back down into the hall and beat his chest like Tarzan while doing the famous yell.
“Just because Zak is nuts, doesn’t mean everyone’s going to line up for free food,” Jill said.
“Can’t be too careful,” Tuk replied.
“Yeah, yeah,” I said. “Let’s get out of here.”
The four of us went to the office to sign out. Kids bopped around and talked so loudly that my ears hurt. I could tell Mrs. VanPeltsman was stressed, because she had this cramped look on her face like she needed to go to the bathroom. It made me anxious just looking at her. But we finally made our way up the line to the sign-out book and checked out of the Ridge.
“Next stop, the bizarre bazaar,” Zak said.
“No, no, no,” Tuk said.
“What do you mean?” I asked.
“From what I’ve been told,” Tuk said, “the next stop is paradise.”
Paradise. I liked the sound of that. I threw my daypack over my shoulder and we hit the path up to the school. Durga shmurga. At that moment, I didn’t care what anyone had planned for us, goddess or otherwise. The sun was shining, fresh morning dew glistened off the leaves, and I was sure nothing could ruin our day.
 
It turned out I was mostly right. The hike up to the school was great. We went the way we normally did, through the main gate, but when we got past Girish’s omelet shack, instead of heading west toward the train station, we took a secondary path through a mountain pass to the south. I’d never been down that path, but I’d seen people coming that way before. We walked past buffalo carts and goats and elephants and even the occasional bicycle as we followed the winding path up the slope, between towering canyon walls.
It wasn’t long before the pass opened up again and the path got wider, probably wide enough for a car if they had that kind of thing up there. The road, if you could call it that, swung around, and for the first time in a long while I saw the snowcapped peaks towering above Moonstock. There were cottages on the hillside and what looked like a tower at the very top of the hill. The tower was very high and the longer I looked at it, the more it looked like a temple, its four intricately carved rock walls rising high above the clouds.
“That’s the Temple of the Four Winds,” Tuk said. “I’ve never been up there before, but I’ve heard about it. They say people go up there to talk to the dead.”
“Talk to the dead?” Jill said.
Tuk nodded. “It’s supposedly so high and lonely up there you can hear whispering.”
“Whispering?” I asked.
“The whispering of lost souls.”
Everything was suddenly quiet. I almost thought I could hear whispering.
“Like zombies?” Jill asked.
“I don’t know. The guys I talked to just said lost souls. Sounded like they whispered into the wind to their loved ones and stuff.”
“Whoa,” Zak said. “I wonder if we could set up some kind of spiritual texting service for them so they get with the times? We could probably charge like fifty rupees a text.”
“Texts from the underworld to the living? We could totally get more than that,” Tuk said.
“You think sixty rupees?” Zak said.
“You guys are sick,” Jill said.
“We’d be providing a valuable service,” Zak replied.
“You’d be profiting off some poor lost soul just looking to have a conversation.”
“How’s it any different from what the phone companies do?” Tuk asked.
“Guys,” I said. “Can we just drop it? You’re arguing over texting the dead! Besides, phones and the internet and stuff barely work up here.”
“Doesn’t work now,” Tuk said. “But if we can do a deal with a telecom company and get a cell tower put in, that could change.”
“Exactly,” Zak said. “Maybe we could provide free basic messaging. And then if people wanted to video chat or something, we could charge a fee.”
“Cool,” Jill said.
“That might work,” Tuk agreed.
I rounded a bend in the path a little before everybody else.
“Okay, well, if you guys are finished instant messaging zombies, check this out.”
“Whoa,” Zak murmured.
Everyone was quiet for a long breathless moment. The bazaar stood proudly in front of us. But it wasn’t the normal kind of crazy Indian bazaar like we’d seen in Moon Surrie. This bazaar was even crazier, mostly because it was built directly into the cliffside. It hung so far out over the canyon that it looked like it was sitting on the clouds. A moment later the wind blew in and we were standing inside one of those clouds. Being inside a cloud was fairly close to taking a shower. I could feel my clothes sticking to my skin.
“Baa, baa . . . ”
I felt something woolly rub up against my legs. Sheep. A whole herd of them had come down from the mountain. I had no idea who they belonged to, but I knew why they were there. They paid particular attention to Zak.
“The Creature Teacher strikes again,” Zak said quietly under his breath.
“The what?” Jill asked.
“Nothing,” Zak said.
“You’re calling yourself the Creature Teacher?” Jill said.
Oh, boy. Zak had to learn to keep his mouth shut. It was one thing to call himself the Creature Teacher in private, but we had to be careful about talking about the strange stuff that happened to us in front of other people––even if the other people were Jill and Tuk.
“I don’t know why,” Zak said. “Animals just seem to like me.”
Zak bent down to tie his shoelace and a sheep licked his face with its raspy tongue.
“I think the correct word is love,” Jill said.
Zak wiped the sheep slobber from his face, and we hiked the rest of the way into the bazaar. As we neared the first of the creaky buildings, the tinkling melody of a sitar washed over the breeze. Even from a hundred feet I could smell the incense and hear the voices of the crowd through the mist. Women in saris walked with brass jugs on their heads and men carried huge bundles of sticks on their backs.
The first shop we passed looked like some kind of post office with a big round red postbox out front. I wondered how they had gotten it there because the thing looked ridiculously heavy. In the next shop, a man in a worn cotton turban sold grain and rice that he weighed on these rusted old-fashioned scales, but there was no sign of anything bearing the Chanda Chanda name. Past the grain and rice guy was a blacksmith beating on a horseshoe. Smoke from his fire filled the air. It was like we had just walked into one of those living museums where they do historical reenactments, and the farther we got into the bazaar, the busier and stranger it got.
As far as I could tell, the people had come to shop and trade from all over the Himalayas. Everybody bustled about carrying sack and jugs and trays, and all of them wore flip-flops on their feet. The flip-flops were called chappals, and most of them were so worn out that the heels were totally gone at the back and the rest of the soles were paper-thin. One guy walked past us leading his buffalo down the center of the road. I eyed the buffalo warily. The man wore flare-legged pants and carried a wooden yoke on his shoulders, a big silver can of milk hanging from either side of it.
“Dude, it’s a doodh wala,” Tuk said to Zak.
“A what wala?” Zak asked.
“A doodh wala.”
“Cool, dude,” Zak said.
“Nah, you don’t get it. He’s a doodh wala.”
“A what wala?”
“A doodh wala. Doodh is Hindi for milk. He’s a milkman. A doodh wala.”
“ . . . Dude.” Zak laughed.
“Dude,” Tuk said.
Dude, indeed. I was, however, less concerned with the doodh wala than I was with the tiny shoes I saw peeking through the mist. The shoes had pointed toes just like our water shoes, except they were really small. That was probably because they were on the feet of a monkey. The monkey jumped up onto Zak’s shoulder.
“Hey, there, easy.”
The monkey tried to kiss Zak.
“Be careful,” Jill said. “The sheep are going to get jealous.”
“Not if that bird beats him to it,” Tuk replied.
Suddenly all I saw was a blur of feathers as a blue-and-gray parrot flew in and pecked the monkey off Zak’s shoulder. The monkey jumped down, but I still worried about the way the animals were responding to Zak. It turned out we had stepped into some kind of music shop. Men and woman were hard at work building drums and stringing sitars. The place must have doubled as a pet shop because there were fish in bowls, and snakes and hamsters in cages, all swimming and slithering and clawing to get to Zak.
I didn’t know what music had to do with the animals, but a lady beckoned me to sit down and passed me a sitar. It looked a little bit like a guitar, except the neck was really long. My mom was a big fan of this popular sitar player, Ravi Shankar, so I had an idea what the instrument was supposed to sound like. The woman showed me how to place my fingers and I plucked a few strings. I may not have been ready to play in band, but I didn’t think I sounded half bad.
I handed the sitar back and the woman took the parrot off Zak’s shoulder. We left the shop, but within ten seconds the parrot had flown back to Zak.
“I think he likes you,” Jill said.
I looked up to see a worn tin sign above the next shop. The regular painted Hindi letters were there, but there were also smaller English words painted below. I felt my heart leap. I saw a big letter C and thought we’d found Chanda Chanda’s, but then I read the entire sign and saw we were actually at Chickity Chic Chop Chocolate.
“Sweet,” Tuk said. “I’ve heard of this place.”
“What have you heard?” I asked.
“That we absolutely, positively, must go inside.”
I had no idea what Tuk was on about, but I liked the wailing Hindi music wafting out of the shop. The incense was thick, but there was also the odor of chocolate in the air. Even from outside the door I could see all kinds of chocolate lining the walls of the shop. White chocolate and dark chocolate and milk chocolate. Chocolate with nuts and chocolate with fruit, and of course, chocolate chips.
“Do you think the name means chip chocolate, like chocolate chips?” I asked.
“Maybe,” Tuk replied. “All I know for sure is that every senior I’ve talked to says we have to go in.”
A gnarled old man walked past us. He carried something wet wrapped in burlap on his back. We followed the old man inside, where he set down his load. A second man with bulging biceps and a neat red turban came out of the back of the shop. The man had a hard gaze to his eyes, wisps of black hair coming out of the side of his turban, his long beard tied neatly back against his pockmarked skin. The man’s cheeks were so rough and raw it looked as if somebody had taken a cheese grater to his face. Even his bushy mustache seemed mean as it twitched at us.
I watched carefully as the man pulled open the wet burlap, revealing solid blocks of ice stacked around white cardboard cartons. The turbaned man lifted two of the white cartons in each of his huge hands, plopped them down onto the stone counter, and pulled out a long gleaming sword––which was about when I started to get worried.
“Get back!” I said.
I stepped forward and swung out my arms, pushing everyone behind me. The curved, razor-sharp blade of the man’s sword gleamed as he raised it in the air. I didn’t know exactly what my plan was, but I did know the pressure was growing in my head. That meant yogi powers. If I could just focus them, we might have a chance.
“Zoe!” Tuk yelled.
“Stay back, Tuk!”
The gleaming sword blade sliced down, cutting one of the cartons in two. Then the man in the turban slashed down with the sword again like he was slicing bread. He did it again and again, until he had sliced the half-carton into four pieces. Next, he reached under the counter and grabbed four waffle cones. Waffle cones––like the kind you put ice cream in. I started to feel really dumb. The cartons contained ice cream. The man picked a slice of ice cream up by the carton that still wrapped it and dumped the slice into the cone, squishing it down and pulling the cardboard rind off its sides. He handed it to me with a smile.
“Chill much, Zoe?” Tuk asked.
I felt a little embarrassed, but I think everyone, especially Zak, knew I was just trying to protect them.
“Sorry, ji,” I said, using the Hindi term of respect as I pressed my hands together and bowed my head politely.
The turbaned man returned the bow and smiled, handing everyone their ice cream cones. The ice cream flavor was like Neapolitan, except instead of strawberry, chocolate, and vanilla, it was cherry, fudge, and orange. Three-flavored ice cream had always been one of my favorites, since, duh, you got three flavors in one, and let me tell you, that ice cream was heaven. Zak had nearly finished his entire cone before anyone else was halfway done. He had help, though. The parrot kept taking pecks at the ice cream when he thought Zak wasn’t looking.
“Behave yourself,” Zak said to the parrot.
“Behave yourself,” the parrot repeated in his squeaky voice.
Zak shrugged his shoulders and held the cone for the parrot, who took three big pecks.
“Are you done?” Zak asked.
“Are you done?” the parrot said.
“Never mind,” Zak said.
“Never mind,” the parrot repeated.
“Well, I’m done,” Tuk said, dropping some rupees on the stone counter. “My treat. Are you guys still hungry, or what?”
Zak rubbed his stomach. “I could eat,” he said.
“What about you guys?” Tuk said to Jill and me.
“Sure,” we both responded.
“Then follow me. From what I’ve been told, we’re in for a treat.”
Tuk looked up at the silent turbaned ice-cream man and pointed toward the back of the store. The turbaned man nodded and ushered us forward toward a bamboo ladder. Tuk started to climb it and I followed him. I didn’t know why they didn’t just have a set of stairs like a normal shop, but I suppose the fact that the bazaar was built directly over the canyon meant that space was tight. After a short climb, we poked our heads up through the floor of the second story. We were in a restaurant crowded with colorful cloth-covered tables and fancy cane chairs. About half the tables were occupied, and beyond them I saw the incredible view, sunlit clouds floating below us filling the valley beyond.
Tuk got us a table at the front of the restaurant, the old wooden floorboards squeaking beneath our feet as we took out seats. A coin-operated telescope was bolted to the floor. Even without the telescope, the view of the clouds and valley below was magnificent. Behind us, a group of older kids, tenth-graders, I think, were served iron platters of sizzling food. A white-gloved waiter came to our table. He wore a high-collared jacket and looked very serious, his jet-black hair slickly combed back. He was about to hand us four menus when Tuk stopped him.
“I got this, guys,” Tuk said. “Zoe, you’re just a paper vegetarian, right?”
“If you mean I eat meat but I’m on the vegetarian list so that I don’t have to eat Moonstock meat, then yeah, I’m a paper vegetarian.”
“Then prepare to be amazed.”
Tuk ordered in Hindi. First up were four Limca sodas, which were kind of like carbonated lemonade. The sodas were served in well-worn glass bottles, each bent straw still wearing its little paper wrapper. I was happy about the straw because it meant I didn’t have to drink directly from the bottle, which might be dirty. I didn’t want to get some horrible disease. In India you needed to consider these things.
After the Limcas, the waiter gave us a plate of these big fried chip things called papadums, pronounced pappa doms. The papadums melted in my mouth. I was in Indian food nirvana and we had barely begun eating. A popping and hissing sound announced the next dish. Tuk had ordered tandoori platters. They were spiced lamb and chicken served piping hot on an iron skillet nestled inside a wooden plate.
The platters sizzled so loudly I thought the chunks of meat would jump right out of the iron skillet. A huge bowl of orange-colored butter chicken curry, some cauliflower, and a plate of naan bread were delivered after the tandoori platters. Compared with the food at school, lunch was a dream. The tandoori meat was succulent, the curry delicious, and the flat naan bread hot and fresh. Even the vegetables were great.
“Check it out,” Zak said through a full mouth.
“What?”
“Look down at your feet. Wait, on second thought, Jill and Tuk, look down. Zoe, you just keep eating your lunch.”
At first, I followed Zak’s advice.
“Cool,” Jill said.
“Wicked,” Tuk said.
“What?” I finally asked.
“Never mind,” Zak said.
“Tell me.”
Zak shrugged. So I looked. The carpet beneath the table had been bunched up between Zak’s shoes, exposing a wide crack in the warped floorboards. Through the crack, I saw an elephant on the road below us. The elephant stopped, the mahout riding it said something, and the elephant reached toward the building with its trunk and came back holding four round silver cans all stacked on top of each other. I knew the shiny silver cans were called tiffins. They were an Indian picnic kit, which meant what I was looking at was . . . 
“An elephant drive-through?” I said.
I watched as the elephant below us walked out of view, another elephant immediately behind him, and the process repeated itself. The next mahout said something in Hindi, waited a few moments, and then the elephant reached over with its trunk, handing the mahout another little tower of silver cans.
“How do you think they pay?” I asked.
“Elephant rupees? I don’t know,” Tuk said. “But I totally love this idea. Zak, do you think we should get into the mobile food business? It doesn’t have to be a drive-through. We could do delivery to all the dorms.”
“Maybe we could lease the school elephants to deliver,” Zak said. “You know how they need to exercise. We could exercise them and at the same time provide a valuable service.”
The elephant moved away and I saw why Zak hadn’t wanted me to look down. The clouds had cleared. Once the elephant had gone there was nothing to block my view, and I saw straight down the sheer cliff to the valley below. I felt my vertigo click in immediately. If the stilts were to give way, Chickity Chic Chop Chocolate would plummet off the cliffside. It felt like the world was spinning around me. I looked up to clear my head and saw something I wasn’t quite certain of in the valley.
“Maybe we could get the sixth-graders to be the mahouts,” Zak said.
“Nah, they’re too young. You can’t trust the sixth-graders,” Jill said.
“Can’t trust the sixth-graders. Can’t trust the sixth-graders,” Zak’s parrot said.
“You going to name that bird, or what?” Tuk asked.
Zak lifted his hand to his arm and as he did I saw his wrist. A sixth black stripe had appeared above the others. With all the excitement it was easy to forget we didn’t have forever to find the Second Noble Truth. But when I saw Zak’s stripe, I knew I had to confirm what I had seen. I stepped over to the telescope to peer into the valley below. I didn’t have a coin for the telescope, but I guess the mechanism was broken or something because I didn’t need it. All I had to do was turn the little dial, and when I did, my suspicion was confirmed. I returned to the table.
“We’re going to the plains,” I said.
“But Jaws said we’re not allowed to go there,” Jill said.
“We’re going to the plains,” I repeated. “We have no choice.”





 
 
 
 
 
 
 
TWELVE
CHANDA CHANDA’S AMBA EMPORIUM
 
We finished eating and headed back down to the bazaar. There was no way to keep all the crazy things that happened to us away from our roommates. So Zak and I had gone with the less-is-more approach, as in we said less and really hoped that Jill and Tuk didn’t ask more. So far the strategy had worked, but this time, since the punishment for breaking the rules could be as serious as expulsion, Tuk seemed concerned.
“You sure you need to go down there?” Tuk asked.
“You saw how sick Zak got while we were on the island,” I said.
“And this is going to stop him from getting sick?” Tuk asked.
“I think it’s going to help.”
“Hey. I’m standing right here, you know,” Zak said.
Jill ignored Zak. “You think or you know?” Jill asked me.
“More like I really, really hope,” I said.
Tuk seemed to think about it. I wasn’t sure what he was going to say. It looked like he hated the idea.
“I’m in,” he finally said.
“If it helps Zak, me too,” Jill said. “Now, why don’t you tell us why the heck we need to go down there?”
“That can wait,” Zak said. “First, why don’t we concentrate on the how.”
“Like how we’re going to explain this to Jaws if we get caught?” Jill asked.
“Like how much fun we’re going to have on the ride down.”
“Ride?” I asked.
“Bicycle ride,” Zak said, pointing ahead.
Sure enough there was a tin shack built into the cliffside ahead of us, which was stuffed full of bicycles. A man sat cross-legged on the ground in front of a big metal bowl of water where he held a bicycle tube. The tube was blowing bubbles into the water and the bicycle wala looked like he was trying to patch it. Zak didn’t wait for Tuk and his Hindi skills. He simply held up four fingers, gesturing to the bikes. The bicycle wala understood and gestured back to four black bicycles sitting on their stands.
The bicycles had leather seats, and giant kickstands, and peculiar locks that were built into the wheels. They looked like they had been manufactured back when my great great grandmother was in diapers, but as soon as I sat on one and the seat creaked under my weight, I was sure they were even older. It didn’t matter, though, because the wheels were round and they rolled like the wind.
“Whoo-hoo!”
One good thing about going to school in the Himalayas is that if you’re able to find a road and you need to bike somewhere, like anywhere downhill, you don’t have to pedal. The Himalayas are one giant gravity park––a roller coaster to the unknown that all you need is a set of wheels to ride. Before I could even blink an eye, I was going about fifty miles an hour. Zak rode with no hands, both arms out like he was flying.
“Does this hill ever stop?” I screamed into the wind.
“Will this parrot ever let go?” Zak called back to me.
I had almost forgotten about the parrot. He was clinging to Zak’s head, his parrot feet dug into Zak’s skull like he was trying to keep Zak’s brains from blowing away. Now this was mountain bike riding. Screaming down the biggest mountains in the world without a care in the world. Of course, there was one thing . . . 
“How do we get back up?” I yelled as we sped around a corner. Zak was beside me, Jill and Tuk out front.
“Already handled,” Tuk yelled back.
“Handled how?”
“Taxi,” Tuk yelled. “We drop off the bikes and catch a lift back.”
“And the bike wala was okay with that?”
“It was his idea.”
Awesome. No pedaling, just whooshing down the hill. We rode on like that for what felt like forever, misty mountain air gradually getting warmer and warmer until it actually felt hot on my face. That made sense. Moonstock was fairly high in the mountains, which kept the temperature cool. Where we were heading was the total opposite.
“Zoe! Look out!” Zak yelled.
The huge honk of an air horn blasted me out of my daydream. I swerved to the side of the road to avoid a speeding bus, all sorts of goats and chickens nearly sliding off the bus’s roof. My spots flashed brightly and I felt the pressure in my head spike, but before anything could happen, it was over. The bus missed me, but barely. I slowed to a stop, coughing as the dust cleared. Zak stopped about twenty feet in front of me.
“Are you all right?”
“Yeah.”
“That bus almost made you into road curry.”
“With a side of road chicken,” I said.
Zak pointed down the slope. I rode my bike a little closer to the cliff and peered cautiously over the edge. There were rooftops down there, and honking, and yelling, and rickshaws. Tuk and Jill waved up at me.
“We’re there,” Zak said.
I saw a large building on the plain below. Maybe I was a little woozy from the near accident, because the building seemed to shimmer. It was there, and then for a moment it seemed like it wasn’t. But when I blinked, the building was back again and I could read the giant metal sign on its roof. It was the same metal sign I had seen through the telescope, towering over the busy street below. It read: CHANDA CHANDA’S AMBA EMPORIUM.
We secured our bikes out front of Chanda Chanda’s. Looking at all the suspicious characters about, I hoped the little locks that ran through the back wheels of the bikes would be adequate. It was a really busy street. Within a stone’s throw of us there was a mechanic’s shop, a bicycle shop, a fabric shop, and a bunch of baskets of colorful spices piled up on the side of the road. There was even a water wala selling water out of this big dented silver cart with a pump on top of it. I watched him pump five or six glasses of water out of the tank in the cart. When he was done, he cut these round limes in half, dropping half a lime into each glass, cool condensation forming around the rims of the glasses. It had been a long ride down the mountain and I was so parched that I felt my hand reaching for a glass. Zak stopped me.
“You want to get sick from bad water like those kids last semester?”
No. I definitely did not want to end up like those unlucky kids. I wiped the sweat from my brow. It was boiling hot and dusty; big trucks filled with rock and gravel passed within inches of us as they rumbled down the road. It occurred to me that Jaws’ reason for not wanting us down here might have had more to do with keeping us alive than with ruining the fun. Boy, was I parched. No sooner had I thought it than Tuk appeared with four more bottles of Limca, a straw in each, caps already removed.
“What are you, our waiter?” I asked.
“Just say thanks.”
“Thanks.”
I rapped knuckles with Tuk and took a long slurp. I was so thirsty after the hot ride down the hill that the Limca tasted like a waterfall of lemon. The bottle was small, though, and I practically sucked it all back in one gulp. I reminded myself to pay Tuk back later. I didn’t want to take advantage of his generosity.
“So, Zoe,” Jill said. “This is the place, right?”
The building didn’t seem to be shimmering as much as it had before. I stared at the metal sign towering above. No doubt about it, this was definitely Chanda Chanda’s Amba Emporium. Two giant wooden doors carved with lotus flowers marked the entrance. I reached up to the brass handle of the nearest door to pull it open. The giant door swung out smoothly and we entered the darkened space. It took a while for my eyes to adjust to the low light, but when they did I saw that we had entered an enormous warehouse. There was a dusty odor in the air, but it was mixed with something else, something that almost smelled like aftershave. And there was all kinds of stuff everywhere. So much of it that the tall windows were nearly blocked out by the mounds of antiques and fabrics and towering stone sculptures. There were even giant petrified bones that looked like they belonged to dinosaurs.
“Whoa,” Zak said.
“Can you tell me why we’re here?” Tuk asked Zak. “Because if you want to score a dino bone for our room, I am totally down with that.”
I looked up the side of a dark column to see a set of Hindi initials carved into the wood. The initials were too high up the column for me to read clearly, but I could tell from the color of the wood that they had been freshly carved. Whoever had made them must have needed a ladder to get up there.
“We’re looking for something a little smaller,” I said.
“You know, we want to help and everything, but it might be useful if you told us what we’re trying to find,” Jill said.
What would it hurt? Four sets of eyes were better than two.
“We’re looking for a sextant,” I said.
“One of those things that lets you navigate by the stars?” Jill asked.
“Yup,” Zak said.
“Why would you want one of those?”
Part of me wanted to come clean and tell Jill and Tuk everything about Durga, and Zak’s tiger stripes, and the noble truth that we needed to find. After all, they were our closest friends. Maybe we’d find the Second Noble Truth faster with their help. Of course, I didn’t want to make their lives anymore complicated than they needed to be, either. My thoughts were interrupted by a cheerful Hindi greeting.
“Namaste. I am Chanda Chanda. Did I hear you are looking for a sextant?”
All four of us whipped around. The warehouse was so crowded with stuff it was tough to tell where the voice had come from. We were surrounded by multi-armed statues of gods, what looked like a big rock with a fossil in it, and a giant stone tiger. Of course my eyes went directly to the gods. I couldn’t shake the feeling that they were talking to us again. But it wasn’t them. It was a short man in a long, metal-studded coat that seemed really tight on him. He walked out from behind the tiger statue and smiled at us. The man’s cheeks were lean and sunken. His green eyes sparkled in the low light.
“Nice coat,” Zak said.
“Thank you. I keep meaning to take it to the tailor to have it fitted for me. It is a Coat of Ten Thousand Nails. Mughal armor. Have you learned about the Mughals in school?”
We all shook our heads.
“They are a very famous dynasty of kings, who lived many hundreds of years ago. Some say all of India experienced a golden age under their rule. Shah Jahan, the most famous of the Mughals, built the Taj Mahal for his wife.”
The Taj Mahal I had heard of. It was a big marble building with a domed roof. It was easily the most famous monument in India and definitely one of the most recognizable buildings in the world. I hadn’t seen it in person yet, but my mom had promised to bring me there.
“Now come this way, please,” Chanda Chanda said.
We followed Chanda Chanda through the crowded aisles of stuff. There were treasure boxes, and crates of straw, and telescopes, not to mention the animals that had been preserved and stuffed and mounted. It was creepy looking at them with their soulless glass eyes staring back at us.
We passed deer antlers, and axes, and what looked like some kind of machine for milling flour. We shuffled between two giant brass urns and walked past an old army Jeep. The Jeep was up on jacks and surrounded by crates, its matte-green hood wide open. Zak peered under the hood as the rest of us wandered on. He seemed very interested.
“Sweet,” Zak said.
“Sweet,” Zak’s parrot repeated.
I agreed. Chanda Chanda’s Amba Emporium was shaping up to be about the most interesting store I had ever been to. There was something for everyone. We were headed toward a stone fountain on the floor. It looked similar to the other fountains we had seen recently. It was shaped like a lotus flower, just like the fountain we had seen on the cliff in Bhutan and the other fountain we had seen under the sea. I wanted to get a closer look at it, but Chanda Chanda stopped us before we got there.
“I believe this may be what you are looking for.”
Chanda Chanda pointed toward a leather box, like the kind of thing your grandmother might keep her fancy silver forks and knives in. He opened the box and inside of it was a worn green-velvet interior where I saw a glint of brass. There were two different compasses in there: the kind used to draw circles in math and the magnetic kind used to find direction. There was also a protractor, a ruler, a metal measuring tape, and the very thing we had been looking for––a sextant.
Chanda Chanda handed the sextant to me. It was a pie-shaped piece of brass that was full of holes, with an eyepiece on it that looked like it belonged on a telescope. From what Durga had said, I figured I’d have to point the sextant at a star to navigate with it, but I wasn’t sure. There were little brass feet on the base of it that looked like they might be there to help stand it up. Curiously, the feet had tiny brass toes. When I looked closely I saw one of the toes even had a toe ring. Strange.
“Is that clock right?” Tuk asked.
I glanced up at Tuk, who was staring up at a clock so big it could have been Big Ben’s little brother. It was nearly two o’clock.
“Little Early?” Chanda Chanda said.
“It runs fast?” Tuk asked.
“No. No. The clock’s name is Little Early. The time is correct.”
“Then we’ve got to jet,” Tuk said. “I’ll grab us a taxi.”
Tuk was good like that. Not a lot of questions, but a whole lot of action. As he left I peered through the eyepiece on the sextant. I was just pointing it randomly, but a second later, a beam of golden light shot out of the eyepiece. I wasn’t sure if I was seeing things. I took my eye away from the eyepiece and there was no beam of light, but when I put my eye back, there it was. The beam of light was pointing directly at a golden scepter.
I followed the beam of light forward. It was tough to walk through the crowded shop with my eye pressed against the eyepiece, but after banging my knees on a couple of crates, I made it to the scepter. On top of its long golden staff was a bubble with a striped flame flickering inside of it. The bubble was almost exactly the same as the bubble Zak had popped in Bhutan, only the striped flame burned lower. That, and the bubble had metal spikes hovering around the surface of it, making it look like the world’s spikiest spiky ball.
“What’s that?” I asked, pointing with my finger at the scepter.
“Why, that is Durga’s mace,” Chanda Chanda said.
As I looked at Chanda Chanda I thought I saw something peculiar in his green eyes. For a moment I thought I saw stripes. Tiger stripes. Then I blinked and the stripes were gone. Why was I getting this sneaking suspicion Chanda Chanda knew exactly why we were in his shop? I watched as the bubble floated off the end of the scepter. As it drifted away, all the metal spikes crashed to the floor in a tinkle of silver and dust.
I followed the bubble with my eyes as it drifted lazily over to the fountain. The fountain gurgled playfully, water squirting out the top of it. I watched the bubble intently because something told me it was very important. And then the bubble popped. It simply disappeared and the flame was snuffed out. I shared a glance with Jill and Zak. They looked as confused as I was.
Tuk ran in breathlessly.
“There’s a taxi strike,” he said. “No taxis anywhere.”
“We are so busted,” Jill said. “How are we going to get back to school by four? It’s like twenty miles away.”
It was true. We’d need a miracle to get there before four o’clock. Tuk was usually a calm guy, but I could tell this turn of events had made him anxious. He rapped his knuckles on a wooden chest. Jill kind of swayed from side to side. We were all a little anxious. Except Zak.
“Mr. Chanda Chanda, what’s up with the Jeep?” Zak asked.
“Please, you do not need to call me mister. Chanda Chanda is enough.”
“So what’s up with the Jeep, Chanda Chanda?”
“What is up with the Jeep, young man, is that it is cursed.”
“Does it work?”
“Did I not just say it was cursed?”
“What if I could get it to run?”
“What if I could teach your parrot to become a cow?”
“Huh?” Zak asked.
“What I mean to say is these are both impossible things. The Jeep will not run and your parrot will not become a cow. End of story.”
“But just suppose I could get it to run?”
“Then I would be forever in your debt.”
“Perfect.”
I had no idea what Zak had in mind, but he definitely had a plan.
“Tuk. Did you see that garage with all those engines and stuff out front? Go make friends with that guy. Zoe, run to the bike shop next door and borrow the bike wala’s pump. Jill, I need you to start moving boxes to clear a path out of here. Parrot, all you need to do is shut your beak. Chanda Chanda, I saw tools in one of those steel chests. You’ve got wrenches, right?”
“I have all the tools in the world. But as I have said, the Jeep is cursed.”
“Maybe,” Zak said. “But I never met a curse I couldn’t lift.”
The next thirty minutes were a flurry of banging and grunting and sweating. We did everything Zak asked us to do. I ran out and got the bike pump, Jill moved boxes, and Tuk, through a complicated series of trades, managed to get a car part that Zak required. I couldn’t say I had a whole lot of confidence, though. It was almost three o’clock and Zak was still under the Jeep. I guessed it was at least a forty-minute drive up to the Moonstock bazaar and then another half-hour jog once the road ended. I didn’t see how we could make it back to school in time, even if we left right away. And the parrots constant muttering wasn’t doing anything to calm my nerves.
“Pass the spark plug. Pass the spark plug,” the parrot squawked.
We were interrupted by the low, loud chime of Little Early. It was three o’clock.
“Zoe, are the tires pumped up?” Zak asked.
“Yup,” I said.
“Tuk,” Zak said. “Those two wires hanging below the dash? Touch the ends together.”
“Will I get zapped?” Tuk asked.
“Only if you lick your fingers,” Zak said.
“Only if you lick your fingers,” the parrot squawked from his perch on the hood.
There was an electric zapping sound, and then a sputter and the sound of a belt turning, and vroom! The Jeep started with a rattle and a squeal, followed by a rumbling purr.
“I cannot believe it,” Chanda Chanda said. “You lifted the curse.”
“More like I rewired the block, cleaned out the carb, and grounded the battery, but sure, I lifted the curse. Are you in our debt now?”
“Of course.”
“So you won’t mind if we borrow the Jeep?”
“There are those who might say I would be foolish to lend one so young a motor vehicle.”
“We’ll be extra careful,” Zak said.
“Why, then, how can I refuse? Don’t forget that here in India we drive on the left side of the road.”
I shot Zak a glance, but he didn’t seem to understand what I was getting at, so I just came out and asked Chanda Chanda.
“How about the sextant?” I said. “Could we, um . . . borrow it too?”
“As you wish. Good luck, Tiger Hunters.”
I looked at Zak. Did Chanda Chanda just call us Tiger Hunters? It was definitely looking like Chanda Chanda knew more about us than he was letting on. I turned to him, but saw only his Coat of a Thousand Nails disappearing between the boxes.
“Everybody in the Jeep!” Zak yelled.
We all jumped in. Zak took the driver’s seat with me beside him. Jill and Tuk sat in the back.
“Um. One question?” Zak said.
“Yeah? What?” I asked.
“Does anybody know how to drive?”
I looked at Zak. I was not encouraged.
“Kidding,” he said. “I’ve got the basic idea. Gas. Clutch. Brake.”
“Emporium,” I said, pointing around us.
Jill had pushed as much stuff out of the way as she could to make a path, but I still didn’t know how we were supposed to get out of there. We were, after all, inside a store. What was Zak going to do? Drive through the wall?
“Store door. Store door,” the parrot squawked annoyingly.
I wanted to tell the bird to shut up, but I’m really glad I was patient, because the parrot flew off to the wall and began madly pecking at a hanging rope. A few seconds later, a pulley turned and a pair of giant doors began to creak open, bright sunlight flooding the emporium.
“Open Sesame!” Zak said with a smile.
The parrot fluttered back, landing on Zak’s shoulder.
“That’s your name, pal,” Zak said.
“Name. Name,” the parrot squawked.
“What are you calling him?” I asked.
“Open Sesame!” Zak said.
The giant doors slowly swung open.
“Really?” I said. “You’re going to name your parrot Open Sesame?”
“Yes, I am!”
“Open Sesame,” the parrot repeated.
Zak stomped on the gas. The Jeep lurched forward, boxes flying as Zak steered us out the open doors. I have to admit, I’m not exactly great about being in the moment. As the busy street flew by, I kept thinking about the fact that Zak didn’t even have a driver’s license. But at least we had the sextant and a small chance of getting back to school on time. Like it or not, all I could do now was sit back and enjoy the ride.





 
 
 
 
 
 
 
THIRTEEN
WE GET FAST AND FURIOUS
 
Wind in our hair and smiles on our faces, the drive up the mountain was a blast. I guess it was so fun because we weren’t supposed to be doing it. We weren’t supposed to be out so late. We weren’t supposed to be down on the plains. And Zak definitely wasn’t supposed to be driving. But all of the things we weren’t supposed to be doing made it all the more exciting, which was sort of bad, and definitely irresponsible, but totally fun.
“Watch the khud!” Jill screamed.
Khud was the Hindi word for cliff. The cliff dropped straight down on the left side of us.
“I’m watching it, I’m watching it,” Zak said.
Fortunately there wasn’t much traffic, so Zak was able to keep the Jeep fairly far from the cliff.
“Watch the khud! Watch the khud!”
“Chill, Sesame!” Zak said.
“Whoo-hoo!” Tuk called out from the back seat, raising his arms into the air.
“Whoo-hoo,” Open Sesame squawked.
And that’s when the fun ended. Because an old-fashioned boxy black taxi came racing around the curve behind us. Either it had a more powerful engine than the Jeep or the taxi wala was really stepping on the gas, because the car came so close it tapped our bumper.
“Zak! Watch out!” I screamed.
“Tell him that!”
The taxi bumped us again.
“I thought they were on strike!” I said.
“Not this one. This one wants to pass!” Tuk yelled.
“Fine!” Zak said.
Zak edged over to the khud. I didn’t dare look down. There was no guardrail or any other type of barrier. Just a bottomless drop.
“Be careful!” Jill screamed.
“I am!” Zak said.
“I am!” Open Sesame repeated.
“Open Sesame, shut up!” I yelled.
Even though the road was barely wide enough for one car, Zak inched a little closer to the khud to let the taxi pass That was when we saw the other car coming. Actually, it was a truck. A big truck. It rounded the bend heading straight at us, blasting its horn. I felt the pressure in my head build. The black taxi rammed us from behind again.
“Hold on!” Zak said.
Zak turned the wheel and we swerved closer to the khud. Closer than seemed possible. I glanced back. Both Jill and Tuk were white as sheets. I thought my head was going to explode, but sheer willpower on Zak’s part must have kept us from careening over the cliff. The big truck whooshed by us. It left enough room for the taxicab to pass us on the inside. As the taxi passed, something unexpected happened.
Vijay smiled at us from the back seat of the cab.
He snapped our photo with his phone.
And then, Vijay waved at us as though he didn’t have a care in the world. Zak swerved back behind the black taxi.
“We’re okay,” Zak said to himself. “We’re okay.”
Zak slowed right down. I hadn’t been able to tell how shaken up he was until that very moment. Nobody said anything for a long time. Finally, Jill broke the silence.
“Your new roommate is a jerk.”
“Jerk,” Open Sesame squawked.
“And you know what’s worse than that?” I said.
“He’s a stuck-up jerk?” Jill said.
“He has our picture.”
“Good for him,” Jill said.
“He has our picture. With Zak driving. Up from the plains. Where we’re not supposed to go,” I said.
We were all silent after that. If stuck-up jerk-man showed that picture to anyone, all of us were in a whole lot of trouble, as in suspension or worse trouble. And for Zak I was fairly sure it would be even more terrible than that. Driving without a license was not exactly legal.
The good news was we made it back to the school gates not long after four o’clock. Zak was able to drive us all the way through the bazaar and even a little ways down the hiking trail, which saved us a lot of time. We stashed the Jeep at the base of a cliff, and ran the rest of the way. True, once we were at the gates, we still needed to run back down to the Ridge, but eventually we made it. I got the feeling the VanPeltsmans had had a lot of late arrivals, because when they asked us why we were late we just said the hike back had taken a little longer than expected. The only thing Mrs. VanPeltsman said was to leave more time in the future. We were all about to breathe a sigh of relief when Vijay walked through the office door. He had a big smile on his face.
“Roomies! How was your day?”
“Awesome, dude,” Zak said flatly.
“Did you see any interesting sights?”
“Plenty.”
Zak was speaking quietly, which meant he was angry, so angry I was worried he was going to haul off and punch Vijay in the face. Actually, I thought I might do it myself. Vijay, the super jerk, had almost killed us. I was mad, really mad. But hitting Vijay would do us about as much good as turning ourselves in for breaking the rules. We would probably be expelled either way. Instead, we slid quietly past him into the hall. As we left, I heard Vijay whisper to Zak.
“I own you, Merril. From here on out you’re mine. You do what I say, when I say. Got it?”
Zak, to his credit, didn’t say a word. Instead, he just nodded and walked away.
 
That night I dreamed about the bubble. The bubble floated in a dark space, and inside the bubble, the striped flame had burned down to half its previous size. The longer I stared at the flame, the less it looked like a flame and the more it looked like a tiger. It wasn’t long before I was sure the flame was a tiger, burning brightly inside the bubble. As it burned, the tiger became less and less solid, flickering like it might disappear at any moment. It didn’t flicker out completely, though, it just floated farther and farther away until I could barely see it anymore. Then I woke up.
 
It was just getting light outside when I opened my eyes. I quietly got dressed. Jill liked to sleep in on Sunday mornings, so I didn’t bother her. Almost everyone else was asleep, too, but I could hear that the behrajis had started making breakfast in the dining hall. I thought maybe I could practice my Hindi and ask them to make me an omelet instead of one of their standard slug eggs. I didn’t bother, when I saw that Zak was already there, sitting alone at a long green table, with a slug egg on his plate.
“Hey, Zoe.”
“Zak. Did you try for an omelet?” I asked.
“Yup.”
“Didn’t get one, though.”
“Nope.”
“Bummer.”
“Yup.”
Zak looked like he hadn’t slept at all. I took a seat beside him.
“Vijay told me he owns us now, Zoe. Me especially. He said with that picture he can get us all expelled if he wants to. My dad would not like that.”
“But if he shows the picture, Jaws will know he was out of bounds, too. I mean, he had to be to take it, right?”
“Vijay’s a liar, Zoe. He’ll just lie and say he got the picture from someone else. Jaws cuts him tons of slack. He’ll buy it.”
“So what does Vijay want?” I said.
Zak sighed. “My Science Fair project.”
“The rice rocket?”
“Yup. He says I need to give the whole thing to him.”
“Don’t do it, Zak. You can’t give in to guys like that.”
“I already did.”
I grimaced.
“Don’t worry, Zoe. I’m still going to win the Science Fair. Even if it means competing against myself.”
I was worried. Not just because that jerk had stolen Zak’s Science Fair project and expected him to eat a dung ball, but because of what he was doing to Zak. Zak was losing focus. We were supposed to be figuring out how in the heck to get this Durga sextant to lead us to the Tiger Temple, but instead Zak seemed more worried about his next rice rocket. I decided I’d drop it until Monday, but if Zak wasn’t one hundred percent focused by then, I knew I’d have to set him straight. After I ate, I left Zak in the dining hall, Open Sesame faithfully perched on his shoulder. I’d already heard more than one kid call him Captain Zak Sparrow.
 
I didn’t see Zak for the rest of the day, which was fine because I figured he needed some time to himself. I spent most of the day trying to figure out how to use Durga’s sextant. In the end I didn’t have much luck. The sextant didn’t shoot out any more beams of light, so it wasn’t really obvious what to do with it. Once it got dark, I tried to align the sextant with the stars, but I didn’t get very far with that either. I figured I’d discuss it with Zak the next day, but come Monday morning I missed him on the walk up to school. It wasn’t until that afternoon, in the hallway outside Mr. Muk’s life sciences class, that I finally caught up with him.
Zak had a big grin on his face, but we were late so there wasn’t much time to talk. I quickly updated him on my complete lack of progress in learning how to use the sextant Then the bell rang and we ran into class and took our seats. Vijay and Amanda Mean sat together in the row behind us, like two poison peas in a pod.
“Hey, Mr. Muk,” Zak said. “What’s on the menu today?”
“Today, Zakary, we will learn about the man-eating tigers of the Sundarbans.”
“The Sundarbans? What are they?”
Amanda Mean piped up. “It’s the jungle at the delta of the Ganges River, of course. Didn’t you take sixth-grade geography? Everybody knows that.”
“Not in DC,” Zak said.
“We’re not in DC,” Vijay chimed in. “I went yachting in the area once, with my father. Not in the jungle, of course, but in the delta. Lovely waters.”
Yachting. Of course. What was he going to tell us about next, his dad’s cigar collection? I mean, sure, yachting sounded fun. But when Vijay said it, it just sounded pretentious. Mr. Muk pulled a map down over the chalkboard.
“The river Ganges begins high in the Himalayan Mountains, at the Gangotri Glacier,” Mr. Muk said. “As a crow flies, it is not terribly far from here.”
Zak put up his hand.
“Yes, Zakary?”
“How far is it as an eagle flies?”
“Slightly closer than a crow.”
“A raven?”
“Perhaps somewhere in between.”
“So we could walk there?”
“If you had many days.”
“And zero brains,” Vijay chimed in.
I heard a few snickers from Vijay’s section of the class. Zak ignored him.
“From Gangotri,” Mr. Muk continued, “the river runs thousands of miles until it ends here in the Sundarbans where the tigers roam.” Mr. Muk tapped a vast green area on the map. “They say there are more human deaths attributed to tiger attacks in the jungles of this delta than anywhere on earth. One man-eater is rumored to have been responsible for one hundred and one human deaths.”
That got the class’s attention. Blood and gore tends to do that. A murmur of fear ran through the class. I raised my hand.
“But, Mr. Muk,” I said. “Don’t tigers usually only attack humans when they are injured or lame and can’t otherwise hunt their normal prey?”
“Yes. Many times this is true, Zoe. But not always. Sometimes, it appears, they simply attack.”
I started to think about being attacked by a tiger, I mean, what would I do? I could try to yoginate it, but that would be no guarantee of anything. I’d be just as likely to blow my own foot off as hit the tiger, and then, while I was busy picking up my toes, the tiger would strike. It would leap on me from behind and bring me down to the ground. But it wouldn’t stop there. It would just be toying with me at that point. It might lick me with its raspy tongue just for fun. I would feel its warm slobber. And then it would go for my throat. I could almost feel the tiger’s hot breath on my jugular.
“Boo!”
Holy India. I nearly jumped out of my skin. I turned and saw that it was Vijay. The jerk must have snuck up behind me. The whole class erupted in laughter, but I didn’t think it was funny. Who knows, maybe it was funny and I just needed to laugh at myself a little. But I didn’t. I guess I’m stubborn like that. It wasn’t until tea time that I was back to feeling normal again.
After tea we had powers practice with Mr. Muk, but for some reason, Zak didn’t show. I filled Mr. Muk in on the sextant we had found and then I shot arrows. I guess my yogi powers weren’t exactly cooperating, because I didn’t hit a single thing. I asked Mr. Muk if I could practice another one of my yogi powers, like levitating, or maybe making a Bubble Shield, but he insisted I stick with Power Blasting. I practiced Standing Archer Pose without holding the bow and arrow. He said it would help me focus. At least Mr. Muk was encouraging. We agreed that learning to control my powers was important and that I should start training every day. Later that afternoon, I ran into Zak back at the Ridge. He had a daypack slung over one shoulder.
“You missed powers practice,” I said.
“Oh, yeah, I totally forgot. I was working on something.”
“What kind of something?”
I heard the flutter of wings and looked over to see Open Sesame land on Zak’s shoulder.
“Meet me down below and I’ll show you,” Zak whispered.
 
I met Zak in the main corridor below the Ridge. We’d been there a lot lately, but it didn’t make the place any less creepy. The sharp floor was still wet with tiny footprints, and the farther down we went, the more scurrying animals I saw. I saw bigger paw prints, too––the kind that looked like they might belong to the jackal.
“You want to tell me what we’re doing down here?” I said.
“What have we been looking for, Zoe?”
“Well, I know what I’ve been looking for,” I said.
“Which is?”
“How to use the stupid sextant.”
“Why?”
“Because Durga told us to follow it.”
“So what haven’t we been looking for?” Zak asked.
“Nothing. We haven’t been looking for anything else.”
“Exactly.”
“What are you saying?”
“I’m saying if a door doesn’t open, you have to look for another way in.”
“Which is?”
“The jackal.”
“The jackal?”
“Follow me.”
I followed Zak all the way to the lava hole. When I got there I was greeted by an unexpected sight. I was looking at a medium-sized bamboo cage with a piece of meat tied to a rope inside of it.
“Great,” I said. “I’m busy busting my butt trying to figure out how to use the sextant and you’re playing dogcatcher?”
“Exactly. I got the idea when we saw its paw prints down here. I use my Creature Teacher powers to attract the jackal. Then, when it sees the meat, it gets stuck inside the cage.”
“Yeah, I get that part.”
“So?”
“So what happens then? Why do we want the jackal?”
“Because we’re going to hook it up to this.”
Zak took a box-shaped contraption out of his backpack. It had all sorts of wires with round sensors hanging off it, kind of like an electronic daddy longlegs. Apparently it ran on batteries, because Zak pulled two Double A cells out of his pocket.
“What is that thing?” I asked.
“This, Zoe, is my Science Fair project.”
“And?”
“It’s a noble truth detector.”
“You mean a lie detector?”
“I mean, we’re going to use it to question that jackal to find out what it knows about the Second Noble Truth.”
I thought about it. “Aren’t you forgetting something?” I said.
“What’s that?”
“The jackal is basically a dog.”
“Yeah, so?”
“So animals, normal animals, I mean, don’t talk.”
“Maybe not to you.”
“What?”
“I can hear some of them, Zoe. I can hear the animals.”
“Since when?”
Zak rolled up his shirtsleeve, revealing that he now had tiger stripes going all the way up his arm to his shoulder. It had been a long time since I had seen him so serious.
“What are they saying?” I said.
“I think they’re asking for my help.”





 
 
 
 
 
 
 
FOURTEEN
THE NIGHT OF THE JACKAL
 
We tried hard, but we didn’t catch the jackal. Zak used his Creature Teacher powers to attract a bunch of rats, some flying squirrels, and even a possum, but no jackal. It went on like that for days. As soon as we were done with powers training we went down below the Ridge, and Zak started thinking animal thoughts. After the fourth day, to increase our chances, we took a second shift after study hall. I even started missing my evening shower. But we still didn’t catch the jackal. Finally, on the eighth day, as we walked down the corridor below the Ridge, I decided we both needed to face the facts.
“Look, whatever we’re doing, it’s not working,” I said.
“Maybe the jackal is a vegetarian,” Zak offered.
“Maybe your Creature Teacher powers aren’t as strong as they were before,” I said.
“Maybe I’m not thinking the right thing.”
“Well, what are you thinking?”
“I’m thinking hurry up already!”
Zak twisted the shiny jewel on Stryker’s handle, turning up the brightness so we could see farther ahead. We had been to the caverns under the Ridge so many times it was beginning to feel like a second home But it wasn’t, at least nowhere I’d want to live. The giant shadow I saw as we rounded the bend convinced me of that.
“Whoa,” Zak said.
The shadow had sharp ears and a long pointed snout. It was the jackal. Zak’s plan had finally worked.
“What do we do now?”
“We talk to him,” Zak said.
The jackal bared its teeth and growled, its smoldering red eyes burning into us. I didn’t want to get anywhere near it, but Zak ventured forward. He put his palm out, placing it between the bars.
“Zak . . . ”
“I got this, Zoe.”
Zak was getting the hang of this Creature Teacher stuff. The jackal started to calm, the golden fur on its back lying down as Zak beckoned it forward.
“I’ve got to open the cage, Zoe.”
“Are you sure that’s a good idea?”
“No. But it’s the only idea I have.”
Zak opened the cage. The jackal came forward, but it was so gentle now, you could have mistaken it for a cute and cuddly puppy.
“Good boy,” Zak said.
“Can you hear it, Zak? Is it speaking to you?”
Zak put his hand gently under the jackal’s chin and looked into his red eyes.
“He keeps saying how he doesn’t know anything.”
“So what are we going to do?”
“We’re going to find out the truth.”
Zak opened his backpack and pulled out his spidery-looking noble truth detector. He carefully looped the elastic belt, with the wires coming out of it, over the jackal’s head. Then he got the jackal to lift his paws one at a time so the jackal could step through the belt and Zak could place it snugly over the jackal’s midsection. Zak then took an even longer dangle of wires and sensors and attached the sensors to the jackal’s head and stomach. He even clipped one to the jackal’s tail. When Zak was finished, the jackal looked like it was participating in some kind of science experiment––which, I guess in a way, it was. Zak flipped a switch on a black box connected to the dangle of wires and looked at the dial there.
“Are you a jackal?” Zak asked.
The dial barely moved.
“I said are you a jackal?”
The dial moved a little, but I didn’t hear the jackal say anything.
“Have you ever been confused with a dog?”
The dial moved a little and Zak nodded. I was definitely only listening to one half of the conversation. It was like when your friend is on a phone call with somebody but you can’t hear what the other person is saying.
“Do you know a buffalo?” Zak asked.
The dial moved a lot. If a moving dial meant the jackal was lying, then he was lying a whole lot about this one. Zak listened and asked his next question.
“Do you know where the Second Noble Truth is?”
Zak stared at the jackal, but the needle didn’t move.
“I said do you know where the Second Noble Truth is?”
Zak continued to stare intently at the jackal, its red eyes glaring back at him.
“Where is the Second Noble Truth?” Zak demanded.
That was when the jackal went bananas. He started jumping all over the place, yelping and barking. Zak tried to get the jackal under control, but he managed to wriggle right out of the elastic belt, sensors ripping off him as he bounded away. In an instant the jackal had disappeared through the hidden doorway and up the secret stairwell at the back of the cavern.
“Are we just going to let him go?”
“I don’t think it matters now, Zoe.”
“Why not?” I asked.
“He broke,” Zak said. “The jackal told me everything he knows.”
“Which is what?”
“Gangotri,” Zak said. “He said the Tiger Temple is at the source of the Ganges River in Gangotri.”
 
We may have known where the temple was, but getting there turned out to be harder than we thought. That was mostly because of Doormat. He had been acting strangely and now he wouldn’t fly. As Mr. Muk explained it, people weren’t the only ones who sometimes went through difficult times. It could happen to animals, too. Even magic carpets. Mr. Muk suggested we stop sitting on Doormat and instead let him try to nurse the rug back to health, as oftentimes a period of rest and some tender loving care were enough to snap even the most depressed magic carpet out of its funk.
Since Doormat wasn’t an option, we tried calling Alta, the flying elephant, but couldn’t reach her. That left the third and only option, which was that we hike to Gangotri. I thought Mr. Muk would make a good chaperone, but given Doormat’s condition, Mr. Muk suggested we talk to Mr. Crane. It turned out old Ichabod was up for a stroll in the hills. We met him in the quad that Friday afternoon. He looked like a little Swiss yodeler in his khaki shorts and green hiking cap.
“Wonderful bird,” Ichabod said, admiring Open Sesame, who sat patiently on Zak’s shoulder.
“Wonderful bird I am,” Open Sesame responded.
“Tallyho, then. Shall we?”
We tallyhoed. It was a beautiful day out, the sun still a good few hours away from setting. Open Sesame kept making cracks about Ichabod’s hat, so that kind of broke the ice. Later, Zak was followed by a train of ants, which meant he had to jump around and hit his heels a few times to avoid having them crawl all over him. I think he squished one, because he covered his ears once saying something about an ant screaming. It made me glad I hadn’t been the one to get the Creature Teacher power. It could be a heavy burden.
Ichabod generously shared his trail mix with us as we hiked. It was a delicious combination of nuts, dried fruit, and chocolate, but with each mouthful I felt more and more guilty because of what we had to do next. When we’d asked Ichabod to chaperone us, we hadn’t told him we were going all the way to Gangotri. The hiking plan we’d filed with the VanPeltsmans just showed a simple weekend trek to a nearby mountain called Nag Ribba. I hadn’t exactly wanted to lie to Ichabod, but when we reached the crossroads we needed to catch a bus. I wasn’t sure how we were going to break the news to him. Ideally, he would just fall asleep in the chai stall like he had the last time he chaperoned us. Of course, I didn’t hold out too much hope of that happening. Normal people did not fall asleep for two-day naps. My thoughts were interrupted by the low growl of an engine.
“Uh, Zoe?” Zak said.
I turned and saw what Zak was looking at. The bus. The trail we were on ran down to the road below us, and I could just make out the multicolored bus crawling up the switchback. The bus was early. Wow. This was awkward. I had hoped we’d at least have gotten to the tea stall before it rolled by. I had thought I’d have had time for the conversation with Ichabod about how Zak and I needed to take a little detour, and that it might be easier if he relaxed with a glass of chai while we were gone, but that wasn’t going to happen now. Zak and I both looked at the bus as it rattled up the hill toward us. Then we looked at Ichabod. We looked back at the bus.
“Oh, for heaven’s sake, children. Muk told me you needed to go out of bounds. Just watch yourselves.”
“You’re just going to let us go?” Zak said.
“Out of bounds. Out of bounds,” Open Sesame said.
“No. I’m not going to just let you go. I’m going to let you go because I trust Mr. Muk. Now, for heaven’s sake, leave. I’ll meet you back here at four o’clock on Sunday. If for some reason we miss each other, try me at the teachers cottages. We need to at least create the appearance of having trekked together.”
The bus was close now, big black clouds of smoke rising above it as it grunted its way up the hill. We moved to the side of the road so it wouldn’t run us over.
“Ichabod, I mean, Mr. Crane?”
“Yes?”
“Thank you.”
“You can thank me by being careful. Now go.”
The bus chugged slowly toward us up the steep hill. Both Zak and I knew what we had to do. We tightened our backpack straps one more time, and as the bus pulled past us, we ran behind it to jump on. It had a ladder on the back like all Indian buses, so I figured it would take one good sprint to hop on and we’d be home free. My legs were longer than Zak’s, though, so I thought I’d probably make it there first. But actually Open Sesame got there first. He fluttered off Zak’s shoulder and landed on the middle rung of the ladder.
“Run along. Run along.”
Both Zak and I were running as fast as we could.
“Open Sesame, shut your beak!” Zak yelled.
I didn’t blame him. Getting orders from a parrot was irritating. I ran and ran. Hopping on the back of the bus was proving more difficult than I had expected. The bus was going faster than I thought, and even though both Zak and I were running flat out, we weren’t getting much closer. It was probably because of the camping gear in our packs. It wasn’t exactly light.
“Open Sesame,” Zak gasped. “Fly to the driver. Ask him to slow down.”
“Fly to the driver.”
Open Sesame didn’t need to be told twice. He spread his wings and flapped around the side of the bus. A second after that we heard a screech of brakes and Sesame’s squawk.
“Slow down. Slow down.”
The bus slowed enough for me to leap onto the first rung of the metal ladder and start the climb up. I felt Zak jump onto the ladder behind me, and the bus jerked forward again. By that time we were already on the roof. There was a low guardrail surrounding the top of the roof, which Zak and I clipped our packs to. We found a safe place to sit and settled in. Finally, we were on our way.





 
 
 
 
 
 
 
FIFTEEN
HOLY HOLE IN THE ROAD
 
The bus wound its way slowly into the mountains. There weren’t many people up on the roof, but there were several sacks of rice and a big canvas tarp. The sacks of rice were fairly comfortable to use as backrests. We wrapped the stiff tarp around ourselves because as soon as the sun went down the air cooled off quickly. A couple of Himalayan griffons began to follow the bus. I loved the way the Himalayan griffons always found us when we were out on our own in the mountains. It made me feel like they were watching over us.
The night was inky black by the time the bus pulled into a tiny roadside village to stop for the night. Zak and I climbed off the bus’s roof to get something to eat. It was dark in the way it can only be in places without any electricity. The stars shone down vibrantly from above, the only other light provided by the occasional kerosene lantern hanging here and there in the town.
It didn’t take long to see that the village wasn’t much more than a few walas selling peanuts and samosas and plums. I didn’t really feel like having a peanut-samosa-plum dinner, so we kept walking until we came to a stall where a man was cooking up long curly noodles. I hadn’t expected to see noodles like that, but when the man turned, I understood. The bus had taken us far to the north, much closer to Tibet, and the man’s high cheekbones told me that he was Tibetan. Sometimes the behrajis served Tibetan noodles, which, of course, they ruined, but I figured Tibetan noodles, cooked by an actual Tibetan, might be good. Zak and I took a seat on the bench inside the stall and I spoke one of the few Hindi words I knew.
“Dho,” I said, pointing to the noodles.
It sounds like the “do” in doughnut, but dho means two in Hindi. The man understood. We exchanged a few rupees for two bowls of piping hot noodles, and even though I burned my tongue, they weren’t half bad. We had to eat them with our fingers because no one seemed to have any forks, but that didn’t make them any less tasty. Even Open Sesame seemed to enjoy the noodles, though I was happy to see he was pecking away at Zak’s bowl and not mine. Something about sharing my meal with a parrot was not appetizing to me.
It wasn’t as if we had a place to camp, so when we were finished eating we headed back up to the roof of the bus. Zak and I each had a foam camping mattress which we laid out up there before getting into our sleeping bags under the stars. When I looked into the northwestern sky, I could just make out the First Noble Truth that Alta the elephant had flown into place for us last semester. I stared at it for a while, feeling my eyelids grow heavy, and at some point I drifted off to sleep.
I awoke in the twilight to the vibration of the bus’s engine. When I looked up, I saw Zak was already awake, shivering in the cold as he rolled up his sleeping bag.
“Morning, Zoe,” Zak said to me. “You’re sure we stay on this bus, right?”
“Yeah, the number five,” I said. “Why?”
“Because we’re leaving the station.”
There was a bang on the side of the bus and the radio started wailing Hindi music. It was catchy but a little loud for five in the morning. The bus jerked forward and we were off. It wasn’t quite light yet, but I could already see there wasn’t a cloud in the sky. I knew things weren’t going to be quite the same as yesterday, because after about a hundred yards, the bus stopped at a bridge. The driver climbed out of his side window and stood on the windowsill.
I knew what he wanted. We needed to buy tickets. Zak handed the driver some money and the driver motioned us to the front of the roof. A few minutes later, a group of men arrived from down a trail and started loading the roof of the bus with wooden crates. They piled them so high that when we finally took off again, I was amazed we made it under the low girders of the bridge.
We drove along the twisting narrow road for what seemed like hours. The sun got higher in the sky, the enormous snowcapped Himalayas getting closer and closer. Zak pulled out his phone and started filming his VLOG.
“This is the Zak Attack, Gangotri edition. We’re riding through the hills on a pilgrimage to the holy source of the Ganges River in search of the elusive Tiger Temple. Will the Tiger Temple turn out to be the home of the mythical Tiger People? When did they live there? And will they ever return? These and other questions will be answered at the end of our long mountain bus ride . . . ”
“Uh, Zak?” I said quietly, straining my eyes as I looked ahead.
“ . . . a ride we wouldn’t have had to take if only we had a magic carpet.”
“Zak,” I said again. He didn’t respond, but I was sure of what I was looking at now. A chunk of the road was washed out ahead. It looked like a giant had taken a bite out of the slope. I don’t think the bus driver noticed, because he didn’t seem to have any intention of stopping.
“Zak out,” Zak muttered.
Zak slipped the phone back into his pocket. We had waited too long. It was too late to safely jump off now. All we could do was hope the driver knew what he was doing. I had just enough time to take a shallow breath as we sped over the gap in the road. I felt the bus tip a little, but we made it. I smiled up at the big Himalayan griffons circling above. They had our backs. Or at least I thought they did until they soared off in either direction.
“Holy India,” Zak said.
“Holy hole in the road,” I agreed.
There was a new gap in the road ahead of us. If you could call it a gap––really, there was no road ahead. None at all. A landslide had wiped it out. There was only a cliff where the road used to be, and still our driver showed no sign of slowing down.
“Zak? Should we?”
“Jump?” Zak said. “Where?”
“Anywhere but here.”
“Hold tight, Zoe. Give it a second . . . ”
The bus jerked like a bucking bronco and we both held on, dust billowing all around us. I heard a loud smash and glanced behind us. Two of the crates had toppled down. They slid toward us, one crate on our left and the other on our right. Zak and I scrunched together in the middle of the roof. The wooden crate on our right cartwheeled off the roof, flying over the front of the bus. The other balanced precariously as the bus screeched to a stop inches from the gap in the road.
“Has a second passed yet?” I asked.
The dust settled as the passengers exited the bus. Our bus wasn’t going any farther. There was no way. Not with the huge gap in the road in front of us.
“What now?” I said.
“Truck.”
Zak was right. I was only able to see it when I craned my neck around, but parked on the other side of the massive hole in the road was a large brightly decorated dump truck. The truck had garlands strung along its side, idols drawn on its doors, and a big painted wooden box on its roof. We unclipped our packs from the guardrail, and I followed Zak off the roof of the bus. What I couldn’t understand was why the dump truck on the other side of the gap was stopped too. I looked a little farther around the corner and saw the bridge.
The bridge was made of metal girders supporting a wooden deck. It was fairly long and spanned a very deep canyon. The problem was the landslide that had wiped out the road had been much larger than I had thought. The landslide had hit the bridge, too. Rock and sand had thundered down from the overhanging cliffs above. The sand was okay because it just kind of coated the bridge, but the giant rocks were another thing altogether. The boulders had fallen straight through, putting giant holes in the wooden decking of the bridge. I wasn’t sure when the landslide had happened, but the way the truck wala was still hanging out in front of his dump truck, I figured it couldn’t have been too long ago.
“What I wouldn’t do for a flying elephant right about now,” Zak said.
“We could always wait here.”
“Forever,” Zak said.
The truck wala shook his head. He got back into the cab of his truck and started his engine.
“He’s going to go for it,” Zak said.
“No, he won’t.”
“Yes, he will. Let’s hitch a ride.”
Zak hung out his thumb so the driver could see him in his big mirror.
“Are you crazy? I’m not hitchhiking. Especially not over that bridge.”
Zak looked up at the loose rocks on the surrounding cliffside. “It’s safer than waiting here,” he said.
Some loose shale that clung to the cliffside was all that remained of where the road had been. Zak pulled on his pack and began to scramble over the loose rock. I followed him. Rocks fell down the embankment, but we made it to the other side of the rubble just as the truck was pulling out. Zak hopped onto the bent bumper on the back of the truck, Open Sesame fluttering over to join him.
“You know this is nuts, right?”
“Do you have a better idea?” Zak asked.
“Yeah. Pretty much anything is a better idea than getting on that truck.”
The truck inched slowly ahead, Zak hanging off the back bumper.
“Okay, Zoe. I didn’t want to do this.”
Zak pulled up the bottom of his shirt. He had black stripes on his stomach now. I felt my heart sink. You know when you know something is a bad idea, but you do it anyway? I knew jumping on the back of that dump truck was a bad idea. But I did it. I did it because Zak’s time was running out.
 
We climbed forward through the bed of the dump truck and up a ladder on the back of the cab. That put us into the painted wooden box on top of the roof. The driver stuck his thumb out the window and gave us the thumbs-up. At least he was confident. From up in the box, I could see that the holes in the deck of the bridge were almost big enough for the truck to fall through.
CREAK . . . 
The wooden boards moaned in protest as we rolled onto the bridge. So far, so good. The bridge was long, but it wasn’t that long. If we could just roll gently across it, we’d be on our way. But then a rock fell. No, make that a boulder. It hit the iron girder above before landing on the deck of the bridge behind us. The whole bridge shook with the impact. The boulder didn’t go through the deck, but it did block the truck’s way back. It must have scared the driver, because he put the pedal to the metal. We hung on tightly as the truck lurched ahead, and then we skidded to a stopped as quickly as we had started. It took me a moment to see why. There was a giant hole in the bridge. There was no way the truck could cross. The driver got out.
“Uh, Zoe?”
More rocks tumbled from the cliffside above. This was not looking good. A second boulder hit one of the bridge’s metal girders with an enormous crash. The impact was so loud that my ears ached. The whole bridge shook. And then our driver ran back the way we had come.
“Zoe?” Zak said again.
“Way ahead of you.”
“Way ahead of you,” Open Sesame squawked.
We swung ourselves down out of the box, stepping first onto the open driver’s door, and then jumping to the deck of the bridge below. It was looking good. In fact, I was confident we had time to get back to where we had started. But then I saw the side of the cliff above us let go. There’s no other way to describe it. The whole mountain just came rushing down.
“Run!” I yelled.
It was a long bridge and there was no way across the gap, so we ran back the way we had come as fast as our legs would carry us. Sure, we had to jump a couple of times to avoid the holes in the decking of the bridge, but we were making good progress. Then I felt the massive landslide hit the same end of the bridge we were running toward.
The bridge rumbled and shook and we both fell down. But the bridge must have been solidly built because it didn’t break. Peering through the cracks in the wooden deck, I could see the river sloshing below us. Then I heard a horrible creak and felt the pressure in my head build. Which was about when the bridge came undone. The end of the bridge that had been connected to the side of the mountain we had just come from swung down like a crazy teeter totter. We were left scrabbling to hold on for dear life.
Zak didn’t waste a single second. He grabbed onto a piece of decking with one hand while cracking Stryker with the other. Fortunately Stryker was no slouch. He found a girder to wrap himself around. I felt my fingers beginning to lose their grip on the rough wooden deck, and I reached across to grab onto Stryker, too. The pressure in my head was so intense I couldn’t even feel the strain in my arms. I could, however, see that the dump truck had started rolling down the bridge toward us. I don’t know why there was a delay. I suppose it took a while for the brakes to fail, but once the truck started it wouldn’t stop. There was no escape. We were about to be squashed by the truck’s massive tires. It gathering speed as it rolled our way, moving faster and faster and . . . 
Boom! I felt the pressure release from my head.
Maybe the archery training had helped a little, because I hit the truck with my yogi blast. But I think I hit it too hard. The truck blew straight up into the air. We held onto Stryker to keep us from sliding down the steep slope of the broken bridge as the truck rocketed up into the sky. It was like watching a train wreck. Or in this case, a truck wreck. I watched as it went up, up, up, until it got really small, and then, when the truck reached its highest point, it started falling back down.
I heard a thunderous creak. Metal groaned and buckled and we fell forward as the whole bridge swung toward the cliff on the other side of the canyon like a giant pendulum.
“You bring the tusk?” I asked.
“No. Why?”
“Because we really could use a flying elephant right about now!”
I felt the pressure in my head build again, but I didn’t think I’d be able to yoginate anything, I just couldn’t concentrate. And the stupid truck was heading down, straight for us, blotting out the sun.
“Let go!” Open Sesame squawked. “Let go!”
Sometimes, like when you’ve got a fifty-ton dump truck about to land on your head, you’ve just got to listen to the bird.
We let go.
Zak unclenched Stryker and we just went for it, sliding down the nearly vertical deck of the bridge. Of course, the truck kept coming. I guess the bridge must have continued its swing toward the other side of the canyon, because the truck missed us, but barely. I felt its big wheels fly past my ears. A moment after that we ran out of bridge.
Zak and I plunged through the air. I tried to yoginate up a Bubble Shield to protect us from the impact, but my sheer terror wouldn’t allow me to focus. Instead I found myself wondering if Zak could use his Creature Teacher power to attract about a million soft cuddly ducklings for us to land on. Sure, a couple might get squished, but at that point I didn’t care. I just wanted to land safely. But we didn’t hit ducklings. We hit dirt.
I landed in the dirt feetfirst and tumbled head over heels. I ended up on my back. Right on my backpack. But I’m not the kind of person who likes to do things halfway. Because the ordeal wasn’t over yet. I felt the pressure beginning to let up in my head, but I also found myself sliding down the steep gravel slope.
“Dirt luge!” I heard Zak yell.
Zak tobogganed down the steep gravel-and-shale slope on his backpack. You had to hold your legs way up in the air to get your weight onto your back, but then it wasn’t half bad. I felt like a turtle sliding on its shell. We went faster and faster and just when it felt like the ride wouldn’t end, we hit the river below with a giant splash. My feet and legs got soaked, but I managed to climb back onto the dirt pile to catch my breath. The bridge was a mess of tangled metal and wood hanging off the cliffside. Meanwhile, the dump truck stood straight up in the middle of the river, its nose pointed skyward, wheels slowly spinning. Open Sesame landed beside us in a flutter of feathers and Zak turned my way.
“Zoe, the next time I say we should hitchhike?”
“Yeah, Zak?”
“Let’s not.”





 
 
 
 
 
 
 
SIXTEEN
TAKE ME TO THE RIVER
 
We had no other way of getting to Gangotri, so we walked. I knew if we just followed the river, we’d eventually get to where we needed to go. The problem was the big boulders lining the banks of the river were slippery, so we didn’t make very good progress. Zak suggested we try the water shoes. I liked my water shoes as much as the next girl, but I didn’t think they’d work. Have you ever run up an escalator that’s going down? I figured wearing my water shoes on the river would be like that. We’d be walking against the current so at best we’d stay in place. Zak was keen to try, though, so we pulled on the tight-fitting shoes.
It was exactly as I had suspected. We could walk up the river but it was like walking on a spongy treadmill. We had to walk quickly even to make it a few feet ahead, and it didn’t help that the surface of the river was so unstable. I was about to give up when I discovered something that changed everything. It happened by accident. I was trying to climb the rapids between a couple of giant boulders when I fell backward a little and tapped my heel. When I started up the whitewater slope again, the surface of the river felt like it had stopped moving. I could see that the river continued to flow beneath the surface, but the part of the river that my water shoes touched stayed still.
I stood right above the rapids just to be sure. I was right. Since I’d tapped my heels, I could stand in one place without being swept down the river. If one tap could do that, I decided to see what two taps would do. I tapped my heels down on the river again and the white water felt firmer. What the heck, I tapped my heels for a third time and the white water became springy. I started to walk upriver. It was much easier. I felt the urge to run.
“Zak, check this out!” I yelled behind me.
Zak was still downriver struggling up the rapids, but since I’d tapped my heels, it felt as if I was wearing bionic springs in my feet. I decided to take a little leap. Holy India. From the moment I jumped I could tell it was no normal jump. The surface of the river had become so springy it was like jumping on the moon. I flew through the air at least fifteen feet before I landed. I bounced again . . . 
“Sweet! What did you do?”
“I just tapped my heels,” I yelled back at Zak.
“And then what happened?”
“This.”
I tapped my heels again as I came down from my second bounce. Then I made two tiny bounces before launching into a super jump. I got big air. I figured I was at least ten feet off the ground. However high I was, it must have been impressive, because Zak was speechless. He tapped his own heels and took a running leap.
“MEGA!” Zak went flying through the air. “This river’s a giant trampoline,” he called out.
Zak took another running leap, narrowly missing a boulder when he landed. He bounced away and leaped again. We did that for the rest of the morning. The water always felt spongier when we landed on rapids or where it was deeper, and springier in the shallows, but overall we made good time. Eventually, the river got narrower and rockier as we passed through a huge gorge. I noticed the water was getting cooler on the bottom of my feet, and soon a school of speckled fish started following Zak. They leaped out of the water just as he did, splashing down as he landed and leaping again. Open Sesame seemed fascinated.
“Look at the fish. Look at the fish,” Open Sesame cawed.
“Nice fish,” I said.
“Look at the temple. Look at the temple.”
“You mean fish, Open Sesame.”
“Look at the temple,” Open Sesame repeated.
I looked around as I bounced. I saw the riverbed and the giant snowcapped peaks rising ahead of us, but no temple.
“No way,” Zak said as he landed.
“What?”
“That temple is wicked.”
I leaped up again. I saw the riverbank and a stray jumping fish. I even saw what I was sure was a column of wispy smoke in the distance, but no temple.
“That temple is wicked,” Open Sesame squawked.
I leaped up for a third time and still saw nothing but blue sky.
“What temple?” I finally blurted out, annoyed.
We were going to Gangotri. Gangotri was a small village. The Tiger Temple was in that village, not in the middle of nowhere.
“That temple. That temple,” Open Sesame squawked.
As I bounced I tried to think of something witty to say to the parrot, like no temple, no temple. But then I saw it. It was only for an instant, but I saw the temple.
“Did you see that?” I asked Zak.
“What do you think we’ve been talking about?”
I saw the temple again as it shimmered into existence before us. It looked like a mirage, but we were in the mountains, not the desert. The temple took form from the mist and then became more and more solid. I couldn’t really tell how old it was; heck, I couldn’t even be sure it was really there, because before I could get a good look, it faded away again. But the closer we got, the longer the temple seemed to stay in place.
When the temple appeared again, I saw it had a tower on each corner. It was in the Mughal style, just like the Taj Mahal, but instead of marble, it was made of carved wood and constructed on pylons directly above the river. Zak and I water-jumped upriver until we were at the temple’s entrance. Even though it was shrouded in a deep mist, the temple seemed more solid than it had appeared from a distance. Its high wooden doors were carved with a lotus flower like the one we had seen at Chanda Chanda’s Amba Emporium. There was a giant knocker on the door in the shape of a brass tiger head. When I swung the knocker, a dull thud echoed through the air, and the door creaked slowly open.
“Parrots first,” Zak said.
“Parrots first,” Open Sesame repeated.
Open Sesame fluttered in, Zak and I behind him. I could see the swirling river water through the wide cracks in the floorboards. I smelled a perfumy scent. It was the same aftershave cologne I had smelled at Chanda Chanda’s. That wasn’t the only thing that was the same. There was a lotus flower shaped stone fountain in the middle of the temple. A wooden pillar partially blocked my view, so I couldn’t be certain, but I thought I saw a shadowy form jump into the fountain.
“Zak . . . ” I muttered.
My spots glowed brightly. I blinked and when I looked again, I was just looking at the stone fountain, water gurgling gently out of it.
“Yeah, Zoe?”
“Do you think it’s weird that these fountains seem to be following us around?”
“I think we’re way past weird.”
Open Sesame fluttered his wings and flew up into the vaulted ceiling. The ceiling was very high and an iron chandelier in the shape of a lotus flower hung from the highest point. Open Sesame perched on the chandelier, causing it to swing just a little. Floating just below the chandelier was a bubble with a tiger-striped flame burning inside.
“There’s our buddy the bubble,” Zak said quietly.
The temple was empty except for the fountain and the chandelier. I reached into my backpack and pulled Durga’s sextant out of the side pouch. I peered through the eyepiece, but the sextant didn’t glow or send out a beam of light. It didn’t do anything at all.
“Do you think this is the Tiger Temple?” I asked Zak.
“All I know is the jackal said it was up this river.”
I looked around the temple. It was as empty and dusty as it had been at first glance. I did notice one thing: Initials. On the wooden floorboard beside the fountain, more Hindi initials had been carved into the wood.
“Zak, do you recognize these initials? They’re the same as the ones at Chanda Chanda’s.”
“They are a great evil,” a cracked voice said.
Zak and I both looked up at the same time. The voice belonged to a man with long white hair and a forehead that was painted red. He walked with a bent stick for a cane and wore a red scarf around his neck. His face was lined and his lips were cracked and there were exactly three yellowed teeth left in his mouth. The man looked somehow familiar, though I couldn’t place him.
“Namaste, ji,” I said.
“Namaste,” the old man replied.
“We’re looking for the Tiger Temple in Gangotri.”
“This is the Tiger Temple in Gangotri.”
“But I thought there was supposed to be a village here,” I said.
“There is a village.”
“I don’t see a village,” I said.
“The temple was moved.”
“Recently?” Zak asked.
“Every day.”
“Why?” I asked.
“Because the temple is not here.”
I felt myself spiraling. I knew the important thing was to find out who the old man was and what he was doing there, but I had this major logic problem to deal with. After all, the temple was clearly there. It was all around us.
“The temple is not here,” Open Sesame squawked.
“But it is here,” I said. “We’re standing in it.”
“Are you?” the old man asked.
I wasn’t sure what to say to that. I was certain we were standing there. Of course, the temple had been almost invisible, shimmering in and out of view when we first saw it. I studied the man carefully as he bent over, leaning on his cane.
“Do you not recognize me?” the old man said in a surprisingly strong voice.
Both Zak and I shared a look. “No,” we both said.
Then the man stood up and removed his scarf. He had tiger stripes around his neck, tiger stripes reaching all the way up to his ears. Now we knew who he was. He looked a lot older than he had before, and he wasn’t wearing a hat, but both Zak and I recognized him at the same time.
“You’re that guy from Bhutan,” Zak said. “The guy who threw me the rock.”
“Very good,” the old man said. “The Tiger Temple is not here, because the Tiger People are not here.”
“The temple is here,” I said.
“It is not,” the man said.
“Then where am I standing?!” Zak yelled.
“In the mist of your own mind,” the old man said calmly.
The man smiled. It was a watery smile, almost as though his face was turning to liquid. And then his face really did turn to liquid. His whole head turned to water. His neck and arms turned to water, followed by the rest of his body and at the same time the man started to grow. It was as if I was looking at a raging river, but it was a man. Both Zak and I took a step back. Even Open Sesame was silent.
As the man grew, the temple walls turned to water and grew around him, getting higher and higher until finally we were looking up at a giant watery man.
“You’re tall,” I finally said.
“At least you probably don’t get thirsty,” Zak added. “When you work out and everything.”
It was a dumb thing to say. But even though I didn’t think the guy was going to drink himself, I understood where Zak was coming from. Staring up at the water man was weird. We could almost see straight through him. We could see through the temple walls as well now. I saw a rock cliff behind us. It was as if we were outside. I wasn’t sure if we should make a run for it. The water man cleared his throat, buckets of water falling from his mouth and soaking us as he did.
“The jackal will lie. The jackal will cheat. But the truth you seek is at the feet.”
As he said it I looked down. We were still wearing our water shoes, which was lucky, because as far as I could tell, the floor of the temple had transformed completely. We were standing on the river and the water man’s giant feet reached down all the way to the rocky riverbed, eels swimming between his giant water toes. It was strange that we could see the outline of his water feet in the river, but we could. No exaggeration, the guy was over five stories tall now. His feet were the size of my mom’s Volkswagen.
“Free the Tiger People, Zak Merril. Free them before their flame burns too low.”
The water man kicked. I had never been kicked by a giant water foot before. If I were to guess, it was a lot like surfing, which was another thing I’d never tried before, and probably wouldn’t have attempted while wearing a backpack, but hey, you can’t always choose.
“Whoo-hoo!” Zak bellowed.
I guess Zak didn’t mind being blasted through the watery walls of the temple. I, however, was a little annoyed. I mean, we had come a long way to get here. We had been sent here by Durga herself. And now we’d been kicked out? By a giant water foot? It was a bit rude. None of that really mattered now, though, as we blasted through the icy cold water wall of the temple. Flying through the water wall was like taking a shower and swimming at the same time. I got really wet, but it didn’t last long, mostly because I was still on my feet, the giant wave cresting behind me.
“Wet feathers. Wet feathers,” Open Sesame squawked.
Thank goodness for water shoes. They kept us standing on both feet as well as any surfboard.
“Shred it, Zoe!”
Zak really seemed to be getting the hang of water-shoeing. He carved in front of me, dropping his left arm and hanging it in the water like he was a real surfer. Me, I was more practical. We were riding a giant wave. It rose at least twenty feet above us, just about to curl right over our heads. We were on a river. There were rocks. When was the wave going to break? What would happen to us? Would we go flying? Riding a river wave was stressful. Zak, however, didn’t seem terribly worried.
“Sick!” Zak yelled.
“Zak! Take it easy,” I said, my legs wobbling beneath me. “We can’t surf this wave forever!”
As the river grew narrower, the wave crested higher, a tube forming above our heads. Mist and splashing water rose on either side of us.
“Why not?” Zak asked.
I bent my knees a little. I had to admit, once you got over being kicked in the butt by a giant water foot, water-shoe surfing was kind of fun. My legs even got a little less wobbly. I crouched down, my right foot ahead of my left, and started to get into it. The wave felt like a monster behind me, but a nice monster.
We rode that wave for what seemed like forever. We surfed past cliffs and waterfalls. We surfed past the collapsed bridge and the crashed truck. We even surfed past the roadside village where we had spent the night. The farther we went, the more confident I felt. At one point, the wave crested over me and I found myself surfing inside a tube of water. It was strangely peaceful inside the tube, afternoon sunlight filtering through the green river water above me. I had heard surfing could be like that––a serene sport where you could have a near perfect moment. Of course, perfect moments don’t last forever.
“The Creature Teacher rules!” Zak yelled, cutting in front of me.
“Gnarly wave. Gnarly wave,” Open Sesame squawked.
And that was when we wiped out. I don’t know whose fault it was, mine or Zak’s, but what does it matter? Zak zigged when I zagged. We flew into each other and the wave broke over us. Fortunately, the river was deep where we wiped out. The water shoes held us up by our ankles as we bobbed along. I was still wearing my backpack and I had to really crunch my stomach muscles, but I was able to pull myself back up to my feet. I gave Zak a hand up. By that point the wave had long passed.
“Cold water. Cold water,” Open Sesame said as he shook himself out.
We were stuck in the middle of nowhere, the river flowing normally again. I wasn’t in the mood for jumping, so we walked on the river. Since we didn’t click our heels to stop the water, it felt like one of those long people mover things they have at airports.
“What do you think the water guy meant when he said the temple wasn’t there?” I asked.
“I have no idea, but remember Chanda Chanda’s? It kind of did that, too. Sort of faded in and out.”
Zak was right. When we had looked down at Chanda Chanda’s that first time it did seem to fade in and out. At first I thought it was just me because I’d almost gotten run over by a bus. But looking back on it, there was no denying that Chanda Chanda’s shimmered.
“Do you ever want to just go back to where everything is normal?” I asked. “Normal school in a normal place where we could live a normal life?”
“Sometimes.” Zak smiled. “But then something happens that makes me realize all over again just how cool it is here.”
“Like what?”
“Like remember what else the water man said?”
“The part about the temple being moved?”
“The part about the truth we seek being at our feet,” Zak said. 
I stopped walking and looked down at the water bubbling around us.
“The jackal will lie. The jackal will cheat. But the truth you seek is at the feet. Get it?” Zak said. “I thought he told the truth, but the jackal lied to us to get us off the scent. Think about where we just were. Where would it be if it was a person?”
“Gangotri? It would be the head of the river, which means . . . oh, my gosh, Zak.”
“Exactly. If Gangotri is the river’s head, then the Sundarbans are its feet.”
“What now?” I said.
“Now we’ve just got to figure out how to get there.”





 
 
 
 
 
 
 
SEVENTEEN
LOCKDOWN
 
I knew we wouldn’t be walking to the Sundarbans. Or water-jumping. Or taking a bus. The Sundarbans were far. Really far. Hopefully Doormat would be well enough to fly. He was our best shot of getting there. With that thought in mind, we made our way back to the crossroads. It was a long walk, and when we finally arrived, I was surprised to see Ichabod snoozing in the corner of the chai stall. I was even more surprised to see Mr. Muk.
“Mr. Muk. What are you and Mr. Crane doing here?”
“Ssh,” Mr. Muk said, pointing at Ichabod. “It is important that he sleep. Word of your truck accident spread. Mr. Crane and I both came in the event that one of us had to return to get you help.”
“We figured it out,” I said.
We told Mr. Muk about the Sundarbans. He was quiet for a long time.
“What’s wrong?” I asked.
“The Sundarbans are the largest mangrove forest in the world. They are dangerous. I fear for your safety.”
“But, Mr. Muk. We’ve gone places that aren’t safe before.”
“Yes. But none like this. The end of the river is very different from its source. Just as there is a magnetic north and south pole, the river Ganges has a polarity of its own. Zak’s power is untested. It may work differently there.”
“What about my powers?”
“Your focus may be affected. You must be careful.”
I thought about how even when we were careful, things sometimes didn’t work out so well. Then I considered our immediate problem––how to get to the Sundarbans.
“How’s Doormat?” I asked.
“He is very fond of lemon chai.”
“He doesn’t have a mouth,” Zak said.
“One pours it on him. I do believe he is feeling better.”
“You spilled tea on him and he’s feeling better?”
“Not just the tea. I massaged him with my feet as well.”
“So you spilled tea on him and gave him a foot massage?”
“All living things require love, Zak.”
I heard a snort and Ichabod awoke with a start. I could tell Zak was as confused by Ichabod’s sleeping jags as I was.
“Zoe, Zak,” Ichabod said. “I trust your journey was successful?”
“Well, it was wet,” I said.
“Life can be like that,” Ichabod said. “Sometimes you walk in the sun. Sometimes you walk in the rain. On occasion you do both at the same time. Shall we, then?”
“Tallyho,” Zak said with a smile.
“Tallyho,” Ichabod replied.
 
It didn’t take long to hike back to Moonstock. Zak and I both agreed the best thing to do was to go to Mr. Muk’s cottage to see if Doormat was well enough to fly, but first we decided to make a quick detour to the Ridge to grab the tusk. If the Sundarbans were as dangerous as Mr. Muk had said, it probably wouldn’t hurt to bring it along in case we needed backup.
By the time we parted ways with Ichabod and Mr. Muk, both Zak and I were feeling good. Then we got to the Ridge. We snuck in the back entrance so we could avoid signing in, but it looked like the whole place had gone crazy while we were gone. Windows were broken, and shirts and pants and half-eaten chocolate bars were strewn around the halls. Students ran around frantically and some were even crying.
“What happened?” Zak asked a passing kid. “Did Bigfoot get loose?”
“Not Bigfoot,” the kid said. “A crazy dog. It was going from room to room, jumping through windows and taking everyone’s stuff. I don’t even think it was a dog. It had yellowish fur and these red eyes. It looked like some kind of killer wolf or something.”
The jackal. I knew we should have chased after him when he escaped. Now he was up to no good.
“It stole my watch,” Lany Speil said.
“It stole from me too,” Anita said. “It took the bracelet my grandmother gave me.”
Amanda Mean stormed down the hall.
“It stole my locket!”
I tried to keep a straight face, but even though I knew it was wrong, a little part of me––okay, maybe a big part––was secretly happy about that one. Before I had even wiped the look off my face, Vijay strode down the stairs. He held half a flip-flop in the air. The back heel had a big bite out of it and Vijay was mad.
“This is unacceptable,” Vijay screamed.
The VanPeltsmans arrived almost instantly. Mrs. VanPeltsman came down the stairs and Mr. VanPeltsman came out of the office. Darn. Now they were going to see us and they’d know we were back from our hike.
“My flip-flop has been bitten,” Vijay said. “I want you to catch the creature that has done this!”
“My locket was stolen,” Amanda Mean said. “What are you going to do about that?”
Now normally, you couldn’t talk to the VanPelstmans like that, because if you did, you’d get demerit points thrown back at you quicker than the words could come out of your mouth. But these weren’t normal times. One look at the worried expressions on the VanPeltsmans’ faces was all it took to understand that. There was a long moment where nothing was said, and then Mr. VanPeltsman sighed.
“Lock down the dorm,” he said.
 
Lockdown was not something you wanted to happen. This really annoying bell rang as the guard-monkeys ran up from their dens and closed off the entrances and exits to the Ridge with these giant iron gates. At that point, Zak and I were completely stuck. The bell continued to ring as we were all sent to our rooms, windows banging closed and doors slamming shut. If that wasn’t enough, extra guard-monkeys were called in as reinforcements. The guard-parrots were at it, too. They flapped their wings up and down the halls, taking their stations. Whatever the jackal had been trying to do, the VanPeltsmans were taking it very seriously.
It was late Saturday afternoon when the lockdown was called and it lasted through the night and most of Sunday. Jill and I talked for a while, and after that I decided to organize my stuff to take my mind off things. The lousy thing was that after going through both sock drawers, I couldn’t find my camera. Not just my camera––I couldn’t find my snow globe, either. I reached for the vase of bluebells and stared at them instead. I must have said Sundarbans quietly to myself about a million times because I was so desperate to get there. Being locked up was driving me crazy.
Meals were brought to our rooms on metal trays. I’d never been to jail, but I bet being in lockdown was close. We weren’t allowed out unless we had to go to the bathroom, and to do that we had to knock loudly on our door for Mrs. VanPeltsman to escort us down. I’d never tried to pee with Mrs. VanPeltsman staring down the stall door, and believe me, it wasn’t fun. Anyhow, the VanPeltsmans were looking for the jackal and eventually they searched every room.
I, for one, didn’t think they’d catch the jackal so easily and I was right. In the end, they didn’t catch anything except for a bad case of whiny students. I didn’t really blame them for locking us down, though. I mean, they had to do something, right? Still, when the bell rang late Sunday afternoon and the VanPeltsmans began letting us out, nobody could believe we had been locked away like that.
When they released us, the first thing I did was look for Zak. I found him in the common room. The lockdown was over and that meant the Sundarbans were on. If Doormat was feeling better, we might even be able to leave that afternoon and get back before school the next day with no one the wiser. At least that was the plan. Then we ran into our first problem. Well, problem is putting it mildly. I had noticed Zak was scratching himself. He had been for a few days. But I could tell the itching was getting worse.
“Zak, are you okay?”
“Yeah, just a little itchy.”
He started scratching himself crazily.
“You need to see the doctor. Maybe she can help.”
“I don’t think so, Zoe.”
Zak pulled down the front of his shirt. Zak’s tiger stripes had spread. Now they went all the way up to the base of his neck.
“We need to get Doormat and get out of here,” I said.
“What if he doesn’t want to go?”
“Then we’ll have to find another way.”
But my plan was derailed before I’d even fully formed it because when we walked back up from the common room we ran into a bunch of kids. There was some kind of gathering in the hall, which in and of itself wasn’t peculiar, except that everyone was so quiet. There was barely a murmur. I couldn’t even see what everybody was looking at, though I did notice Mr. VanPeltsman was at the center of the crowd. After a moment, I heard a voice. It belonged to Vijay.
“I’m not accusing anyone. But I do find it strange.”
“Find what strange?” Zak said from behind me.
As soon as the words came out of Zak’s mouth, the crowd parted. Mr. VanPeltsman and Vijay were standing over a trunk in the middle of the corridor. Zak’s trunk. It was obvious it was Zak’s because his name was written in big black letters across the lid. Mr. VanPeltsman held a giant pair of bolt cutters in his hand.
“Is this your trunk, Zak?”
Zak checked it out. “Unless there’s another Zak Merril I don’t know about,” he said.
“Do you have the key for the padlock?”
I stared at the padlock through the crowd. It looked more gold than the brassy color I remembered Zak’s padlock being, but not really. I mean, who notices padlocks? Zak patted his pockets.
“Um, not on me.”
“Never mind, then.”
Mr. VanPeltsman opened up the sharp jaws of his bolt cutters.
“Hey. I can go get it.”
Too late. Snap. Vijay gloated just a little as Mr. VanPeltsman swung open the lid to Zak’s trunk. I recognized it as the trunk he kept his clothes in, not the bigger one that he used to store his camping supplies and food and stuff like that. But there were no clothes in the trunk anymore. I was standing on my tippy-toes, looking over everybody’s shoulders, but I didn’t see a shred of clothing. What I saw was stuff. Stolen stuff.
“Hey! That’s my locket,” Amanda Mean said.
“Those are my binoculars,” another kid said.
“That’s my camera,” I said.
I regretted what I’d said instantly. I wanted to take my words back because I knew I wasn’t exactly helping Zak’s cause. But it was my camera. The same camera that I’d carried around my neck when we were trying to get a picture of the Ghost Leopard. Maybe I’d left it in my locker up at school, but I’d never lent it to Zak. What was it doing in his trunk? It made no sense.
“That’s all our stuff,” I heard somebody say. “He stole it.”
“Zak,” Mr. VanPeltsman said. “Do you have anything to say for yourself?”
“Yeah,” Zak said. “I didn’t steal anybody’s stuff.”
“Liar,” Amanda Mean yelled. “If you didn’t take it, what’s it doing in your trunk?”
“I don’t know, okay?” Zak said.
But it wasn’t okay. A lot of people started yelling and the ones that weren’t yelling glared at Zak. In fact, the only person who looked even vaguely happy was Vijay. That didn’t sit well with me, but the bigger problem was how to help Zak. He wasn’t even allowed to go to his room. Mr. VanPeltsman led him to the office. It seemed as if the whole dorm wanted to follow him in there, but Mr. VanPeltsman closed the door behind them. A moment later, Mrs. VanPeltsman stepped out the door of their apartment.
“Nothing to see here. Everybody to the dining hall.”
I just stood there. I knew I needed to do something. I just didn’t know what.
“Mrs. VanPeltsman, Zak didn’t do it,” I said.
“Everybody to the dining hall. That means you, too, Zoe.”
I felt totally lost. A thousand thoughts rushed through my head. I knew Zak hadn’t stolen anything, not just because it was Zak and I trusted him, but because I had been with him when everyone’s stuff was taken. Last time I checked, he could fly on a magic carpet and talk to animals, but he couldn’t be two places at once. But the question was, what had happened? How did all that stolen stuff get into Zak’s trunk? Did the jackal put it there? Maybe. But then how did he lock the padlock? With his tongue? I didn’t think so. Vijay’s grin had said it all. I had no doubt Vijay was behind the stolen stuff. What I didn’t know was how to prove it.
 
Dinner was a muted affair, mostly because I was worried about Zak. The first thing I needed to do was clear his name. I thought it would be fairly easy. I just needed to get word to Mr. Muk and he could vouch for the fact that Zak couldn’t have taken the stuff, because we were out hiking when everything had happened. Security was still tight around the Ridge, so after dinner I sent Open Sesame up to the teachers cottages. Within twenty minutes, Open Sesame had flown back to the common room where I sat with Jill and Tuk.
“Muk not there. Muk not there,” Open Sesame squawked.
“What about Ichabod?”
“No Ichabod. No Ichabod.”
Darn. Where were they? Mr. Muk and Ichabod would have been an easy solution to Zak’s problem, but with neither of them around, things were much more complicated. Jill and Tuk had been very patient up to that point, but I realized I was going to have to fill them in on everything.
“Zak didn’t steal that stuff,” I said.
“Obviously,” Tuk said. “You guys weren’t even here when it happened.”
“I don’t get why you don’t tell the VanPeltsmans that,” Jill said. “They’ll check the sign-in book and Zak will be home free.”
“Yeah, about that . . . ”
Jill read my expression. I didn’t need to tell her what had happened.
“Oh, no, are you serious?” Jill said. “You didn’t sign in?”
“We weren’t exactly planning to stay,” I said.
“So there’s no record of when you got back to the Ridge?”
“Nope.”
“Bummer,” Jill said.
“Do we even know where they’re keeping Zak?” I asked.
“The VanPeltsmans have this room a few floors above their apartment, where they keep kids when something serious happens,” Tuk said. “From what I hear, room is a bit of a stretch. It’s more like a jail cell really. The only way in is a big double-locked, iron-banded wooden door. There’s one tiny window to let light in.”
“That sounds horrible,” I said.
“It’s not exactly five-star,” Tuk admitted.
“How long do you think they’ll keep him in there?”
“I don’t know. This kind of offense is serious. I heard from a junior about a kid who was caught stealing two years ago and the VanPeltsmans kept him up there until his parents could come get him. They were overseas at the time. By the time they arrived it was ten days later.”
“Ten days?”
“Yup.”
“What’s wrong, Zoe?” Jill asked.
I didn’t know what to say. I mean, I knew what to say, I just didn’t know if I should say it.
“Zak hasn’t got ten days,” I blurted out.
“Why not?” Tuk asked.
“Remember how he got sick on the island?”
“Didn’t you guys find a way to cure him when we went to Chanda Chanda’s?” Tuk asked.
“No. He’s still sick and I have this really bad feeling about what might happen,” I said.
“What kind of bad feeling?” Jill asked.
I hesitated. I didn’t want to say it, but I did.
“If we can’t get him out of there, I think Zak is going to die.”
The word “die” fell off my tongue like a load of bricks. I didn’t have proof, but I had to tell Jill and Tuk just how serious the situation was.
“You mean die as in be really bummed out he missed the Science Fair?” Jill asked hopefully.
“No. I mean die as in he won’t be alive anymore.”
My words just hung there.
“I was worried that’s what you meant,” Jill finally said.
“Well, we can’t let that happen, can we?” Tuk said.
“So what do we do? Wait for Mr. Muk or Ichabod to get back? Kidnap Vijay and force him to admit what he did?” I said.
“Nah, too risky to wait and too messy to kidnap Vijay,” Tuk replied.
“So?” Jill said.
“So, time for Plan B,” Tuk said.
“What’s Plan B?” I asked.
“We break Zak out,” Tuk said with smile.





 
 
 
 
 
 
 
EIGHTEEN
NO BIRD LEFT BEHIND
 
The next day we learned both Mr. Muk and Ichabod had been called away from Moonstock on personal business. I found the timing strange, so I took it upon myself to check both Mr. Muk’s office and his cottage to ensure nothing out of the ordinary was going on. Though I didn’t find anything weird, I did take the opportunity to grab Doormat, who lay unrolled in front of the fireplace.
Since Mr. Muk and Ichabod were still AWOL that meant Plan B was a go, and let me say, I now knew that Jill and Tuk were the best friends in the world. They were risking a lot, like expulsion, to help us. Plan B, as Tuk explained it, went like this. The VanPeltsmans were keeping Zak in what everybody called the Tower. The Tower had originally been built as a kind of lookout. Now it was where they put kids who had to meet with the disciplinary committee, which was a group of teachers who would vote on what happened when someone broke the rules.
Like Tuk had said, the room at the top of the Tower was no more than a cell. It had a bed, a stone floor, four walls, and not much else. The window had a wooden shutter on it. There was no glass, but the good thing was there were no bars, either. There were no bars because it was a such long way down out the window, but also because of Squawker the guard-parrot.
As Tuk told it, Squawker wasn’t only the loudest, meanest guard-parrot in the Ridge. He was also Guardian of the Tower. Everybody who had ever been in the VanPeltsmans’ apartment knew that in addition to his roost in the office, Squawker also had a perch beside the stone fireplace in their living room. What everybody may not have noticed is that above Squawker’s perch was an air shaft. For some reason, the square hole in the ceiling just wasn’t the kind of thing you noticed unless you stared straight up. The shaft headed all the way up to the Tower, where Zak was being held. When someone was in the Tower, it was Squawker’s job to patrol up and down the shaft. And Squawker got his name for one reason. He could really squawk. You couldn’t get near the Tower, either from the VanPelstmans’ apartment or from the outside of the building, without Squawker going off like a five-alarm-fire bell.
“So what do we do, then?” I asked Tuk after he’d finished explaining the whole thing.
“We introduce Squawker to Open Sesame,” Tuk said.
 
It had already been a day and we didn’t want Zak to be in the Tower any longer than he had to, so we went to see the VanPeltsmans that evening, directly after study hall. Since we didn’t want them to get suspicious, we all went together––kind of a group plea to let Zak out of the Tower. If that didn’t work, Plan B was hidden under the baggy Georgetown University hoodie I had borrowed from my mom’s closet before coming up to school.
“What brings you three here?” Mrs. VanPeltsman asked.
We had knocked on the office door, but since it was after hours, we had been invited into the VanPeltsmans’ living room. I didn’t think they really liked us being there, but that was how they ran the Ridge. If you had a problem after office hours, you went and stood in their living room.
“Zak,” we all said at the same time. But our voices were drowned out by an enormous squawking. Squawker fluttered down the air shaft and landed on his perch.
“Pipe down, Squawker,” Mrs. VanPeltsman said.
“He didn’t do it,” I said.
“Squawker? No, he most certainly did not. He’s our best parrot.”
“No, I mean, Zak,” I said.
“Yeah. He wasn’t even here,” Jill added. “Zoe and Zak were still hiking when everything got stolen.”
“Well, let’s check the log, shall we?”
I still got the creeps whenever I looked at Mrs. VanPeltsman, mostly because her body had been cloned by Talusar’s minions last semester, but I turned my attention to the problem at hand. We had tried, but there was no way Mrs. VanPeltsman was just going to take our word for the fact that Zak hadn’t even been in the dorm to commit the crime. And since we had forgotten to sign in, we all knew checking the logbook wasn’t going to help. Oh, well, time for Plan B.
“Squawk!” Squawker chirped.
“Squawker, pipe down!” Mrs. VanPeltsman barked as she buried her head in the logbook.
“Squawker, pipe down!” Open Sesame chirped from beneath my sweatshirt.
Holy India. That wasn’t part of the plan.
“Are you mocking me?” Mrs. VanPeltsman asked nobody in particular.
“Sorry,” Tuk said. “Tourette’s. That’s a disorder I have, where I say things without even thinking about them.”
“I know what Tourette’s is, young man.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
Mrs. VanPeltsman turned back to the logbook. Then everything got much more complicated because Mr. VanPeltsman walked into the living room as well. I needed to do something.
“Um, excuse me, Mr. VanPeltsman, sir? Do you have any of those, um, envelopes you give us our allowance in?”
“Yes, Zoe. I believe I do. They should be right here.”
Mr. VanPeltsman opened a drawer on the bureau behind us and I knew it was now or never. I nodded to Tuk and he put on a leather glove and stroked Squawker on the head. I pulled Open Sesame out from under my sweatshirt. Squawker saw Open Sesame and started to squawk, but Tuk clamped his hand over his beak. This was it. The switcheroo. Open Sesame flew to the perch while Tuk struggled to wrap a bandage around Squawker’s beak. Squawker fluttered like crazy, but Tuk managed to hand him to me. Darn it, I didn’t have a glove.
“I don’t see either of you coming in on this ledger,” Mrs. VanPeltsman said, staring at the log. “As far as I can tell, you’re still hiking.”
“What was that you wanted?” Mr. VanPeltsman asked from his position bent over the bureau. “An envelope?”
“Yes, sir,” I said.
Squawker strained and flapped under my sweatshirt. I was sure he was going to scratch me to death. Thank heavens for the bandage on his beak, but I knew I needed to get out of there before he clawed a hole in my hoodie. I started back toward the door, motioning Open Sesame to fly up the shaft, but he didn’t, he just sat there on the perch. This was not going to work. Open Sesame was blue and gray. Squawker was a greenish yellow. The living room wasn’t well lit, but still, the two parrots didn’t look remotely alike.
“Fly up!” I said as I walked out of the living room.
“Fly up!” Open Sesame repeated.
By some kind of lucky star, Open Sesame flew up. Mr. and Mrs. VanPeltsman raised their heads, but at that point there was only the fluttering of wings in the air shaft. I started out the door.
“Thanks so much, Mr. and Mrs. VanPeltsman,” Jill said.
“Zoe,” Mrs. VanPeltsman said.
“Yes.”
“Look at me when I’m speaking to you, young lady.”
Squawker was going nuts. Only one thing to do. I wrapped my arms over the front of my hoodie and turned.
“Yes, Mrs. VanPeltsman?”
“Are you all right?”
“Stomach trouble,” I said with a grimace.
“Feel better,” she said.
I turned and went out into the hall. Jill followed, Tuk behind us. Squawker was still going nuts, but there was no one around. Even though I had told Jill and Tuk I had the next part of the plan handled, we hadn’t specifically discussed it, mostly because I wasn’t sure I should tell them about Doormat. Heck, I wasn’t even sure there was anything to tell. I hadn’t had a chance to test Doormat. I just hoped he really was feeling better.
“It’s dark now,” Tuk said. “We’ll get Doormat and meet you around back.”
So Tuk knew about Doormat. I looked at Jill and it was suddenly obvious she knew about him, too. Some secret. This wasn’t the time to get into lengthy explanations. There was only one thing I needed to do now and that was save Zak.
“I don’t know if we’ll make it back by morning,” I said. “Do you guys think you can cover for us?”
“Well, probably not for Zak, but for you, we can try.”
“Thanks,” I said, doing my best to hold Squawker still. I headed down the hall to the rear entrance of the Ridge. I had to double around behind the back of the building and I had to do it quickly because I didn’t want to keep Squawker fluttering under my hoodie any longer than necessary.
I stumbled through the darkness to the bottom of the Tower. A light flickered from the window high above. I needed to stay low because the VanPeltsmans’ living room window was directly above me. Tuk brought me Doormat a couple of minutes later. He didn’t say anything. I traded Squawker for Doormat and Tuk gave me a nod. I didn’t see any reason to pretend. Zak had clearly let the whole Doormat thing slip, so I rolled him out, jumped on, and prayed for the best.
Nothing happened. Doormat just lay there like a limp rug.
“Doormat?” I said. “Can you do it for Zak?”
Doormat didn’t move.
“Please?”
I pulled gently on Doormat’s silk tassels. Still nothing happened.
“Zak really needs your help.”
I felt a flutter beneath me.
“He misses you.”
I felt a bigger flutter, and Doormat bucked and lifted me straight up. It was like riding an express elevator, and I was so happy I let out a yelp in spite of myself. I barely had time to nod my thanks to Tuk before I was staring through the Tower window. The tiny room was as barren and dusty as Tuk had described. Open Sesame was happily fluttering there, but other than that, it did not look like a happy place. What it looked like was a prison cell.
“Zoe,” Zak said. “How did you . . . ”
“I’ll explain everything later, just hop on.”
Zak worked his way up onto the window ledge. It was a tight fit, but he was just able to squeeze through. As he came through the window, I saw a thin dark line forming farther up Zak’s neck.
“Your neck. It’s worse than before.”
“Is Open Sesame coming?”
“We’ll leave him. As long as he keeps fluttering in that shaft, he’ll hold off the search for a while.”
But Open Sesame didn’t want to be left behind.
“Coming. Coming.”
Open Sesame fluttered out the window and landed on Zak’s shoulder. I wasn’t going to argue with a parrot. It didn’t really matter anyhow. Now that Zak was out, his escape would be discovered eventually. What mattered was that we get away. I pulled up on Doormat’s tassels and gave him a nudge with my heels. After that we shot off like a rocket into the night sky.





 
 
 
 
 
 
 
NINETEEN
DOORMAT’S LAST STAND
 
The flight was cool and breezy, but we made good time. I rode in front, Zak behind me. I’d brought the sextant with us to guide Doormat, but I’d been a little nervous it wouldn’t light up. As it turned out, Durga’s sextant was Sundarbans-seeking. When I put it to my eye, it shone a bright golden light in the direction we needed to go. Doormat got the hang of it quickly. Soon Doormat knew where we were heading and we didn’t even need to steer, but by that point, I was more worried about Zak than about navigation.
“Are you sure you feel okay?” I said, speaking loudly over the wind.
“Yeah, it’s not like I’m itchy all the time or anything. At least I don’t feel sick like I did on the island.”
I didn’t say anything.
“What is it, Zoe?”
“What did Durga call the Second Noble Truth?”
“The Tiger Eye of Justice.”
“Well, I hope we can find this Tiger Eye of Justice before you end up like the striped guy in my dream.”
We didn’t talk for a while after that, the only sound was the wind in our ears as we flew quickly through the night air. I didn’t know exactly how far away the Sundarbans were, but I knew we had to fly from the Himalayas all the way to the eastern edge of India. A couple of hours into the ride we picked up some hangers-on. Normally, only the Himalayan griffons guided us when we rode Doormat, but this time we had attracted a flock of other birds. Open Sesame noticed them first. I didn’t think much of the occasional cawing and chirping, but as the sky grew lighter, I saw that we were surrounded by thousands of them.
I was soon able to see the dark jungle below us and the ocean on the horizon. I looked through the sextant to see where the golden beam of light was guiding us, but the beam was washed out by the sun as it rose over the low clouds on the horizon, bringing in the new day. The sky turned a brilliant orange and the dark trees below us turned to green. The Indian Ocean sparkled blue before us. Doormat must have seen where we were because he dove straight down.
“Hang on!” Zak yelled.
I didn’t need to be told twice. Doormat was in the steepest dive imaginable. We nearly fell off him. We zoomed down for several more seconds, and then Doormat slowed and banked into a wide arc just above the green jungle canopy before diving again. Open Sesame squawked and Zak and I screamed. Doormat was behaving even more strangely than he had back at the island.
“Are you sure he’s all right, Zoe?”
“Doormat. Calm down,” I said, pulling up on his tassels.
But Doormat didn’t calm down. Doormat went berserk, and the closer we got to the ground, the crazier he got. Palm fronds whipped by our faces as he bucked up and down through the jungle, zooming through the trees at about a million miles an hour.
“Doormat! Stop!”
Doormat zigged and zagged but he didn’t stop. I ducked to avoid a branch.
“It’s like there’s something down here making him crazy!” Zak yelled into my ear.
“Remember Mr. Muk said that things were different down here? That the polarity of the Sundarbans was reversed or something?”
“Yeah, I remember different,” Zak said. “I don’t remember totally insane! Doormat! Land!”
There were so many green plants and flowers and swampy lily pads below us that I didn’t even see where Doormat could land. There wasn’t a clear area anywhere. Just swamp and trees, and more swamp and trees, and then, out of the corner of my eye, I saw a spot that might just work for a landing––a long, gently curved, black runway.
“There!” I said. “Down!”
I wasn’t sure what a long black runway was doing in the middle of the jungle, but it looked like a better place to land than anywhere else. Doormat dove down and skimmed the long black runway before touching down. The landing was smoother than I expected. No rocks or anything. Just a slick landing strip. The runway was narrow, not more than a couple of feet wide. But it sure beat the rocks and decaying trees on either side of it. Even the curves in the landing strip seemed to straighten out for us as we slid to a stop. I was starting to feel good about the whole thing. Except then the runway moved.
“Zak? Did you feel that?”
“It was just a twitch.”
“The ground isn’t supposed to twitch,” I said.
“Maybe it was an earthquake.”
“It was a twitch, not a quake.” I felt the runway twitch beneath us again. “There. Did you feel that? It happened again.”
“Whoa,” Zak said.
The landing strip twitched again and moved upward in a high arc. We went from sitting on the ground to sitting in the air as though we were on the hump of a camel’s back. But the landing strip was no camel. It didn’t have any fur. And it was long and scaly . . . 
“Snake,” I said, as quietly as I could.
“No way.”
“We’re sitting on a snake.”
Zak looked down at Doormat, who was now draped over the black scaly body of the snake.
“You think?” Zak said.
“Yup.”
I couldn’t see the snake’s head or tail because I was too scared to move. Of all the lousy places to land, we had to pick a snake. I did my best to focus, even as I felt the panic welling within me. My spots were shining brightly as the pressure grew in my head. I felt the snake’s scales beneath my legs. I felt the snake’s long muscular body bend farther upward. What I didn’t feel was any warmth. Snakes were, after all, cold blooded.
“Do you think we could maybe just fly away?” Zak asked.
“Worth a try,” I croaked.
I pulled up on Doormat’s tassels, pushing down gently with my heels so as not to disturb the snake. So far so good. Doormat perked to life. But then there was a sudden shift below us and the snake raised its giant head off the ground. Its long neck was as tall as a telephone pole. I didn’t know what kind of snake it was, except it was bigger than any snake I’d ever imagined, with its leering yellow eyes and a long flickering tongue.
“Forked tongue. Forked tongue,” Open Sesame chirped.
Doormat went totally berserk. He just flipped out. He flew us up to the snake’s head. I thought we were going straight into the snake’s giant pink mouth, but at the last moment Doormat shot upward. The snake was fast, though, and it smacked us from underneath with the back of its skull. The scaly monster kept pushing us up and over. Doormat tried to level out, but he couldn’t, and at that point we were all upside down. It happened so fast Zak and I couldn’t hang on. We both tumbled off Doormat. It felt like my stomach was going to drop out of me as we plunged through the air.
“Fall! Fall!” Open Sesame cawed.
Fortunately, we weren’t that high up.
“Ow!” Zak yelled.
We landed in a patch of moss and mud. It hurt, but not as much as landing on top of one of the jagged stumps would have. I got up from the ground. It looked like Doormat was still attacking the snake.
“Zak, we’ve got to move.”
“We’ve got to help Doormat!”
“How? That stupid snake is huge!”
“We’ve got to try.”
Zak pulled out Stryker. I was skeptical. I didn’t know how Stryker would feel about fighting his own kind. But no sooner did Zak have Stryker out than his jewels began to glow. Of course, that was also when the giant snake lashed its tail around, smashing us back down to the ground. Zak cracked Stryker. A bolt of lightning shot out of Stryker’s fanged mouth, but the giant snake dodged it. Zak cracked Stryker again and the same thing happened. You’d think a monster as big as that snake would be easier to hit.
“Yoginate it, Zoe! It’s going to eat Doormat.”
“I’m trying!”
I wanted to yoginate the snake. But the pressure in my head just wasn’t building the way it usually did. Doormat kept flying closer and closer, taunting the giant snake. Then Doormat darted in and whacked the snake upside the head like a wet towel. The snapping sound echoed through the jungle, but all it did was make the snake mad. Open Sesame fluttered up into the air.
“Stupid snake! Stupid snake!” Open Sesame taunted.
The giant reptile hissed.
Doormat dodged.
And the snake snapped down its jaw, catching Doormat between its long fangs.
“Go, Doormat!” Zak yelled.
Doormat managed to fly off, but not without leaving a piece of himself caught on the snake’s fang. I’d never eaten a carpet, but I couldn’t imagine it tasted good. The snake, however, didn’t seem to mind it. It kept hissing like it was enjoying itself. Doormat flew back to slap the snake in the face for a second time. Zak kept cracking Stryker, but the lightning bolt just bounced off the snake’s scaly black skin. I knew Zak was right. If we didn’t do anything, Doormat was going to get eaten. So it was up to me. I went for it. I imagined Mr. Muk’s arrow. I focused on a spot between the snake’s eyes. I pulled back on my imaginary bowstring.
And then I had to sneeze.
Achoo!
My yogination blew up a palm tree, but not much else. I did manage to make the big snake even angrier. Its long neck struck forward and bit Doormat. But it didn’t just bite him this time, it twisted its long forked tongue around Doormat and sucked him into its huge pink mouth.
“No!” Zak yelled, double-cracking Stryker at the giant snake.
Stryker grew a second head and double forks of lightning struck out. This time they hit their mark, striking the big snake between the eyes. Two puffs of smoke rose and I smelled a horrible odor; a cross between burning tires and scorched barbecue. The odor hung there in the moist jungle air for a moment, and then the big snake slithered off, disappearing into the undergrowth. We both ran after it, but the jungle was just too dense. Even though the snake was huge, it had managed to completely disappear.
Doormat was gone.
“Doormat!” Zak screamed up into the sky.
I felt his sadness. It was horrible. Doormat, our magic carpet, who had fought so hard to keep us safe, was gone. I didn’t know what we should do next. I knew it was stupid to get all worked up about a rug, but Doormat wasn’t only a rug, he was our friend. And he had just been eaten. Zak and I sat there for a long moment without saying anything. But Zak had bigger problems than a partially digested carpet. The tiger stripe around his neck had grown darker. There was room for just one or two more stripes before they’d be all the way up his neck. I got up.
“Come on,” I said.
“We’re just going to leave him out here?”
“Doormat is gone,” I said. “We need to make sure something worse doesn’t happen to you.”
 
We trudged through the dank jungle, fighting our way between giant leaves and branches, but even though I wanted to stay positive, I wasn’t hopeful. Durga’s sextant no longer shone the yellow light, the ground was mushy, and I had a sneaking suspicion we were walking in circles. To make things worse, I could tell by the beads of sweat on Zak’s forehead that he had a fever.
“I don’t get it,” Zak said. “It was as if that snake knew we were coming.”
“Nah. It was just a flat spot for Doormat to land on.”
“I don’t know, Zoe. Haven’t you got the feeling we’ve been getting places just after somebody else?”
“Well, at Gangotri I sure had that feeling.”
“At Chanda Chanda’s, too! Remember we smelled something? That weird aftershave scent?”
“I remember,” I said. “It smelled like someone poured perfume into an old shoe.”
“Then at the water temple at Gangotri, we smelled it again. My dad wears cologne that smells like that. I think it’s called musk.”
I sniffed the air. “Kind of like that smell right now?”
Zak smelled the air.
“Exactly like that smell right now.”
We came to the edge of a huge mangrove swamp. The mangrove trees grew in the salt water with these giant twisted roots that went absolutely everywhere. There were trees and more trees as far as the eye could see. I could still smell that musky scent, but I couldn’t be sure where it was coming from. About the only good thing was that there was a little more room between the trees, which meant the odd ray of sunlight could shine through. I pulled open my pack and handed Zak his water shoes.
“Nice thinking,” he said.
As I pulled out my own water shoes, something fell out of my backpack. A bluebell. I had no idea how it had gotten in there, but it looked exactly like the ones Vijay had given me back at school. Zak looked at it intently.
“Zoe, what’s that?”
“A flower.”
“In your backpack?”
“I guess.”
But as I said it, I realized it was something more. When I stared inside the blossom of the bluebell I saw something there. Wires. Tiny wires.
“Zak . . . ”
Zak immediately lifted his finger to his mouth. He might have had a fever, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t seeing straight. He pointed to the tiny wires in the bluebell, keeping me shushed.
“Yeah, Zoe? Sure is a nice day, isn’t it?”
“Beautiful,” I said.
Zak put his hand over the bluebell and whispered in my ear. “It’s an electronic listening device. A bug. Remember how he was always working on those circuit boards? He’s listening.”
“Who?”
“Vijay.”
“The flowers in my room?”
Zak nodded. “Bugged. That’s how he knew we were going to Chanda Chanda’s. He can hear everything we say.”
“Everything?” I whispered.
Zak nodded and winked back at me, taking his hand off the bluebell.
“Well,” I spoke in a loud voice. “There’s nothing in this swamp but swamp. I think we should just go back to school.”
“And give up?” Zak said loudly. “We won’t find the Second Noble Truth, then. All our work will be for nothing.”
“No noble truth. No noble truth.” Open Sesame squawked.
I could tell by Zak’s look he was worried Open Sesame was going to blow it.
“I think some things are just better left unfound, Zak.”
“Zoe, be careful! You’re going to fall into the water.”
“Ah!” I screamed.
Zak dropped a big flat rock in the water. It made a splashing sound and I stuck my hand holding the bluebell into the swamp, burying it below the mud. The mud was slimy and gross, but I sank my arm into it as far as I could, shoving the bluebell down there. Zak dropped another big rock into the swamp. Then, when we were a good distance from the bluebell, Zak spoke again.
“Vijay said he loved science. I should have listened to him. He was always messing around with circuits and stuff.”
“Do you think we fooled him with all that loud talking?” I asked.
“Probably not,” Zak said. “But at least he can’t hear us anymore.”
“Why do you think Vijay’s been listening to us?” I asked.
“There’s only one reason I can think of,” Zak said.
“The Second Noble Truth?”
“He’s trying to find it just like we are.”





 
 
 
 
 
 
 
TWENTY
THE MAN-EATING TIGERS OF THE SUNDARBANS
 
As soon as we set foot on the swamp, Durga’s sextant glowed brightly, lighting up a path between the mangroves. We followed the golden light, water-shoeing our way over the dark slimy water, but however hard I tried, I couldn’t get my mind off Vijay.
“It makes no sense,” I said. “Why would Vijay want to find the Second Noble Truth?”
“Only one reason, Zoe.”
“He’s really bored?”
“He’s really working for Talusar.”
“Nah,” I said. “Vijay? I mean, he’s a jerk, but he’s not a . . . ”
“Not a what?”
“A demon.”
“I hope you’re right.”
We continued deeper into the swamp, our water shoes making a slurping sound every time we lifted them off the black water. Mosquitos and jungle bugs swarmed around us, Zak sweating up a storm as he trudged along beside me. I had to give Zak credit for pushing through the pain. There he was, a river of sweat running down his forehead and stripes all the way up his neck, and he decided to tape a VLOG.
“The Zak Attack is back as we face down the impenetrable jungles of India. I probably shouldn’t tell you where I am or how I got here, but I will. I’m in the Sundarbans, the largest, most dangerous mangrove forest in the world, and I flew here by the seat of my pants.”
“Zak,” I said. “You don’t look great, don’t you think you should conserve your energy?”
“I feel fine, Zoe. Ow!”
I looked down. There were little fish leaping out of the water and nipping at Zak’s heels. Zak started dancing from foot to foot like he needed to pee.
“Go away, fish!”
“Zak, do you wonder why that big snake attacked?”
“It’s because my Creature Teacher powers don’t work down here. Ow!”
“No, I think they work. Except in reverse.”
Zak started walking backward, but the fish kept biting.
“Nope. They’re still not working.”
“No. It’s like Mr. Muk said. Down here your powers work differently. Instead of loving you, the animals hate you.”
“I wouldn’t call it hate,” Zak said, jumping from foot to foot. “The fish are just a little nippy. Besides, what about your powers?”
“No focus here, no focus back at school. I’m same old, same old.”
I heard a gurgling noise and looked down to see air bubbles floating to the surface of the swamp. They were followed by something a lot bigger than the fish. A giant gharial crocodile poked its head out of the water. From what I’d learned in Mr. Muk’s class, a gharial was a kind of crocodile with razor-sharp teeth and a really long pointed snout. This particular gharial’s snout was so long it looked like it had chopsticks for a mouth. From what I’d heard, the males, who were bigger and meaner than the females, were supposed to have a bulb on the end of their noses, which they used to make this buzzing, snorting sound. Our gharial didn’t have one, so I figured she was a girl. They were endangered animals, but when she opened that chopstick mouth, I felt like we were the endangered ones. I bent my legs for a giant water-shoe leap, yanking Zak along behind me.
“Zoe, take it easy,” Zak said as I yanked him along.
“You want to be a nature nugget?”
“No, but I don’t want you to rip my arm off, either!”
A second gharial snapped at us. I leaped again, Zak behind me, but it just got worse. Wherever we leaped, it seemed the gharials were already there. At one point, I felt my heel get pulled back. I had to rip it away and I tore my water shoe as I did. A moment later, I heard a loud buzzing snort.
“Is that what I think it is?” I asked.
“Crocodile farts?” Zak asked.
We leaped and I heard the buzzing snort again.
“Big crocodile farts,” I said.
I looked down at the swamp water, but I didn’t see anything, just a lone air bubble in the suddenly calm swamp water. Maybe it was nothing to be worried about. At least the shore seemed to be getting closer. The trees over there were bathed in a soft glow.
“Almost there,” I said.
“Almost there,” Open Sesame repeated.
Open Sesame had been so quiet, I had forgotten he was still with us. He started pecking madly at Zak’s shoulder.
“Come on, Open Sesame, not you, too!”
Zak swatted Open Sesame off his shoulder while we were in mid-jump, and as we came down we both heard the farting sound again. Louder this time.
“Zak!”
“It’s not me.”
“Well, there’s no crocodile here!”
That was when we both felt a little bump at our feet. Both Zak and I looked down. The big green bulb on the nose was the first thing I saw rise out of the water. Oh, great. This gharial was a boy. The bump on the nose was followed by a pair of eyes and soon we were both standing on the snout of a giant gharial. Zak got the back part of the snout, nearer to its eyes. I got the end nearer to its nose. The gharial opened its mouth wide and let out an enormous crocodile fart.
“Ooh!” I moaned.
We both teetered back. The shore was close, but the other gharials were closing in all around us. This was not looking good.
“Zak!”
“Just jump, Zoe. One more super big jump.”
I bent my knees for this one, which was hard because the gharial had tilted its long snout all the way back. Five more of the females surrounded us, probably attracted by that weird farting sound. We couldn’t afford to fall onto the water. I was sure that even if I could focus enough to yoginate, I wouldn’t be able to do it before they ate us. And they were too close for Zak to whip. It was jump or be gharialized. We jumped.
I felt the gharial’s jaws close, swamp water rushing around our shoes as we bent at the knees and pushed off its snout. Zak and I both flew over the swamp water, the beasts snapping at our heels. I was so happy when we landed in the soft mud of the shore that I wanted to stop and high-five Zak. There was no time, of course, because I wasn’t about to risk the gharials catching up with us on land, so we took off out of there, running deeper and deeper into the jungle. Finally, when we were sure the gharials were long behind us, we stopped to catch our breath. Soon after, we heard a roar.
“You’ve got to be kidding me.”
“Is that what I think it is?” Zak asked.
“Tigers.”
“Mr. Muk said it was a dangerous place.”
“He said dangerous,” I said. “Not that we were guaranteed to be eaten and chewed to little bits.”
“Maybe they’ll just swallow us whole,” Zak said.
I pulled out the sextant and peered through the eyepiece. It was dark enough in the shadows that I could see the sextant’s golden beam of light. But as quickly as it had appeared, the light faded away.
 “Oh, great,” I said, panting to catch my breath. I slapped the sextant on the side of my leg and peered through the eyepiece again, but the sextant refused to shine its light. “Where to now?”
Zak took a moment to catch his breath. “Durga said to follow the sextant, right?”
“We have been following the sextant.”
“Not exactly.”
“What do you mean?”
“We’ve been following the light that came out of the sextant.”
“So?”
“So show me the sextant,” Zak said.
Zak was sweating so heavily now I thought maybe he was delirious. The roars of the tigers were getting closer. I wasn’t hopeful, but I showed him the sextant.
“Put it on the ground.”
Oh, boy. Now I was really getting worried. I put the sextant on the ground. It was mucky down there. Fallen leaves and moss and berries covered the mud. I was a little worried the sextant would get ruined in the dirt, but I supposed it didn’t matter. If we were going to use it, we needed to use it now.
“Now what?” I said.
“Watch it.”
Open Sesame pecked a beakful of hair off Zak’s head.
“Watch it,” Open Sesame repeated.
I watched the sextant, though I have to say, I wondered what I was doing. I mean, there we were in the jungle, wild things breathing down our necks, and we were watching a sextant. What did Zak expect it to do? Get up and dance? It was a hunk of brass, for Pete’s sake. I gave Zak the benefit of the doubt and watched the sextant sitting on the jungle floor. After several moments of nothing, I spoke.
“Okay, now what?”
A tiger roared somewhere behind us. They were getting closer.
“I don’t get it,” Zak said. “I really thought if we watched it something would happen.”
“Uh, Zak.”
“I’m done with this. I’m done listening to Durga.”
“You may want to rethink that,” I said.
“Why, Zoe? Why would I rethink the fact that everything we’ve been told has led us to a dead end?”
“Because it’s moving,” I said.
“What’s moving?”
“The sextant.” Zak followed my gaze down to the dirt. “The truth you seek is at the feet. Not your feet. The feet,” I said.
Durga may not have been the friendliest goddess, but I was sure she had given the sextant four little brass feet for a reason. And I was right. Because those feet were walking.
“Holy India,” Zak said.
The little brass feet were walking the sextant straight into the undergrowth.
“Still done listening to Durga?” I said.
 
We followed the strolling sextant. It didn’t walk too quickly or too slowly, it just ambled steadily along. It would have almost been funny that we were following the thing, if the tigers’ roars weren’t getting closer. The odd thing was the sextant seemed to be shrinking. At first I thought I was just imagining it, but then to be sure, I picked the sextant up. It was getting smaller. There was no doubt about it. When we had started, the sextant was as long as at least two of my hands. Now it wasn’t even as big as one of them.
“Are you seeing this?” I asked.
Zak nodded and I put the sextant back down. It scurried along, but it continued to shrink. When it was about the size of a chicken egg, it started to dissolve. First the corner of it went, then part of the brass arc that held it together, then the eyepiece. Soon there was no more left of the sextant than the little brass feet connected by two pieces of metal, after which even the feet disappeared. They just dissolved into brass-colored dust.
Maybe dissolving the sextant was Durga’s way of making sure no one else could ever find or follow it again, but whatever the reason, I felt as if we were back on the right track. I looked around. At first the place looked about the same as everywhere else. Mangrove trees and moss and rotten stumps. Then it dawned on me. I had seen this place before.
“Does this look familiar?” I asked.
“No.”
“Think water.”
“Geez, Zoe. I was kind of busy thinking tiger.”
“Think waterfall.”
There was another roar. Closer this time. I gazed out at the dark jungle, giant trees with twisted roots reaching skyward.
“Oh, wow . . . ” Zak said, staring into the undergrowth. Hidden in the shadows were the moss-covered remains of a giant bamboo cage. “It’s the place from the movie we saw on the back of the waterfall. That’s the tiger’s cage.”
We walked ahead and examined the cage. It was big. Much bigger than it had looked in the waterfall movie, but it was also old and dilapidated. The jungle had taken over. Zak reached down and picked something up. It was long and pointy and curved.
“Tiger tooth,” Zak said.
Zak picked up the yellowed tooth and put it into his pocket.
“What are you going to do with it?” I asked.
“Zoe, I may be lost in the jungle with an incurable illness and hungry tigers breathing down my neck, but you know what?”
“What?”
“I’m still going to pick up a cool tiger tooth if I find one.”
“Well, then it’s your lucky day,” I said.
“Why?”
I pointed ahead, past the cage.
“Because there’s more than one.”
I pointed through the undergrowth at the pile of moss-covered tiger teeth ahead of us. It was the size of a small hill. In the centre of the pile was another stone fountain in the shape of a lotus flower. The fountain had a bubble floating over it and inside the bubble was the smallest tiger-striped flame I had seen yet. It had burned down to almost nothing.
Of course, the flame wasn’t the problem. The problem was the tigers. Their roars were so breathy and close now it was obvious they had been stalking us from just beyond the shadows. From everything I knew, tigers didn’t hunt in packs, but maybe the rules were different when the tigers were attracted by Zak’s Creature Teacher powers. Whatever the case, I tried to be brave, but even Mr. Muk had told us the tigers of the Sundarbans were man-eaters. I had to assume from that definition they wouldn’t object to a couple of tender twelve-year-olds, either.
“Zak . . . ”
“Walk to the fountain, Zoe. Just walk to the fountain.”
We walked to the fountain. Water played out of the spout in the center of the fountain, the big stone lotus petals catching it as it fell, the bubble with its low flickering tiger-flame floating lazily above. Even the jungle flowers seemed to be enjoying the view, giant blossoms big enough to stick your head in, hanging down. It all might have been peaceful to look at if not for the roar of the tigers. Zak reached down and picked up a handful of tiger teeth. Then the roaring just stopped.
“Zoe . . . ”
“It’s quiet,” I said. “I like quiet.”
I felt the yogi pressure building in my head. I hated it every time it happened. It meant my powers were going to kick in again and that meant somebody was going to get blasted, not to mention I was going to get a massive headache. I envied the bubble floating there above the fountain. It looked so peaceful. Like a pocket of calm in the storm. And then the bubble popped.
I saw Zak shudder. Whatever had just happened to that bubble had affected him, too. He was paler than before, not to mention the fact that he was purring like a cat.
“Okay, I get it,” I said. “You’re the Creature Teacher.”
“Zoe, that’s not me.”
I turned. I turned because Zak was staring straight past me. And when I did, I found myself peering directly into a tiger’s gaping mouth. It was like looking down an enormous hole with black gums and a giant raspy tongue. Its teeth were so long and sharp I was certain I wasn’t looking at a regular tiger. I was looking at something closer to a saber-toothed tiger. And here’s the scary part. There was more than one of them. We were surrounded on all sides.
“Knock, knock,” Zak said.
Holy India. Six tigers were about to feast on us and Zak was telling knock-knock jokes? What was wrong with this picture?
“Knock, knock,” Zak said again, tiger breath hot in our faces.
“Zak, now’s not the time.”
The tiger’s bad breath smelled like rancid chicken marinated in swamp water. Even though the nearest one seemed content to just breathe on me, I wasn’t so sure about the others. They crept closer, their mouths every bit as large as the big beast I was facing down.
“Knock, knock,” Zak whispered for a third time.
“Who’s there?” I finally said.
“Bender Head,” Zak said.
“Bender Head who?” I said.
“Bend your head while I Strykerize these tigers,” Zak said.
Now we were talking. I didn’t need to be told twice. I bent my head down low and Zak let loose with Stryker. He double cracked him and Stryker turned into cobra form, two fanged heads lashing out just above my own. Lightning bolts cracked through the air, scoring a direct hit on the first two tigers. I smelled singed fur, but the lightning bolts just seemed to make them angrier. Zak cracked Stryker again and two more lightning bolts shot out. The tigers in front of us backed up, which didn’t help so much because the ones behind us moved closer.
It didn’t take a genius to see Zak was going to need help. If we were going to get out of this, I had to yoginate. I took a deep breath and ran through Mr. Muk’s words in my head. I had to imagine the target. I thought of the tiger’s head in front of me. I had to be the arrow.
Of course, the tiger’s big mouth wasn’t more than a couple of feet away. How could I miss? I didn’t need aiming lessons. I just needed to pull the trigger. I concentrated on the half-open tiger mouth. It hadn’t gotten any scarier, mostly because I was already scared out of my pants. The tiger’s giant mouth could swallow me in one bite.
“Zoe!” Zak yelled.
“Zoe!” Open Sesame squawked.
I yoginated. But just as I felt the ripples of power leave my head, Zak tackled me from behind. He plowed into me hard, pulling my legs out from under me and ramming me straight into the stone fountain. I put my hands out to break my fall as I landed inside the fountain’s stone basin. One second I was worried about being eaten by a tiger, and the next I was worried about drowning because my whole head was under water.
I felt Zak smash into the fountain behind me as I struggled to pull my head above the water. I didn’t want to look at those tigers again, but I did have a strong desire to breathe. I heaved my head up out of the fountain, expecting to have another tiger breathing down my neck, but that didn’t happen. Not exactly. Because everything had changed.
It seemed as if I was in another place entirely. No, maybe it was the same place, but it was different. I was still in the jungle inside the fountain, but it was more like the weather or the time of day had changed. It was dark out and misty and everything had sort of a silver glow to it. It was almost as though the moon was out, but when I looked around, I saw no moon. What I saw were two more tigers. These tigers were giant, even bigger than the last ones, but they weren’t growling or baring their teeth. Instead, they stood there calmly as if they had been waiting for us.
Zak pulled his head out of the fountain and reached forward unsteadily. He was trying to regain his balance, so he put his hand on my shoulder, but when he did, his hand went straight through me like I wasn’t even there. That was about when we both freaked out.
“Whoa! Are we ghosts?” Zak asked.
I was about to answer him when it occurred to me I didn’t know the answer. Were we ghosts? Had I hit my head on the fountain when Zak had pushed me in? Were we both dead?
“You are not ghosts,” a deep raspy voice said. “You are in the Durga-sphere.”
I looked up and saw that the voice belonged to one of the giant tigers. Great. More talking wildlife. In my experience, when animals spoke, even if they were friendly, trouble was around the corner.
“The Durga what?” I asked.
“The Durga-sphere,” the silvery tiger said. “We are Durga’s mounts. Today, you ride with us.”





 
 
 
 
 
 
 
TWENTY-ONE
ALTERNATE MEANS OF TRANSPORTATION
 
We rode. Zak sat on one of the giant silvery tigers and I sat on the other, high on its shoulders, just behind its head. We galloped along through a world that was not dark, but not light. Everything simply had a silvery glow to it, almost as if it wasn’t there. Riding one of Durga’s mounts is not for the faint of heart. You move quickly, so quickly that sometimes it doesn’t feel like you’re moving at all. It’s the strangest sensation. You could put your hand right through the back of the tiger if you wanted to. Which I did. Twice. Even the air smelled weird. It was salty like we were by the sea, which I didn’t think we were.
“What is this place?” I said to no one in particular.
“The Durga-sphere is a shadowland. It is a place that exists outside your world. It is both everywhere and nowhere. Here we travel quickly without the concerns of the physical,” my tiger replied.
“But how did we get here?” I asked.
“It’s the fountains,” Zak said. “They’re some kind of gate.”
“Your friend is correct. The fountains are gates. Portals, if you prefer. They will take you where you want to go.”
“Has anybody else been through the gates?”
“Many people.”
“A boy named Vijay?”
“I can only say that we serve the gate. We do not reveal our riders.”
It’s hard to describe what it’s like galloping through an alternate dimension on the back of a giant shadow tiger. You feel the powerful animal beneath your legs like a horse, but at the same time it feels like the animal you’re riding might just disappear. The world rushes by, but if you try to touch a passing branch or leaf, your fingers run through it like it’s not even there.
“This is going to sound crazy,” I said, speaking to my tiger, “but have we met before?”
“Yes, we have, Zoe Guire. On the island. Under the sea. I bid you toward the gate. You did not come.”
“That was you?”
“That was both of us,” Zak’s tiger growled.
“That was both of us,” Open Sesame squawked.
Open Sesame had been hiding inside of Zak’s shirt, but now he perched on Zak’s shoulder, enjoying the ride. We rode on in silence as the jungle gave way to mountains. When the mountains grew too jagged to climb, we no longer rode over them, but through them. Galloping through the rock was like eating too much for Thanksgiving and getting on a roller coaster. I had this really heavy feeling and I thought I might throw up. I couldn’t see much, either. I recognized what looked like minerals, and spidery veins of gold, but no sooner did we get inside the mountains than we were outside of them again and slowing to a stop. Ahead of us I saw another fountain. It was stone and shaped like a lotus flower just like the others. My shadow tiger slowed beside Zak’s.
“It is here that we must part ways,” my tiger said. “Now go.”
Zak looked at me. I noticed he wasn’t sweating as much as before, but he now had tiger stripes all the way up his neck to the tips of his ears. In the silvery light the stripes looked like a necklace. We stared at the fountain. It was gurgling, shadowy silver water falling into the lotus-flower basin. I stood up on my shadow tiger’s back, balancing precariously there.
“Here goes nothing,” I said.
“Here goes nothing!” Open Sesame squawked.
I dove headfirst into the fountain. I admit I second-guessed my impulse to dive headfirst, but it was too late by that point. My hands broke through the silvery water in the lotus basin, followed by my head and shoulders, and the next thing I knew I was coming back up for air in the real world. I was soaking wet now that I was no longer in the Durga-sphere, but other than that, I felt fine. Birds chirped around me, dappled sunlight filtering through the jungles leaves.
“Where are we?” I said as Zak and Open Sesame surfaced in the fountain beside me.
“Bhutan,” Zak gasped, staring at the cliffside. “We’re back in Bhutan.”
Zak was right. We were back in Bhutan. I recognized the jungle clearing surrounding the fountain, sheer mountainsides rising above us. What I didn’t recognize were the animals. There were mice and rats and hamsters and bats and squirrels and monkeys and marmots everywhere. There were even fireflies lighting up the darker parts of the undergrowth. It was as if we’d landed in a convention of cute furry things. One of the hamsters had one blue eye and one brown eye, with a little brown soul patch, just like the hamster Zak had had at school.
“Hair Face?” Zak said. “I thought I’d lost you, pal.”
Zak placed his hand down on the ground and Hair Face ran into his palm.
“How did he get here?” I said.
Zak raised his hand and every animal down to the single last field mouse stood at attention.
“Guess I’m the Creature Teacher again,” Zak said.
“Yeah,” I agreed. “But why are we back here?”
“Time to find out.”
 
We bushwhacked our way back to the cliffside where we had first delivered the medical supplies during Activity Week. Zak was soaked in sweat by that point. He stared across the ravine, squirrels gathered at his feet.
“Zak,” I said. “What are you looking at?”
“At what we should have seen the first time we were here.”
I looked across the ravine at the cliffside, which was about fifty feet away. At first I didn’t see anything at all––just moss and scraggly bushes growing off the mountain’s nearly vertical rock face. But when I squinted my eyes, things began to look different. The moss was darker in areas, suggesting what might have been eyes and a nose, but there were so many bushes it was hard to be sure. Zak fixed that by cracking Stryker. Stryker’s first lightning bolt took out a clump of bushes and moss, revealing what seemed to be a stone eye.
“Wachaa!”Zak cracked Stryker again and another clump of bushes fell away, uncovering a second eye. Zak cracked Stryker for a third time, unveiling a nose. Next I saw teeth and a giant mouth. It took several more cracks of Stryker to burn the rest of the vegetation away, but at that point it was obvious we were staring at more than a cliffside. We were staring at a huge stone tiger head.
“This is what Durga was talking about.”
“The Tiger Temple,” I said quietly.
 
It may have been the Tiger Temple, but we weren’t there yet. The Tiger Temple’s mouth was closed and we were still on the other side of the ravine. If the mouth on the temple had been open, I suppose we could have gone all the way back to the fountain and tried a water-shoe jump. But since the mouth was closed, we needed to try something else.
“Hit it in the nose,” I said.
“Why? It didn’t do anything to us.”
“Just do it.”
Zak cracked Stryker across the ravine. The tiger’s stone nose looked a little singed after being hit by Stryker’s lightning bolt, but beyond that, nothing much had changed except the black burn marks had revealed indentations on the tiger’s snout where the whiskers would normally be found. It reminded me of my dream.
“The whiskers’ reach is far from center, but find the teeth and you will enter,” I said quietly to myself.
“What is that, a riddle?”
“Something the man from Bhutan said to me in my dream,” I said.
The squirrels were getting frisky. One of them rubbed its back against my ankle.
“The tiger’s teeth, I get,” Zak said. “But whiskers? What do teeth have to do with whiskers?”
“They both poke out of your face?”
I saw the cogs turn in Zak’s head.
“Could be, Zoe.”
“What?”
“Worth a try.”
Zak raised his hand and made a chirping sound, and one of the flying squirrels pranced up his leg and onto his shoulder. Even though the squirrel was on the opposite shoulder, Open Sesame didn’t like sharing Zak. “Squirrel, go away. Squirrel, go away.”
Zak pulled a tiger tooth out of his pocket. The squirrel immediately jumped down onto Zak’s hand, took the tiger tooth in its mouth, and launched itself across the canyon. A flying squirrel doesn’t flap its wings, it just leaps into the air and spreads out its legs like a glider. Fortunately, the Tiger Temple was a little below us and our squirrel managed to land on the tiger’s snout. After that, it dropped its tiger tooth into the whisker hole. The whisker hole glowed.
“What now?”
“Patience, Zoe.”
We didn’t have the time for patience. Not with Zak looking so ill. Another flying squirrel scampered up onto Zak’s shoulder.
“Squirrel, go away. Squirrel, go away,” Open Sesame squawked.
Zak pulled out another tiger’s tooth and the second squirrel grabbed hold of the tooth in its mouth and launched itself across the ravine. It landed on the tiger’s snout and ran over the stone until it found another whisker hole. Only this time, when the tooth went into the hole, the glow was followed by a low grinding noise. The tiger’s jaw lowered a tiny amount. Its mouth was opening. Another squirrel ran up Zak’s leg, followed by another, and another. Open Sesame started going nuts.
“My shoulder! My shoulder!” Open Sesame cawed.
The squirrels kept scampering up Zak’s leg and taking the tiger teeth. Every time they launched themselves across the canyon and placed a tooth into a whisker hole, the stone tiger’s jaw lowered a bit more. Soon the tiger had a snout full of glowing whisker teeth and an open mouth.
“We still have no way to get over there,” Zak said.
He was right. There was still a ravine between us and the Tiger Temple.
“Shine Stryker,” I said.
“Where?”
“Into the mouth.”
It was so dark inside the mouth of the temple it was hard to make anything out, but when Zak shone Stryker I saw something hanging inside the stone tiger’s throat. On a living animal, it would be called the epiglottis, which is that thing that hangs at the back of your throat.
“Hit it,” I said. “Strykerize that thing!”
“That’s the spirit.”
Zak cracked Stryker at the hanging stone. Lightning arced out and smoke rose, but nothing happened for a moment. It was the same as when you press the button on a garage door opener and everything stays still for a second. Then the tiger’s tongue began to extend. It rolled out like a draw bridge across the ravine until it reached our side of the cliff with a clunk. If we were ever going to receive an invitation to enter the Tiger Temple, this was it.





 
 
 
 
 
 
 
TWENTY-TWO
THE EYE OF THE TIGER
 
The animals came with us as we marched across the stone tongue into the mouth of the tiger. Not just the squirrels and bats and mice, either. The fireflies came, too. Loads of them. By the time we walked into the stone tiger’s mouth, we had so many fireflies buzzing around us that I could see everything. I saw the beautifully carved Tiger Temple walls, and the pathways and the rooms in the caverns. There were plates set out at dinner tables with ceramic pitchers and chairs, storerooms filled with pickaxes and buckets, beds with linens still on them, and even a long row of toilets. It was like a city in there.
It was obvious the people who had lived in the Tiger Temple had left in a hurry, because everything, even their leather boots and gold coins, had been left behind. The farther we walked, the more the interior of the temple opened up above us. It sparkled everywhere, rubies and diamonds glimmering in the rock ceiling. There were shovels and chisels and hammers set to rest on the floor, bamboo scaffolding reaching high up the walls.
“This place is creepy,” Zak said.
“Creepy,” Open Sesame repeated.
I glanced at Zak and almost did a double take.
“Oh, my gosh, Zak.”
“You’re freaking me out, Zoe.”
I didn’t know how to put it. “It’s your eyes,” I finally said.
“What about them?”
“They’re yellow. Yellow like the eyes of the man in my dream.”
Zak wiped his pale sweaty forehead and reached into his pocket. First he pulled out the striped rock he had caught back at the camp. Then he pulled out a pocketknife. He dropped the rock back into his pocket and opened the blade of the knife, bringing it up to his face. That scared me. I grabbed the knife from him.
“No, Zak. Don’t!”
“Geez, Zoe. Calm down.” Zak took the knife back and looked at his eyes in the reflection on the stainless steel blade. “You’re right. They are yellow.” Zak flipped the pocketknife closed. “I guess we’d better hurry up and find that noble truth.”
We kept walking. I tried not to look at Zak, mostly because I didn’t want to get distracted by those yellow eyes. There was a thick layer of dust on everything we saw. Zak and I continued to walk down a long set of stairs, the mountain opening up above us. Every little sound echoed, from the chirps of the birds to the chatter of the squirrels, and then, everything was silent.
“Zak?”
“I think we’re there,” Zak said.
I strode up beside Zak. I knew he was right because I felt the pressure building in my head again. Open Sesame flew into the air and perched fifty feet above us on the iron crossbar of a giant cage. The bars of the cage were so far apart I could have easily walked through them. When I turned to Zak, he was breathing heavily.
“Are you all right?” I asked.
Zak didn’t answer. Instead, he held Stryker high as I peered into the shadows. The iron cage was absolutely enormous, with what looked like a bamboo floor. If my name was Talusar and I needed to keep a giant tiger locked up somewhere for all eternity, then that cage would be just the place to do it.
“Do you figure the tiger’s in there?” Zak asked.
“I don’t know,” I said. “But I know how to find out. You ready?”
“One second.”
Zak pulled out his phone and smiled as best he could for the camera.
“There comes a time in every explorer’s life when you must prepare to meet your fate. This, friends, is my time.”
Zak clicked off the phone, and as he did a loud creak echoed through the hollowed-out mountain. I saw a dull flicker of light in the far reaches of the cage. I didn’t want to get any closer to it than I had to. What I wanted to do was run. Then I noticed something. Something etched into the iron crossbar above our heads.
“Not again,” I said.
“Tiger?” Zak said, whipping Stryker around.
“Initials,” I said, pointing at the etching on the crossbar.
I smelled that musky aftershave again.
“Frightening, isn’t it?” a voice said from the darkness behind us.
Both Zak and I whipped around. We were staring at Vijay. He had a big smile on his face, the jackal standing beside him like a loyal companion.
“Vijay,” I said, trying to sound more confident than I felt. “What are you doing here?”
“Taking a stroll. Nothing like a trip through the Durga Gate to get the blood moving. But you know what bothers me? It’s that salty air. I can’t stand the smell in there.”
Vijay dabbed some cologne on his face.
“Funny,” I said. “I can’t stand the smell of you. How long have you been following us?”
Vijay laughed. “Let’s just say I’ve been interested in you for some time.”
“You’ve been spying on us,” I said.
“And why would I do that?” Vijay asked.
“Um, I don’t know? Because you suck at finding stuff?” Zak pointed at the Hindi initials. “That’s a V and a C in Hindi, right?”
“What are you getting at, Merril?”
“What I’m getting at, Virochan, is the Tiger Eye of Justice. We mentioned it on the carpet ride to the Sundarbans. I’m surprised it took you as long as it did to figure it out.”
“Bravo, Merril. You’re smarter than I thought.”
Vijay walked into the cage and unbuttoned his shirt. He tossed the shirt aside and his whole body began to grow. His arms started first, followed by his neck and his legs. His veins popped out of him everywhere and he grew until he was eight feet tall and five hundred pounds of pure muscle. The jackal growled and bared his teeth, his eyes glowing read.
“Clever of Durga, don’t you think? I must have passed by this cage a thousand times over the years. Never did I think to question that ridiculous, blind tiger.”
“That’s because you’re a coward,” Zak said.
A yawning growl filled the cavern. The roar had come from deep within the cage, though it was impossible to say from where.
“What I am is a hunter and today is a very special day.”
“And why is that?” I said.
“Because today is the day I secure the Second Noble Truth for Talusar.”
“Really?” I said. “If that’s the case, then I guess we’d better get out of your way.”
“Excellent idea.”
I heard a low creak. I didn’t know what it was, but I was putting off the inevitable. I stepped into the cage. Vijay was huge now. Huge and frightening, but I wasn’t going to back down. Not with Zak’s life on the line.
“Changed my mind,” I said.
“Uh, Zoe,” Zak whispered.
“Not now, Zak.”
“Zoe?”
“I said not now.”
I stared Vijay down. I noticed the air was warmer now. Almost like I was standing in a hot breeze. Then I heard breathing. Animal breathing.
“You may want to turn around,” Zak said.
At that point, I was ninety-nine percent sure I didn’t want to turn around. I looked down at my hand to see my spots were glowing. Not a good sign. I turned anyway. At first, I didn’t see anything. Just darkness. Then Vijay opened his mouth.
A beam of white-hot light shone out of Vijay’s mouth. I was blinded. I had to shield my eyes. But when my sight returned, I looked back into the darkness and I saw it. A tiger stood motionless behind me. A huge tiger. It was taller than a two-story building. It only had one glassy eye, its second eye socket no more than a scarred cavity. When I saw that glassy eye, I knew we had found it.
The Tiger Eye of Justice.
Vijay clenched his fists, flexing his massive muscles. The guy had been eating his vitamins.
“Move out of my way, Guire.”
Vijay walked past me, swatting me aside like I was a bug.
“Leave her alone, Vijay.”
It was Zak. He had followed us into the cage.
“Or what? You going to whip me with your pet snake? You should have accepted the maid service in our room, Merril. You ever hear that expression never look a gift horse in the mouth?”
“Yeah. So?”
“Here’s why.”
Vijay smiled, and as he did, a light as bright as the sun shone out of his mouth.
“Zak, look out!”
I think Vijay expected Zak to crack Stryker, but Zak ducked instead. He ducked because the tiger’s claw whipped around, grazing Vijay’s bulging biceps as it passed. Bright light shone out of the scratches on Vijay’s arm.
“I beat you once, tiger. I will beat you again.” Vijay walked forward into the darkness. “Now, surrender your eye.”
At first I thought Vijay was a little crazy, walking farther into the dark cage like that, but it wasn’t dark for long. Vijay opened his mouth again and lit up the tiger. I had to wonder how hungry the tiger was after being stuck in that cage for so long. Was it going to eat us? Had it somehow been condemned to stay alive, yet made to suffer without food and water? But even though the tiger was huge, it didn’t really scare me. Instead, I felt the tiger’s melancholy. I can’t explain it, but I knew the tiger wasn’t vicious. Rather, it was very, very sad.
“Step back, beast!” Vijay hissed.
Vijay opened his mouth and a beam of shining light hit the tiger in the head. I smelled singed fur and heard a horrible whimpering. Vijay closed his mouth.
“What did that tiger ever do to you, Vijay?”
“That tiger forced me to make a deal I will always regret.”
“A deal for your life?”
“A deal with Talusar.”
Vijay opened his mouth again and another beam of light shot out. It hit the tiger in the flank. The giant tiger moaned, its tail lashing across the cage. I ducked to avoid it. So did Zak. But Vijay didn’t. Vijay just strode ahead, opening his mouth for a third time. The tiger yelped and leaped away. This wasn’t a fight between two monsters. It was a beating.
“Zak, we have to do something,” I said.
“Do what?”
“Anything,” I said.
Zak had a pensive look on his face. His eyes were still yellow and he was white as a sheet, but I could tell a thought had occurred to him.
“Zoe, is this our darkest hour?”
“Darkest how?”
“Is this the worst things are going to get?”
“It’s kind of bleak, Zak.”
“Okay. I just needed to check.”
Zak fiddled with his pocket.
“What are you doing?”
“Thinking about that guy from Bhutan.”
Zak pulled out the triangular tiger-striped rock that the old man in Bhutan had thrown. Then he tossed it down and cracked Stryker who picked up the angular stone in his mouth.
“In your darkest hour it will provide light,” Zak said.
Zak cracked Stryker at Vijay. The tiger-striped rock released a great glowing arc of power. It looked like a twirling glow stick. I was worried because Zak looked like he could barely stand let alone handle the recoil. But somehow he managed. The sharp rock slashed across Vijay’s waist in a flare of light before Stryker wrapped himself around Vijay’s waist like a lasso. Vijay ripped at Stryker with both hands.
“Zak . . . ”
Zak pulled the whip back and cracked Stryker again. Vijay clawed at the snake-whip, ripping it from his arm. Then I saw something out of the corner of my eye. A paw. The tiger’s giant paw clawed down out of the darkness. I tackled Zak to the ground. The claw missed us, but barely. It hit Vijay, though. He buckled over, brilliant light leaking from his chest. My spots were practically on fire now. The pressure in my head had reached its bursting point. I knew what I had to do.
“Stand back!”
I yoginated. I guess I was still feeling scattered, because the first shot went wide. I missed Vijay. I was sure it hit the tiger, because I heard a horrible yelp followed by another swipe of its giant paw. I hit the deck. The tiger’s claws came down so close to me that I felt the wind rush through my hair. Maybe I was wrong about the tiger. Maybe he wanted to dice me up before finishing Vijay off.
Vijay stood back up. He opened his mouth and puckered his lips in a small “o” like he wanted to blow a bubble. But he didn’t blow a bubble. He blew a blast of light instead. Vijay might have been the world’s biggest jerk, but his focus was excellent. He singed the pocket of my shorts as I dove out of the way. The way the blast blew the bamboo floor of the cage away, I knew it would have gone right through me. Fortunately, Vijay had bigger fish to fry.
“You know what I’ve come for, tiger. Surrender your truth.”
Even though I could feel the tiger lurking in the darkness, I kept my attention on Vijay. I could see him standing there, fifty feet away from me, a bright glow leaking from his chest. What did the guy do? Eat lightbulbs for breakfast? I called out to him.
“Why don’t you pick on somebody your own size, Virus Man?”
Vijay turned, the jackal growling at his side.
“Call me Virochan. And the reason I don’t pick on somebody my own size is that I don’t see anybody. I see only a large, pathetic tiger, my sad roommate, and a small insignificant girl. I do say, I will miss listening to your private conversations. Do you really think Zak is sometimes full of himself and your mommy should write you three times a week instead of twice?”
That was when I got mad. Really mad. I felt the pressure in my head come on like a pounding wave. I just exploded. Lot of good it did me. The yogi force went everywhere. Half of it must have hit the poor tiger stalking in the shadow, but the other half hit Vijay. He fell to his side, but he got up again faster than seemed possible. Vijay opened his mouth and I had to duck as his laser breath sliced through the dark cage. Vijay was just too strong. Even though I’d dodged his sun belch, I doubted I’d be able to do it again. Then I heard Zak behind me.
“The arrow,” Zak croaked. “Focus.”
Zak was right. I needed to focus. That was the key. I assumed Standing Archer Pose, my stance wide, my arms stretched out. I didn’t have the bow and arrow with me, but I had to imagine that I did. I closed my eyes and pictured the shaft of the arrow, long and slender in my fingers. I imagined the point, hard and sharp. I felt the pressure growing in my head, but I didn’t let go. Instead, I pulled back on my imaginary bow.
I saw the bull’s-eye as clear as day in my mind. Then, when I was ready, I let go of the arrow in my mind, feeling the flood of relief as the arrow sprang toward its mark. It must have worked, because when I opened my eyes, I could see the concentric rings of yogi power spreading out like ripples as my yogi force flew through the air.
Then it hit.
Vijay was blown backward, his face and mouth distorted into a big pumpkin-sized grin as he flew through the air. I didn’t stop. I pulled my imaginary bow back again and let Vijay have it a second time. I didn’t even feel the pressure of the yogi force building in my brain. Instead, it just flowed. The jackal whimpered and moved back as my yogination smashed into Vijay again. Vijay shook it out. There were jagged rips all over his muscular body, sunlight seeping out of him, casting its glow around the cage.
Vijay opened his mouth and let a sun belch fly. I ducked as the burst of laser light flew over my shoulder. He missed me by a mile. I did hear a hollow thud like a bowling ball dropping on the floor, but I didn’t pay it much attention. When I saw that Vijay hadn’t hit me, I felt myself smile. I think I even laughed a little. I was feeling that good. Then I pulled back on my imaginary bow and released another yogi blast. I was unstoppable.
“Stop!”
Vijay rolled out of the way, raising his hands in surrender.
“You win, Zoe Guire. You get the prize.”
I stared down at Vijay. A part of me said I should finish him off right there. I was prepared to do it. But another part of me said that would make me no better than him. I held the arrow of my yogi force back, my fingers on the imaginary bow. I was so focused on Vijay I didn’t see the jackal disappear into the shadows. I saw him come back, though. He held something in his mouth. A ball. A smooth, shining ball.
“Good boy,” Vijay whispered.
The jackal dropped the ball and I heard a familiar hollow thud. The black ball was the size of a bowling ball, and an orange fire swirled within it. Staring at it was like staring down from space at some alien world, and suddenly, I understood. Vijay’s last blast had been aimed at the tiger, not me. The thud I had heard was the tiger surrendering its glass eye. There was no question. I was looking at the Tiger Eye of Justice. Vijay picked up the Tiger Eye and as soon as I saw it up close, I remembered Durga’s words:
Cover your ears and close your eyes.
The truth will burn and bite and rise.
I knew I needed to look away. I covered my ears and closed my eyes as Vijay stared down at the black-and-orange orb. So I didn’t see what happened next. What I heard was music. Strange crashing music like a symphony of car wrecks and explosions. Vijay must have opened his mouth again because I felt a burst of light fly over my head, singing my hair. Then I heard a scream. I didn’t know who had screamed, but when I opened my eyes again Vijay was smiling at me, pinpoints of bright light in his eyes.
“We have been waiting for you, Zoe Guire. We have been waiting for you for thousands of years.”
“What do you mean, you’ve been waiting for me?” I said.
“We have all been waiting for you.”
What was he talking about? I took a step forward to ask him what he meant, but I didn’t get the chance because that’s when the fire started to burn. Flames flew out of the Tiger Eye of Justice, licking Vijay’s face. Soon Vijay was engulfed in fire. It was a terrible thing to see, so terrible that in spite of everything, I found myself wanting to help him. There was too much heat, though. Too much heat and light. The fire crackled and burned and I was forced to look away again. I heard another hollow thud and the Tiger Eye of Justice rolled across the bamboo floor. There was a long agonizing scream and when I looked back to see Vijay, there was nothing left of him but a smoldering pile of ash.
Vijay was gone.
The jackal yelped and ran away, the clickety-clack of his nails fading into heavy breathing from the shadows.
“Zak?”
I got no answer and when I turned I saw why. It was Zak who had screamed earlier. He had been hit by Vijay’s last blast. His shirt was burned, and when I ran to him I saw he was barely breathing. Tiger stripes now covered his face, his eyes as yellow as the sun. I didn’t know what I could do for him; the truth was, I didn’t think I could do anything.
I heard an achingly loud creak as the bamboo floor of the cage flexed under the weight of a giant paw. When I looked up I was staring at the tiger, its enormous mouth open wide. I stared into its empty eye sockets, but I knew the tiger couldn’t see me. He was as blind as he had been so many thousands of years ago when the jackal had tricked him back into the cage.
“Is this your idea of justice, tiger?” I asked.
I didn’t know why I was mad at the tiger. It hadn’t chosen to hide the Noble Truth of Justice at its side. All it had done was live blindly in the dark to balance out the fact that Talusar had given Virochan the power of the winter sun. The tiger roared, hot breath and yellow teeth filling the cage. I bent down to help Zak. I didn’t care about the Second Noble Truth anymore, especially since looking at it would burn my eyeballs out. I put my arm around Zak’s shoulder to help him up. There had to be something I could do, and as far as I was concerned, the first step was to get him out of that cage. But the blind tiger had other ideas.
It kicked its paw toward us.
I pulled Zak out of the way of the tiger’s paw, but as I did, I noticed something. The Tiger Eye of Justice was rolling directly toward us. Zak coughed. Then he reached feebly toward it.
“Zak. No.”
“Zoe,” Zak said weakly. “Cover your ears and close your eyes.”
“It’ll burn you up!” I screamed.
“It’s the only way.”
“No, Zak.”
“Listen, Zoe, remember how you told me if I believed something, if I really believed it, you would listen to me?”
“I remember.”
“So cover your ears and close your eyes.”
I didn’t know what to do. Durga had said we needed to find the truth, but the truth had killed Vijay. My mind raced round and round. There had to be another way. But there wasn’t. There was only the promise I had made to Zak. So I covered my ears and closed my eyes. I felt Zak reach down, and then all I heard was the strange crashing music again followed by a blinding light. The music was overwhelming. I thought my ears would fall off. Either that or I’d go deaf. But just when I couldn’t take it anymore, the music slowed. It grew softer and more beautiful before gently fading away.
When I opened my eyes again, I couldn’t see Zak. All I saw was a burnt mark on the floor where he had been standing. A burnt mark and a tiny bit of ash.
Nothing else.
I felt a wave of panic well up within me.
“No . . . ”
I couldn’t even begin to think about what had just happened. It was too terrible. Instead, I closed my eyes, desperately hoping it would all go away.
“Zoe.”
I felt myself spinning out of control. I didn’t know if I had just heard my name or if I was going crazy.
“Zoe,” I heard the voice say again. “Open your eyes.”
I steadied myself and turned. I opened my eyes. Zak stood before me. He held the Tiger Eye in his hands. I didn’t look directly at it, but there was no more orangish fire within it. The orb was opaque. And Zak’s eyes were no longer yellow. The tiger stripes were gone.
“I thought you were . . . ”
“I know,” Zak said.
“What happened?”
“I gave it back,” Zak replied.
“Gave what back?”
“Durga’s gift.”
I followed Zak over to the far corner of the cage. I could still hear breathing from the darkness, but I couldn’t see the giant tiger. Not in the inky blackness. There was a rope dangling from the other side of the bars. The end of the rope was a long way off the ground, but Zak slipped through the bars and cracked Stryker. Stryker grabbed the end of the rope and Zak pulled down. A door in the side of the cage creaked up. It must have been on some kind of counterweight because it didn’t take much effort.
A few seconds later the blind tiger walked out of the darkness. I didn’t know if it was going to eat us or thank us, but it did neither. It simply walked out the cage door. But the tiger wasn’t the only one in there. I watched as it was followed out by the man with the tiger stripes. I didn’t get a chance to see if the old man was any healthier looking than he had been, because within seconds he had morphed into the giant water man we had met in Gangotri. 
The water man stared directly at us, and for a moment I thought I saw a watery smile form on his lips. Then the water man bent his head and splashed through the bars, joining the tiger. Only the water man didn’t walk away with the tiger or anything like that. No, instead, he completely lost his form and poured over the tiger like the giant bucket of water he was. One moment he was the water man and the next he was no more than a puddle. The tiger stopped, and shook himself out. Then, he looked blindly back at us one last time before disappearing into the darkness.
I turned to Zak and thousands of bubbles with brightly glowing striped flames started to light up all around us. As they lit up, I saw an amazing sight. The animals that had followed us into the temple began to change. The bats and rats and squirrels and even the fireflies transformed into people. As they did, they went back about their business. They swept their floors and cleaned their kitchens. They swung their pickaxes and organized their shops. Mice turned into children, and squirrels turned into school teachers, and rats turned into mothers and fathers as the entire city sprung to life all around us.
“Zoe, look.”
Hair Face, the hamster, ran across the floor, and a moment later he had transformed into a full-grown man with one blue eye and one brown eye and a very bushy goatee. Hair Face winked at Zak as though becoming human was all in a day’s work. Then he started dusting off the shelves of his shop. The Tiger People were back from the other side of the lava hole. They had come home.





 
 
 
 
 
 
 
TWENTY-THREE
ZAK EATS A DUNG BALL
 
Zak carefully cradled the Tiger Eye of Justice between both hands as we left the temple. After we had crossed the tiger’s stone tongue to the other side of the ravine, I asked Zak what he thought had happened. Zak, however, seemed more interested in getting a grasshopper to follow him than in answering my question.
Zak raised his hand as if to say, “Come . . . ”
The grasshopper stayed still.
He raised his hand again.
The grasshopper did nothing.
Zak raised his hand a third time and said, “Come, young grasshopper.”
The grasshopper jumped away. Zak began to raise his hand again, but I stopped him. It was obvious the grasshopper wasn’t going to give Zak the time of day.
“It doesn’t work, Zoe. The animals won’t listen to me.”
I didn’t want to upset him any more than I had to, so I just nodded.
“You know what this means?”
“No more rats dancing in the common room?”
“I’m free, Zoe. No more animals doing what I say. I’m not the Creature Teacher anymore!” Zak called out to the sky. “I have no powers!”
“I guess you’re cured, then,” I said.
“I will never have another animal follow me around again!”
Apparently Open Sesame didn’t agree, because he chose that moment to land on Zak’s shoulder. Creature Teacher or not, it looked like Open Sesame was here to stay. The bird was like super glue. Through Durga Gates and swamps and yoginations, he just kept on sticking.
“Except for you, Open Sesame,” Zak said. “You can follow me around all you want.”
“Except for me. Except for me.”
“The Tiger Eye,” I said. “You saw what happened to Vijay. How did you know you could look at it?”
“I didn’t.”
“So why did you?”
“Remember what Durga said?”
I thought about Durga’s words. Cover your ears and close your eyes. The truth will burn and bite and rise.
“It was the rising part,” Zak said. “I figured I had to do something. What’s that mythical bird that rises from the ashes? The phoenix? I thought it was worth a shot.”
“It could have killed you.”
“I know, but I figured Durga made me the Creature Teacher for a reason. It was so I could lead those people from the lava hole at the Ridge back to their home. But before I looked into the Tiger Eye they hadn’t turned back into people yet. So I wasn’t sure, but I figured maybe Durga might still need me.”
“Need you for what?”
“I think it was to let the tiger go. The Tiger People and the tiger were held in balance. Only when the tiger was released could the Tiger People return to their true form.”
“And the old man with the tiger stripes who turned into the water man? That doesn’t explain him. What was he doing in there?”
“I saw all that stuff when I looked into the Tiger Eye, Zoe. I saw Talusar turn the people into animals and banish them to the other side of the lava hole. I saw the bhagwan from when we were looking for the Ghost Leopard, too. Something must have changed when you defeated that guy, Zoe. Whatever it was, it set the Tiger People’s clock ticking. Remember how you read that Durga gave the tiger the power to come out of its cage to ask for help? I saw her do that. I also saw her give the tiger that striped rock. The old man and the water man, they were the tiger, don’t you see? It was leading us to its cage all along. We just needed to listen.”
I thought about the horrible sounds that had come out of the Tiger Eye. Sometimes listening could be painful.
“There’s one more thing we need to do,” I said.
“I really hope you’re going to say lunch, because I’ve been starving since the VanPeltsmans stuck me in the Tower.”
I pointed at the Tiger Eye.
“We need to put that where it belongs.”
 
I led Zak back to the lotus fountain. No matter how many times you do it, diving headfirst into twelve inches of water is not something that comes naturally. At least not to me. A little voice told me that unless I was very lucky, I was going to smack my head. But I didn’t. Instead, I found myself in the shadowland again. As soon as I poked my head out of the fountain’s silvery water, I felt my whole body stretch as I was whisked away. As it turned out, riding a tiger wasn’t the only way to travel through a Durga Gate.
Instead of riding the shadow tigers, we moved as though our bodies had been sprayed with oil and then stretched out into the world’s longest linguine noodles. The journey seemed shorter. I shot through the black-and-white shadowlands, skinny as a worm and wham! My head flew through the water again. I pulled myself out of a second stone fountain. Zak emerged beside me and shook himself out like a dog. I was a little groggy and unsure of exactly where I was until I looked around at the bones and bureaus and antiques, and it came to me. We were back at Chanda Chanda’s.
“I trust your journey through the Durga Gate was a pleasant one,” a cheerful voice said. “We have been busy here, what with all the animals using the gate.”
I recognized Chanda Chanda’s voice. When I looked up I saw that he still wore the coat of nails. And it still didn’t fit him very well.
“Animals?” I said.
“When your furry friends came through the lava hole, they needed a way back to Bhutan,” Chanda Chanda said.
“Thanks for helping them out,” Zak said. “I wish we could have used the gate the first time we were here.”
“Chanda Chanda did what he could,” a deep voice said. “One must remember the portals are not always open.”
I looked over the bureaus and crates and sculptures to see an elephant lumber forward, her wings folded behind her. There was just enough room between the boxes for her to approach. Mr. Muk trailed behind the elephant.
“Alta!” Zak and I both said. Then, realizing we were being rude, I added, “Hey, Mr. Muk.”
Mr. Muk smiled and let Alta speak. “Hello, children,” Alta said. “I trust the seventh grade is going well?”
“Textbooks and Talusar,” I said.
“With a few animal powers thrown in,” Zak added.
“Have you found the Second Noble Truth?” Alta asked.
Zak opened his hands, revealing the Tiger Eye of Justice. Given how hard we had worked to find it, it didn’t look like that big a deal sitting there in Zak’s hands. Just a shiny black ball.
“Here you go.”
Alta reached forward and picked up the Second Noble Truth in her trunk. I had a lot I wanted to ask, but I wasn’t sure I could say it in front of this Chanda Chanda. Mr. Muk seemed to understand.
“It is okay, Zoe. Chanda Chanda understands your . . . circumstances.”
I was still a little uncomfortable, but I spoke anyway.
“Why do you think the Second Noble Truth was hidden in that cage? With that big blind tiger?”
“Only Durga would know for certain, but I believe it was hidden there because the gods believed it would be the last place Virochan would look.”
“Why the last place?” I asked.
“The gods are nothing if not ironic, Zoe. Is hiding a great truth in the cage of injustice not a clever choice?”
“I’m not sure I get it,” I said.
“If you have a diamond that you wish to hide, is it better to hide it alongside gold and silver or in the dirt amongst the rocks and stones?”
“With the rocks and stones,” I said. “Not as many people will look there.”
“A truth is no different from a diamond. To keep it hidden, one must put it where no one will look. And do you know where no one will look?”
“In the cage of a tiger?” I said.
“Yes. In the cage of a tiger that the world has forgotten. Not even Virochan thought to look in that cage until he followed you there. The gods are clever like this.”
“Are you saying things aren’t always what they seem, Mr. Muk?”
“I am saying that things are never what they seem, Zoe Guire.”
My head was swimming. I had a million little questions, but Zak beat me to the next one.
“Why didn’t we ride tigers on the way back through the fountain?” Zak asked.
“A Durga Gate leads to a tunnel between two worlds,” Chanda Chanda said. “When a building is constructed around one, it may make it shimmer, just as it does my shop, but it may also do nothing at all. This is because no two Durga Gates are exactly alike. And just as no two gates are alike, no journey between them is the same. Some are well-trodden paths that can be travelled quickly. Others are more treacherous. I do not know the exact route you took, but I do know that the gate will be a necessary tool for you in the future.”
“Why the future?” I asked.
“Because, children,” Alta said. “There are more noble truths yet to be returned to their home in the stars. You have only just begun.”
“Forget about the noble truths for a second,” I said. “I think we have bigger problems. It sounded like Vijay, I mean Virochan, was getting help from Talusar. We locked Talusar away. How could he even help anyone?”
“This I do not know,” Mr. Muk said. “I can tell you only one thing.”
“Selling tickets to the Durga Gates would be a wicked way to pay for college?” Zak said.
Mr. Muk didn’t even crack a smile.
“If Talusar is responsible, then Talusar must be stopped.”
I was a little unnerved at just how seriously Mr. Muk had said those words. It frightened me. Because how do you stop someone who’s already locked away? Whatever the answer was, I knew it wouldn’t be easy. I watched as Chanda Chanda turned a crank that opened a skylight above us. Two wooden panels in the ceiling slid open wider and wider until we were looking out an elephant-sized hole in the roof at the darkening purple sky above.
“Namaste, children. Goodbye and good luck,” Alta boomed.
The Tiger Eye of Justice held high in her trunk, Alta flapped her wings until she rose through the skylight. The beating of Alta’s powerful wings blew my hair around as if I was standing under a helicopter. I pushed the hair out of my face. It was good to see Alta take flight. When she had disappeared into the night sky, Chanda Chanda came forward and removed his ill-fitting coat of nails.
“Treat it well, Mr. Merril. I do believe it will fit you better than me.”
“Cool,” Zak said, running his finger along the nails. “Thanks.”
“One final thing, children,” Mr. Muk said. “I have an old friend who would like to say hello.”
“Hello,” Open Sesame squawked.
“What old friend?” Zak asked.
Mr. Muk pulled out what looked like a raggedy piece of cloth with a big piece missing from it. It looked like something you would throw out without thinking, but it also looked like . . . 
“Doormat!” Zak yelled out in excitement.
“Yes, Doormat. He is very tired from his flight after being swallowed by a giant snake. But he did not sit well in the snake’s stomach. He is back.”
Zak ran forward and hugged the raggedy old mat. I didn’t want to intrude, but I guess Doormat wanted to hug me, too, because he flapped over and wrapped himself around me. It got me thinking. Had Durga used Doormat to try to lead us out to the Durga Gate on the island? Is that why he had gone berserk? It sure seemed like something Durga would do. Heck, Durga probably had something to do with that striped rock Zak had used to attack Vijay, too. I was starting to get the feeling Durga interfered in the mortal world more than she was willing to admit.
 
Doormat was too tired to fly after his ordeal, so Mr. Muk brought us back up to school by auto-rickshaw. I hadn’t ridden in one of the noisy yellow-and-black three-wheelers since winter break, which made it kind of fun. It turned out Vijay had managed to send Mr. Muk and Ichabod on some kind of wild goose chase to the city, which is why they weren’t there to vouch for us during the lockdown. There was still some explaining to do when we got back to school, concerning how Zak had managed to escape the Tower, but Mr. Muk did a good job of smoothing it over. When it became clear that all the rest of the stolen stuff was in Vijay’s possession, Zak’s problems went away.
In terms of myself, nobody even seemed to realize I was even missing. It turned out we were only gone for about a day anyhow. I guess time flies when you’re having fun and all that. Which brings us to the dung ball. Zak didn’t want to eat it. Duh! But he also didn’t want to welch on his bet. So what to do? As it turned out, the behrajis came to his rescue. Everybody agreed Zak would get sick and probably die if he ate an actual dung ball. But everybody also thought having the behrajis fry up a ball of ground-up dining hall leftovers would be equally disgusting.
Nobody wanted Zak to get off easy, though. To make it really gross, it was decided the behrajis would have to put a little of everybody’s least-favorite meals inside of it. Water chicken and buffalo burgers came up at the top of the list, so in the end, the behrajis cooked up the most revolting meatball in the world.
To make it fun, Zak decided he’d eat the “dung” ball on his thirteenth birthday. He put a candle in it, made a wish, and dug in like a good sport. I don’t know what he wished for, but if it was me, I’d probably have wished I wouldn’t make any more bad bets. The whole thing was gross, and I know for a fact Zak ran to the bathroom after, but it was also kind of fun, too. Everybody clapped Zak on the back when he was finished eating it, and I got the feeling when all was said and done, everyone felt they owed Zak for standing up to Vijay, especially after it turned out Vijay was the thief.
Later that evening we ended up having a conversation with Jill and Tuk. It had been a little bit awkward between us because we hadn’t really talked about everything since they had risked their butts helping Zak escape. We knew they knew about Doormat, but I felt we owed them more of an explanation than that. Besides, after Zak ate the dung ball, Amanda Mean decided to use the fact that everyone was gathered around to call a meeting about the Ridge’s big open house, which was scheduled for next semester. Not many people liked Amanda Mean, but the Inter-dorm Open House was a popular event, so they stayed to listen, which meant the rest of the Ridge would be quiet. I signaled Jill and Tuk to follow us down the stairs.
“Hey,” I said as Jill and Tuk traipsed down the stairs.
“Hey,” they replied.
We just kind of stared at each other.
“Got the go-ahead on the satellite tuck shop in the senior dorm,” Tuk said. “Looks like it’s going to be totally rocking.”
“Nice,” Zak said.
I glanced around the empty hallway. The VanPeltsmans were probably in their apartment and almost everyone else was in the dining hall upstairs. Even the guard-parrots were too far away to hear us.
“Listen,” I said quietly. “You guys helped us get out of here and for that we’re very thankful.”
“But you can’t tell us what you were doing, blah, blah, blah,” Jill said.
“No. We can tell you,” I said.
Tuk raised a finger. “Let me stop you right there,” he said. “We know you and Zak are up to some strange stuff.”
Jill nodded and said, “But we can’t help you get away with it if we know what it is.”
“I think they have a word for it in politics,” I said.
“Plausible deniability?” Tuk said.
“That’s it, plausible deniability.”
“Did you learn about that in World Government?” Zak asked.
“Totally,” Tuk said.
“Wicked, dude.” Tuk and Zak bumped fists.
“The point is,” Jill said, “we know you guys sometimes have to do some stuff that doesn’t always make sense, and we want you to be able to do that. But we’re not going to be very good at helping you if we have to lie, so what we’re saying is . . . ”
“It’s better that you don’t know exactly what we’re up to?” I asked.
“Pretty much,” Jill said.
“And you can roll with that?” Zak asked.
“Absolutely,” Tuk said.
“Awesome,” I said. “Let’s get upstairs before Amanda Mean accuses us of plotting a coup or something.”
“Oh, man,” Zak said. “Did you learn about coups in that new government class, too?”
“I’m telling you, Zak. We learn everything. You have got to take it next semester.”
“Oh, I am so there.”
“Of course, by that time, we’ll have moved into World Government Two,” I said with a smile.
Zak whipped out his phone. “This is the Zak Attack about to kick some Zoe Guire butt!”
Zak dropped his phone back in his pocket, and I ran up the stairs in front of him. I was so happy Zak was feeling better again I didn’t mind that he practically tripped me. I still got to the top first. I may have been a month younger than Zak, but I was faster.
As far as the Science Fair went, Zak ended up competing against himself––his rice rocket against his noble truth detector, and in the end he tied himself for first place, which I guess is a lot like winning. About the only other thing that happened was that we had a few more elephant polo games. I can’t say I got a whole lot better, but we did win once or twice, and Open Sesame got good at calling out the score while fluttering above the field.
Finally, at the end of the semester, everybody took the school elephants back to the train station and we steamed down to the plains below. We all said goodbye and headed in every which direction to rendezvous with our parents for summer vacation. It was dark by the time Zak and I reached Delhi, and we could see the Second Noble Truth shining down from the sky. 
I like seeing it up there because it’s nice to think that now that the truth is in its rightful place it might make a difference in the world. But seeing the new star also concerns me because even though we’ve already returned two noble truths to the sky, there are still who knows how many more to go. Anyhow, I’ll worry about that later. Right now I plan on enjoying my summer vacation.
In my room.
Reading a book.
Absolutely no adventures.
Over and out.
Zoe Guire
 
*  *  *
Thanks for reading.
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FIND OUT WHERE IT ALL BEGAN WITH BOOK #1
 

 
Zoe & Zak and the GHOST LEOPARD
 
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 farther 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.
 
Read an excerpt from Zoe & Zak and the Ghost Leopard



Zoe & Zak and the Ghost Leopard
by Lars Guignard
 
ONE
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 cliff side. 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 outward. 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 cliff side. 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 eleven 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 States 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 every day 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 through 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 women 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 and there were 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 a 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 supermega 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 a while 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.
 
 
TWO
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 bathtub. 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 at 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 eleven 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 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 Brahma 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 good-bye 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 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 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 through 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 a 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 had been 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.
 
 
THREE
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 probably would 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 a 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 speakerphone. 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 pockmarked 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 cartwheel. 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 every day 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.
 
 
FOUR
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 at 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 room. 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 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 a 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 propellers 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, 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 begin 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 propellers 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 propellers.
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 nightlight 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 countdown 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 eaves. 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 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 a different world.
*  *  *
End of this sample.
To continue reading Zoe & Zak and the Ghost Leopard, please visit:
Amazon



THE ADVENTURE CONTINUES WITH BOOK #2
 

 
Zoe & Zak and the Yogi’s Curse
 
Zoe and Zak are back in India. Again. And this time they're attending Moonstock Himalayan Academy for Boys and Girls, which might seem fun except for the fact that the school itself is a little strange. 
Students ride elephants instead of school buses, snarling monkeys work as security guards, and angry parrots monitor the halls. And even when they manage to get used to the wildlife, the food is absolutely terrible.
But living with a bunch of other kids their age can be a lot of fun too, or at least it seems that way until Zoe's roommate goes missing. Following the directions written on a steamy bathroom mirror,  Zoe and Zak fly through the clouds on their magic carpet to learn that the two of them have been chosen yet again. This time they've been asked to lift the Yogi's Curse.
It's not going to be easy. Zoe and Zak don't even know what the Yogi's Curse is let alone how to lift it, but like it or not, they soon discover that a whole lot of people are depending on them. 
Now, if they're going to save the day, Zoe and Zak are going to have to fool the monkey guards, avoid the nasty parrots, and maybe even develop a supernatural ability or two. Because lurking beneath Moonstock is a powerful new enemy. And if Zoe and Zak can't stop him, nobody can.
If you liked Book One in the Zoe & Zak series, Ghost Leopard, you'll love Zoe & Zak and the
Yogi's Curse. Join Zoe and Zak on their new adventure today!
 
Available at Amazon.
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