CHAPTER 1

“I hereby sentence you to deah, Bulisal” boomed Ben Butaba, the terrible and
feasome lealer of the Butaba Clan and the ruler of the Empire of Manda. Sitting in his
throne, he looked a majestic, yet terrible figure in his shiny, metd-plated armour and iron
helmet. His cruel red eyes, combined with a thick bladk bead that covered his cheeks
entirely, made people tremble and cower before him.

Y et Bulisa, the small, rat-facal man with piercing, beady eyes, stood firm within the
wooden enclosure. The two guards who stood on either side of him were ready and
itching to convey him to the death chamber and still his eyes did not waver for an instant.

“You have something to say, dog?’ asked Butaba, in a voice that made the whole
court tremble with acold fea, “Or isit that you consider the sertencetoo mild?”

Bulisa smiled.

“My lord, Butabal” he began, his voice low, but sealy, “You may have sentenced
me to death, but listen to what | have to say to you: | hereby sentence YOU to death!
Y our stinking carcasswill be eaen by thevulturesbefore the night is over! That's all, my
lord!”

A deahly silence fell over the eitire curt. Nobody could cuite cmprehend the
import of these words and Ben Butaba himself sat in shock for a few seconds. The
terrible leader’ s face became pale and his eyes became redcer and narrower.

“WHAT!” he aied, his voice rising further, “You dare say such a thing? Perhaps
deah is too mild for you, after all! YOU will be taken to the Dark Dungeons and held
theretill | decide what to do with you! GUARDS!!”

As the guards opened the gate of the wooden enclosure, two dark figures entered the
courtroom and stood in front of the mighty warlord’'s throne. Even before any of the
guards could intervene, they came forward and grabbed Ben Butaba by his shoulders
without any effort from histhrone and threw him down.

“YOU!! YOU!!” cried Ben Butaba, getting up his eyes blazing with uncontroll able
rage “GUARDS!! Throw these men OUT, now!! YOU STINKING DOG BULISA!
Med your doom!!”

With these words, Ben Butaba rushed up to the smiling Bulisa with his svord drawn,
while several guards rushed towards the two strangers who had handled their leader in a
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manner that they would not have even dreamt of. The battle was short, but swift. In afew
seaonds, the ten guards who had attadked the two strangers were sprawling on the floor,
splattered with blood.

Butaba, who had turned round and witnessed the canage, was dumbstruck. With a
horrible yell of rage, he hurled himself on Bulisa. The heavy punch that was aimed at
Butaba s nose was easily countered by the smaller man. Catching the fearsome warlord’s
hands, Bulisa twisted it around and held it in a vicellike grip. Screaming with agony,
Butabatried to brek freeby kicking Bulisa, but the smaller man was quick and agile aad
easily dodged Butaba' s blows, even without releasing the leader from his grip. Within a
few minutes, Butaba' s facebecame red with pain and agony and he kept yelling out for
help, writhing in the deadly grip.

By now, several guards had entered the @urtroom, carrying speas and swords and
tried to read their leader to help him. But they were all held badk by the two men, whose
powers semed superhuman. One of them, closing hs eyes and raising his hands, had
creaed a powerful eledric field, which prevented the soldiers from reading Bulisa and
Butaba. Those who tried to crossthe forcefield were either thrown badk by a terrific
forceor burnt to death.

At last, Butaba, screaming and twisting, lost his consciousnessand became limp and
rigid. His face was redder than ever and his eyes were streaming. Bulisa released his grip
and the leader fell to the floor with a heavy thud.

“All right! That’s enough!” cried Bulisa, raising his hands. The man who had creaed
the force-field stepped badk and dropped his hands. The forcefield disappeaed.

Several guards who had ga hurt by the forcefield lay on the ground, groaning with
pain and the others, who had been watching the drama from the badground, retreaed
hastily with feaful screams. The @urtroom now resembled a battlefield and there were
only three victors - Bulisa and the two strangers who had, with their strange entrance,
creaed such havoc within minutes.

CHAPTER 2

“Is he alive, master?’ asked one of the men, coming up to Bulisa.

“Yes, he breahes!” said Bulisa, “The wicked one must not die easily! He must face
the same tortures that he handed out to his own, innocent subjeds. My Gems! You have
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donewell! I am pleased that my training has paid rich dividends and you are both masters
of your respedive skills.”

The man bowed before Bulisawith a proud smile.

“Thank you, master!”

“What shall we do with him, master?” asked the other man, joining them, “Shall |
begin his punishment?’

Bulisathougnt for awhile.

“Go and find all the ministers and the officials of Manda, Bhuva!” he said, “They
have been relieved of a monster who had held them in hisiron grip all these yeas. Surely
now, when they realise that he is no longer their master, will find a sufficient punishment
for him! Ask them to assemble in this very court by noon, today, where | shall address
them! Go and invite Jho Butaba, Ben's only nephew, to come here also! He shall find a
surprise waiting for him!”

Bhuva saluted Bulisa and left the courtroom.

“Now, Jhola” said Bulisa, turning to the other man, “We must clean up this
courtroom, for we shall be using it in the afternoon for another ceremony. Help those
poor fellows lying on the floor to their fed and take them to the nearest hospital. I’ Il look
after their sick leader.”

After an hour, the courtroom was completely clean. The bloodstains had been
washed away and the bodies of the dead guards had been taken away. The injured
soldiers had been duly conveyed to the hospital where they reaeived medical attention.

All over the aty of Patah, the cagital of Manda, there was a buzz of excitement and
expectation. The news had spread like wildfire. Most of the people were happy and
excited because they were now freefrom the iron rule of the terrible Butaba. They were
also expedant and anxious to know their future, for an Empire without a ruler would
soon hea towards anarchy.

Thus, in large numbers, they gathered outside the palace of Butaba and waited
impatiently for some news.

Inside the courtroom, there was a hushed atmosphere. The officials and ministers of
Manda, had gathered in large numbers and were trying to ascertain the exad situation.



Bulisa had not yet entered the courtroom and the fate of Butaba was gill uncertain. At
last, at the stroke of noon, the usher announced Bulisa.

From an inner chamber, Bulisa walked out, flanked by his two, trused men, Bhuva
and Jhola. The murtroom fell into complete silence a his entry. One or two of the
ministers gepped forward when he sat down on the same throne that Butaba had been
seded ealier.

The little man, the tiny rat-like man who had been an insignificant officer in
Butaba svast army, was now looked at with awe. The same man who had been dismissed
from service by Butaba for alleged spying and condemned to death, was now seaed on
Butaba' s own throne and commanded the same resped that Butaba tad done.

Bhuva and Jhola took their postionsbd ow Bulisaand good firm and till.

“Now!” began Bulisa, in aslow and stealy voice, “I have had the privilege of freeing
this grea Empire from the monstrous grip of that vile fellow, Butaba. | have imprisoned
the beast in the same Dark Dungeons that he sent so many innocent people to their doom.
Now | shall bring him before you and decide his punishment! Rest assured, gentlemen,
that justicewill be done!”

One of the ministers sitting in the front row got up from his & and bowed.

“My lord, Bulisal” he began, his voice shaking with emotion, “May | suggest that
Butaba be fried in boiling hot oil? He did the same to my poor innocent son! My son,
who had committed no wrong! Please, | beg you!”

“I am not your Emperor, Prime Minister Chabbar!” said Bulisa, in a kindly voice to
the beaded, old man who had risen, “I am here merely as the judge! You may address
me by my name! Your suggestion shall certainly be considered. However, before we
begin our discussions, let us bring in the acaused!”

The sound of chains clinking preceded the entrance of the acwised man. Butaba
entered the curtroom, his head sunk low and his hands and legs chained loosely. His
facewas gill red and one of his eyes was bladk and puffy. No longer did he wea his
magnificent armour and helmet, but was weaing the dirty white outfit of a wnvict. As he
was dragged into the wooden enclosure by two guards, a huge roar of delight rose from
the courtroom. Every man and woman cheaed and whistled at the sight of their terrible

leader, now as helpless and as hopelessas one of his own victims.
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Bulisa did not attempt to cdm down the aowd, but waited patiently for the noisy
cheers to subside. After a few minutes, when the noise had died down to alow murmur,
he smiled at Butaba, who made no attempt to meet his eyes.

“Butabal Butabal” began Bulisa, “Look at those people! Look at their delight at your
plight! You poor man! Not one man, not one woman hes been your friend all these yeas!
You had held them in your iron grip and not one of them could even spe& out their
minds. Fea held them dumb! Now that fea is forever released and they are free! Look at
their joy! Y our wicked regime has ended today, Butabal”

CHAPTER 3

Butaba, completely deflated and uterly crushed, looked up with hate & the man who
had been responsible for such a state of affairs. The fire in his red eyes had been doused
and no longer did he inspire ave and fear in the eyes of his former subjeds. He surveyed
the wurtroom and saw that there was a smile of happinessin the face of every man and
woman and not a single tinge of regret in their eyes. He knew that he ould exped no
mercy from them when it came to his punishment and he gritted his teeh at the thought
of spending the rest of his days in the Dark Dungeons. He also shuddered at the thought
of facing the torture cdhamber where he had sent hundreds of innocent prisoners. Y et, not
for a moment did he regret his own ways, his own wicked, tyrannical ways. No, Ben
Butaba was not arepentant soul.

“No! Ben Butaba!” said Bulisa, shaking his heal, “I see from your eyes that you are
not a repentant man! Your animal instincts are still loose and you would be a pulic
danger if you were free of your chains. This Empire has suffered enough through you.
Let that not continue.”

“Fry him! Poke his eyes out! Have him Bastinadoed!! THE FIEND!” cried someone
from behind.

Butaba roared like alion and tried to bre& his chains free but could not do so.
Seeing this, the common peope who had come to witness the trial began tojeer and boo.

“SILENCE!” cried Jhola, at anod from Bulisa, “SILENCE!”

“All right!” said Bulisa, “I grow weay of thisl Let this animal not be dlowed to
roam freein this city or anywhere else! | hereby sentence Ben Butaba to death! He shall
be exeauted before the sun sets tonight and his body will be thrown in the rubkish heg
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where the vultures will have him. Before his deah, however, let him facethe torture
chamber at least once and find out the pain and suffering that he has inflicted on others!
Court dismissed!”

With this, Bulisa got up from the throne axd the whole @urt rose. Ben Butaba,
spitting and cursing viciously like asavage, was conveyed safely out of the curtroom
and taken into the depths and darkness of the Dark Dungeons. The cmmon people were
dispersed, but the ministers and officials remained behind at Bulisa’ s request.

“I have another important announcement to make!” said Bulisa, to his smaller
audience, “Since this Empire is now left without a ruler, may | make asuggestion? |
suggest that the young Jho Butaba, Ben Butaba' s neghew, be aowned the new Emperor.
What do you think?’

All the ministers raised their hands in assent and clapped loudy. Jho Butaba, atall,
well-built, pleasant-faced young man, who had been watching his uncle’'s trial with not a
tinge of emotion on his face now gat up from his seatand lowered his heal in respect.

“Well, Jho, what do you think?” asked Bulisa, smiling.

“I thank you, sire, for your recommendation. Y ou shall find that | am still young and
inexperienced at this...”

“No, no, Jho!” said the old Prime Minister, Chabbar, getting up “You are our new
Emperor! Bulisa has indeed made a fantastic suggestion and | am happy to say that | fully
agreewith his suggestion.”

All the other ministers began making similar appeds simultaneously and drowned all
protestations from the young man.

Finally, Bulisa himself raised his hand and calmed eerybody down.

“Y oung Jho Butaba is immensely suited for the job of ruling this Empire! He will be
akind and courageousruler. So, Jho! Will you doit?’

Jho Butaba shrugged his shoulders in comic resignation.

“All right! But don't exped me to be all rigid pomp and ceremony! | shall rule this
Empire in my own way and in my own style. Isthat agreed?’

All the ministers murmured their approval and thus, Jho Butaba officially became the
Crown Prince of Manda. Bulisa descended from the throne and Jho Butaba ascended. Al

the mnisters and officials of Mandaraised their chea's of happinessand approval.
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CHAPTER 4

Having installed Jho Butaba as the ruler of Manda, Bulisa returned to his home in the
hill y countryside of Southern Manda. Histwo ‘Gems', Jhola and Bhuva went with him.

Patah no longer appealed to Bulisa & it was now a cdm and quiet city, freefrom the
influence of the evil Butaba. He knew that his work was done and he had to return to his
own little village in the hilIs.

The three of them readed the village of Gowa on a horse cariage, specialy
arranged for them by Jho Butaba. It had grown dark by the timethey arrived and smdl oil
lamps twinkled in the streds of Gowa & the horse cariage pulled up outside asmall
cottage.

“Return to Patah,” said Bulisa to the cariage driver, “And tell your leader that we
thank him for hiskindness! We would have taken much longer to reat here had we hired
abullock cart.”

“That’sall right, my lord!” said the carriagedriver, “We ae all much obliged to you!
Y ou have gat rid of Ben Butaba and that’sa gred feat! Thank you, sre!”

As the horse cariage drove avay, Bulisa went up to the cottage door and seached
for hiskeys.

“Hello, hello!” a voice gied out from the darkness in front of the house, “Who goes
there?’

“It's me, Bulisal” said Bulisa, turning around, “Why it’s you, Ghodal What a long
time it’s been sincewe met! Come on up! I ve just returned from Patah!”

A small man came up to the door. He was holding a candle and held it up a Bulisa's
faceand sighed with relief.

“Thank god for that!” he said, wiping his brows, “Sorry about that Bulisa, but | just
wanted to make sure that it was you!”

“Let’sgo inand light alamp!” said Bulisa, opening the front door, “Come in, Jhola,
come in Bhuval”

The four of them entered the dark house. It smelt musty. Bulisa wandered into the
darkness for a few minutes and returned, carrying an oil lamp that lit up the place
considerably.



“Go around the house and open al the windows, Jhola,” he said, “Bhuva, you goand
find abroom and dwst up the place My friend and | will wait here.” The two men saluted
and went to obey their master’s orders.

“Well, Bulisa,” said Ghoda, in a shaky voice “Y ou have company?”

“Those two are friends of mine that | brought down from Patah!” said Bulisa, in a
casual tone, “But you! Your nerves are quite worn with anxiety! What is the matter with
you?’

“I"ll tell you all about it, Bulisa,” said Ghoda, “Let’s get you settled down now!”

Within half an hour, the ttage was badk in shape. Large oil lamps lit up the place
brightly, the floors and walls were dusted and cleaned with mops and the mbwebs
removed from all the furniture. The mustiness had gone out of the ar and the place
looked fresh and new again. Ghoda looked at the two men work and was amazedat their
speal and sKills.

“Come into the living room and let’'s tak!” said Bulisa, “By the way, | haven't
introduced you to my friends yet! This person here is called Bhuva and the other is Jholal
They’re my friends from Patah! Bhuva, Jholal Thisis my next-doa neighbour, Ghodal”

Ghoda exchanged pleasantries with the two men.

Seded in the nice comfortable amchairs, the three travellers looked tired, but
satisfied, after their long journey home.

“It's been years since | saw you, Bulisal” said Ghoda, “I hardly expeded you to
return! But | head a horse cariage pull up in front of your house and wondered who it
could be! Shall I bring you down some dinner from my house? Y ou must behungry.”

“Oh no!” said Bulisa, smiling, “We had dinner on the way. The good Emperor gave
us agood, packed dinner to carry with us. We'll just go to bed afterawhile”

“The good Emperor, indead!” cried Ghoda, incredulously, “That Ben Butabal He
made arrangementsfor your journey? Y ou must bejoking!”

Bulisa laughed aloud.

“You don't know thisyet, my friend,” he said, “All of Manda will know within a few
days! Do you know, Ben Butaba is no more! Jho Butaba, his nephew, has taken over as
Emperor!”



Ghoda sat badk in his chair for a few secnds, gazing with amazement into Bulisa's
eyes, to seewhether he was joking or not.

“This istoo much for me to dgest,” he said at last, his voice low, “I' Il take my leave
now, gentlemen! I'll seeyou in the morning with bre&kfast and you can tell me all about
it! Right now, all | can say is, goodbye!”

Getting upfrom his chair like a zombie, Ghoda left.

Bulisa laughed again and Bhuva's eyes twinkled with amusement.

“Well, master! What did | tell you?” he said, a half-smile playing on his lips.

“You're always right, Bhuval” said Bulisa, with amusement, “Well! We can turn in
now! Lock the door and pu out all the lamps and go to bed. I’'m tired and I’ m sure you
two must be! | have a spareroom upstairs which you can use &abedroom. Good night!”

“Good night, master!” said Jholaand Bhuva.

CHAPTER &5

The little village of Gowa woke up to a beautiful, sunny morning. The chill in the
night air had been removed by the golden rays of the sun, but it was gill pleasantly coal.
The fresh mountain air was a complete contrast to the warm, stuffy aimosphere in the city
of Patah. Bhuva and Jhola woke up first and went outside the mttage to enjoy the wal,
gentle breezethat was blowing aaossthe hills.

Gowa was very picturesque in the sunlight. It was a much smaller village than either
Bhuva or Jhola had imagined. There were afew small but beautiful cottages and lovely
gardens dotting the undulating landscape. There was only one bigger building in the
entire village and that was the village chieftain’s house. The blue-grey hills and the
clouds in the badkground completed the scenery.

“This is a wonderful place!” said Jhola, with a sigh, “Master is © lucky to have a
placesuch asthis.”

“Look at that orange sky!” said Bhuva, pointing to the eat, where the sun had just
begun its upward journey, “That will make an excdlent picture!”

“Hello, hello! How are you boys?’ asked Ghoda, who had just come out of his
house, which was the mttage next to Bulisa's, “I’ [l get bre&fast realy in an hour’s time.
Y ou people must behungry.”

Bhuvaturned to Ghoda and saluted him mechanicadly.
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“Yes, sir,” he said, “This fresh atmosphere does improve one's appetite. | feel as
though | haven't eaten for days!”

“Ah Hal” said Ghoda, smiling, “I expected to hea something like that! By the way,
do you fellows know about Bulisa's plans? I's he going to stay here permanently now or is
he returning to Patah?’

“I"'m afraid master does not reveal his plans to us always,” said Bhuva, returning the
smile.

Ghoda looked at them quizzically.

“Master, eh?” he asked, “| thought that you were hisfriends from the city!”

“Oh! Master is too kind to us to cdl us srvants” said Jhola, joining the
conversation, “Besides, we arenot redly...”

Suddenly Bhuva nudged Jhola gently, but firmly. Jhola stopped halfway in his
sentence

“Oh! We were just unemployed men in the city,” said Bhuva, “Master Bulisa was
kind enough to take usinto his serviceas sssstants.”

Ghoda nodded, but his expression told them that he was still not convinced.

“Oh, all right then,” he said, “W hen Bulisa is realy for bre&fast, cdl me. I'll come
up and have a little chat with him. Bye for now!”

After standing in silence for afew seconds, Ghoda returned to his cottage.

“Don’t talk too much, Jhola,” said Bhuva, in alowered voice “Master hastold us not
to tell anythingto anybody. We must resped his wishes.”

“Yes, I'msorry,” said Jhola, “Well! Let’s get badck inside and see if master is up. He
might want us.”

Bulisawas up. He was downstairs looking for them when they came in.

“W here have you been?’ he asked, “| waslooking all around for you.”

“We were outside, master,” said Bhuva, lowering his head, “We were just enjoying
the fresh, cool breeze It's a completely new environment for both of us!”

Bulisa smiled.

“All right!” he said, “Get bre&fast ready, Jholal I'm hungry!”

“Your friend from next doar told us that he would get bre&kfast realy in his house,
master,” said Bhuva, “He told us that bregfast would be reedy in an hour’s time””
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“Indeed!” said Bulisa, “Well, then! | suppose we must wait. Get yourselves
freshened up There's a small stream flowing down the hills half a mile avay from here.
It's good, clean fresh water. Otherwise, there’sawell behind the house.”

In an hour’s time, the four men were sitting at Bulisa's bre&fast table, eding freshly
baked bread and fruits.

“Well!” said Ghoda, after they had finished, “Y ou told me something incredible last
night and I’ m still not quite sure that you told it! Tell me now, for | am ready for anything
now!”

Bulisa then told him all about the events that had shaken the caital city of Patah in
the last few days. Ghoda listened to this extreordinary account with growing
astonishment.

“Well,” he said, after afew minutes of deg thought, “What you have told me indeed
gives me heat! Now, it’s my turn to tell you about something, my friend! Y ou remember,
last night when | met you, | was al nervous and shaky?”

“Yes,” said Bulisa.

“| feaed that the raiders had returned ayain, when | head a horse’s neigh,” he said,
lowering hs voice “You see.. since you left Gowa, yeas ago, a lot has happened here
that has destroyed our peacéul lives. Even as| speak now, the whole village is trembling
with anticipation at having to face those raiders again. They're about due, this time of the
month!”

“Raiders!” exclaimed Bulisa, “Y ou mean dacoits or bandits, surely!”

“No! No!” said Ghoda, “We thought so too, at first! You see they first came to our
village several months ago - amost a yea ago, | think - and there were aout thirty
armed men, all on horsebadk, weaing bladk robes and bad masks. One of them went
from house to house and asked all the villagers to gether outside, threaening them with
instant deah if they did not obey. We all gathered in front of them, trembling with fea.
Their leader, atall, thin man with a peaked turban, told us that he was a warlord from the
south and threaened to destroy our village if we didn't pay a ‘tax’ every month. He told
us that he would visit our village & the end of each month and we must kegp our money
or valuables realy. If we failed to comply, he would razethe village to the ground. Well,

month after month, a representative of theirs came to our village and colleded their
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‘taxes’. Two months ago, however, the village dieftain defied their representative and
threw him out of the village. That was the beginning of our troubles! My god! The next
day, a group of them - maybe adozen - arrived on horsebadk and went straight to the
chieftain’s house. Within minutes, the dhieftain was taken outside the village and beaen
up with heavy sticks and stones. We stood on the streets, watching with horror, as they
struck their blows, too scared to intervene. At last, one of the men, carrying the dieftain
on his shoulders, came up to us and dropped him on the ground like asadk of potatoes.
Il never forget the tone of his voice when he said, ‘This is just an example. Bewaee! Th
next example will be the entire village.” Most of us went to our homes trembling, but a
few of us helped take the poa chief back to his house and dressed and bandaged his
horrible wounds. He has been in bed since then and he has just begun recovering. Even
now, he walks with alimp in hisright leg, where they struck him heavily and repeaedly.
Now, listening to your exploits in Patah, | feel a light of hope returning to my heat. If
you fellows can deal with so many of Ben Butaba's feasome guards at one time, I'm
sure you can take care of those raiders!”

CHAPTER 6

Bulisasat badk in his chair for several minutes, closing and opening his eyes dowly.

“Hmm! Extraordinary!” said Bulisa, after a few seands, “They must be afeasome
lot, walking into a village with such audacity and getting away with such bladkmail,
month after month! Surely, you people must have complained to the aithorities in the
neaest barradks?’

“No, no, we didn’t, Bulisa,” said Ghoda, “As though Ben Butaba’'s men would care
to help us! We knew that no help would come from those quarters! It was like choosing
between the devil and the degy sea However, now that Jho Butaba is the leader, we shall
go to him and seek his protection! You are redly a genius, Bulisal | still cannot believe
how you fellows managed to throw him out!”

“Hmm!” said Bulisa, “Even now, help may not be prompt in coming from him!
Remember how far away Patah is from here! The aithorities here would not have
received the news of Ben Butaba's fall from power and his sibsequent deah and they
would continue to act as though he is gill their leader. If you were to seek Jho's help, it

would take several daysto read you. And surely the raiders would return before that!”
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“They would surely be here by tomorrow!” said Ghoda, “And that is why | am
hoping that what you’ ve told me about your deeds in Patah is no exaggeration. These two
here must be pretty feasome warriors themselves.”

“I am no warrior, sir,” said Bhuva, smiling, “But | do know magic and | can use my
head quite well!”

“And | am the stronger of the two!” said Jhola, also baring his teeh, “I can take
down twenty men at atime with a single blow, maybe more!”

Ghoda looked at Bhuva and Jholawith twinkling eyes.

“That’s why you two were 0 tight-lipped when | asked you about yourselves!” he
said, smiling, “Unemployed men, indeed! For the kind of talent that you possess
anybody would want to have you working for their cause, not against!”

“That’s right!” said Bulisa, “And we intend to use those talents and powers to fight
on the side of Good. Wherever we go, | shall use my Gems only to protect, not to harm,
innocent people. But let’s get badk to the subjed at hand... theraiders...”

“Yes,” said Ghoda, his facegrowing dark and apprehensive, “Most probably they’ll
be here by tomorrow! You see ever since that representative of theirs was manhandled
and thrown out of the village by our chieftain, he never comes alone. Two other armed
men always come with him. Last month they increased the ‘taxes’ as punishment for our
chief’s behaviour and this month none of us have enough money to pay up. | dreal the
consequences of non-payment!” He shuddered as he spoke.

“Never fea!” said Bulisa, his bealy eyes glistening with anticipation, “We will face
them when they come! We'll deal with them firm and proper!”

“Hmm!” said Ghoda, with a doubtful look on his face, “They’ll surely come to this
cottage when they see that it's occupied again. When their leader found that this one
cottage was unoccupied the first time they arrived, he flew into a terrible rage. Now that
you're here, they will not spare you! They’ Il probably want to purish you in some way
for your absenceall these months!”

“Ahal That’sgood!” said Bulisa, smiling and rubbing his hands, “ Nothing would suit
us better! When they do arrive, make sure that they find out that this cottage is occupied
onceagain. They'll surely come herefirst and we'll be ready for them!”
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That night, Bulisa and his ‘Gems’ went to deep late, after discussing their plans for
the morning.

“Pradise all your techniques, Bhuva; and you too, Jholal” said Bulisa, before retiring
into his bedroom, “They must be really tough fellows, going by what Ghoda has told us
this morning. Be prepared! | have complete confidencein your abil itied”

The next morning, a heavy fog hung over the little village of Gowa. The air was
chilly and dank and the two ‘Gems did not feel as wakeful and fresh as they did the
previous morning.

“Wake up, men!” said Bulisa, who had been up much ealier and was looking bright
and fresh, “We must meet Ghoda before those raiders arrivel”

Bhuva and Jholawoke upand rubbed their eyes.

“Well, master!” said Bhuva, “Must we have a wash before we go?’

“Yes,” said Bulisa, firmly, “The water is cold and fresh today! One splash on your
faces will wake you up completely. Today is an important day, remember!”

The two men went to the bad of the cottage and found the well. Bhuvalooked down
the well and found that the water was not very deg. Drawing some water in a metal
bucket, they splashed themselves about.

“Brrr! Oooh! It's freezing!” said Bhuva, breahing quickly and sharply, “These hill
resorts sure are uncomfortable at imed”

While Bhuva hurriedly returned into the relative comforts of the mttage, Jhola
stayed outside and washed himsalf slowly and leisurdly.

“Hmm! It’sreally not very cold!” he said to himself, “Huh! Really! That Bhuval”

CHAPTER 7

The whole village of Gowa was in a state of anxiety that morning. The cloudy fog
had left them gloomier than ever as they waited for the fea'some ‘tax’ collector to arrive.
Ghoda himself was deg in thought when Bulisa and his‘Gems' entered his cottage. His
facewas grim and his browswere furrowed.

“Oh! Come in, Bulisal” said Ghoda, opening the doa for them cautiously,
“Everybody is 9 restlesstoday! Nobody knows for sure when those raiders will visit us,
but somehow, | feel it in my bones that today is the day! It's almost the end of the month
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and they’ll be here, surely! That wretched little ‘taxman’ of theirs will turn up with his
sadk and come knocking at all our doors!”

“We have our plans ready,” said Bulisa, “We have lit the oil lamps in our cottage so
that those fellows can see the glow of light through the windows. They'll surely be
attracted to us then!”

“Most of us close all the doors and windows when they arrivel” said Ghoda with a
nervous little laugh, “None of us want their attentions! But your cottageis the scond one
from our row of cottages and surely they’ll come and Misit you before they visit anybody
else!”

Suddenly Ghoda became rigid and his eyes widened.

“Shh! Listen! Can you hea that? That was surely ahorse' s hodfs!”

Bulisa pricked up hs eas and so did the ‘Gems'. Sure enough, they could discern a
faint rattle in the distance. Ghoda s eas were really sharp.

“They’ve just entered the main stred,” he said, in alow voice “The ground is hard
and stony just as you enter the village and so | could hea those steps. Hush! They're
here! They're dismounting...”

Within a few minutes, Bulisa could heararough, harsh voicejust outsde the cottage
Ghoda's faceglistened with swea.

“They’re here sooner than | expeded! Let’s watch them through our side window,”
he whispered. The threeof them went to one of the bedrooms on one side of the wttage
and watched through the window.

The fog was not very heavy and it was lifting now and Bulisa @muld discern a muple
of dark shadowswalking in the direction of his own cottage.

“They’re investigating your cottage, Bulisa,” said Bhuva, “They’ ve seen your lights
and they want to find out who’sliving there! What will you do now?’

“Wait!” said Bulisaand the threeof them waited.

They waited a full five minutes. Suddenly there was a thunderous noise. Somebody
was crashing his fists against the front door of Ghoda s own cottage

“He's come here!” said Ghoda, shakily, “He’ll bre&k the door down if | don't
answer. Wait here in thisroom!”
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Ghoda nervously went up to his front door and opened it. Three men, weaing bladk
masks, were standing at the doar, ther fists clenched menacingly and their eyes glowing
with malevolence

“Who do you think you are, you wretch?’ asked one of them, coming forward and
grabbing Ghoda' s shoulders, “ Answer the door promptly or we'll tead you a lesson that
you'll never forget in your life!”

“W hat... what do you want?’ asked Ghoda, faintly.

“That cottage next to this one!” said the masked raider, in a harsh, threaening tone,
“Who lives there now? It had been locked upall these days and we haven’t colleded any
tax from the owners of that placel Answer truthfully or I'll takeyour life!”

While he was geeking, Bulisa, Bhuva and Jhola had come out of the bedroom and
were now standing behind Ghoda. Sedang this, the three masked men roughy pushed
Ghoda asde and entered the cottage, till clenchingtheir fists in a menacing pose.

“It'sus,” said Bulisa, slowly, “We are the new residents of this village! Who might
you be, my dea boys? Youlook so lovely and angelic this bright sunny morning!”

The raider who had spoken before, came forward and standing close to Bulisa, stared
straight into his eyes. Bulisa did not waver. Weaing a sardonic smile, he returned the
stare.

“Nobody speaks to us in that tone, stranger!” said the raider, at last, “You had best
learn to resped us or your life won't be worth livingt LOOK HERE!” He spoke the last
words turning to Ghoda, who was cowering like afrightened rabbit behind Jhola, “You'll
tell these fellowsto mind their tongues! TELL THEM WHO WE ARE, DOG!”

Ghoda looked a Bulisaweaing a desperate look on his face.

Jhola took one step forward and without a word of warning gabbed the nearest
raider with his left hand and locked him in a deally bea hug. The man screamed with
agony at the aushing force The other two rushed forward to help their comrade, but
Bhuva raised his hand and pointed a finger at them. Deally red sparks flew in their
diredion and stung them like bees. They cried out in pain.

“AH! AH! LET ME GO! Let me go!” cried the raider who was held in Jhola’s
feasome bea-hug. After a few seands he relessed hm and the man fell on to the

ground like a crushed sdk of potatoes.
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The other two were ill suffering from their sharp, stinging burns and were hopping
around the room, crying out in pain. At last, recovering some of their composure they
hopped out of the cottage, hel ping the third man to his fed.

In the skirmish they had lost their bladk masks and cloaks. All three of them were
thickly beaded.

Cursing and spitting, they ran as quickly asthey could to get their horses.

Bulisa, Bhuva and Jhola followed them out, but they did not show undue haste.

“We’ll get even with you for this!” said one of the raiders, the one who had suffered
the aushing bear-hug, “You think you're tough guys, don't you? Well don’'t forget my
words: You threewill pay for this!”

His voicewas shaky and his facewas gill twitching with pain. He mounted his horse
hastily and the other two followed suit.

“Goodbye! Seeyou soon!” said Bulisa smiling in his most pleasant manner, “Sorry
for the trouble we' ve given you! But that’ll teach you not to come aound threatening
poor, defencelesspeople and taking away their hard-eaned money!”

The threeriders did not wait to listen. They quickly rode off down the road healing
south. Soon they disappeared from view.

“Well, Jholal” said Bulisa, turning to the big man, “Did you hurt him too much?”

“Hurt him!” said Jhola in a horrified voice, “1 just gave him a gentle little embraceof
friendship, nothing else!”

Bulisaand Bhuvalookedatead other and laughed.

“Well, let’s get badk into our cottage!” said Bulisa, “This cold, damp air might give
usachill!”

CHAPTER 8

The morning fog had slowly drifted away in the next few hours and by noon, the
village of Gowa was bathed in sunlight. There was not a cloud in the sky and it had
become comfortably warm. Ghoda, who had not |&ft his own cottage since the raiders had
visited the village, gathered enough courage now to venture outside. He walked up to
Bulisa's cottage, treading slowly and tentatively, looking around him as though he

expected a lion to pounce on him any moment
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“Well?” he asked Bulisa slowly as he entered the wttage, “What did they tell you
before they left?

Bulisa smiled and waved Ghoda o a tair.

“Nothing, Ghoda!” he said, “We just exchanged pleasantries with them! They told us
that since we were so friendly towards them, they hoped to visit us $sme other time and
have a quiet dinner with us!”

Ghoda shook his head impatiently.

“Don't joke, Bulisal This is a serious matter!” he said, “Those raiders will return to
our village in large numbers, armed to the teeth! In their anger they would surely wish to
destroy us all. | sure hope that you can handle them then!”

Bhuva, who had been in the kitchen and had just entered the room, smiled at
Ghoda s feas.

“No, no, sir,” he said, “We @n easily deal with those thugs' What you have
witnessed today was just a sampling of our red powers.”

Ghoda nodded and returned the smile.

“You were great, man!” he said, “Those flying sparks you threw at those fellows
must have really burned right through their flesh and caused alot of pain.”

“That’s not all that | have in my armoury,” said Bhuva, “Master has taught us so
much more.”

“All right,” said Ghoda, “If you are redly confident, then we can all rest easy! I’ ll go
around and tell the rest of the villagers not toworry. I'll tell them all about you and what
you did to those raiderstoday!”

To his surprise, Bulisashook his head vigorously.

“No, no!” he said, “Please don’'t! It won’t serve any purpose and besides, I'm a quiet,
retiring man. |1 don’'t want my name to do the rounds in pullic circles.”

“Oh, really, Bulisal” said Ghoda, in dismay, “Thisis only asmall village! Surely you
wouldn’'t be affected by that kind of publicity here! Besides, the village chief must be
informed. It will give him some hope and courage”

Bulisa shrugged his shouders, still shaking his head.

“Tell him then!” he said, “But try and keep it quiet, will you? Neither Jhola nor

Bhuvawould like any kind of pulicity, however small or insignificant!”
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Ghoda looked at Bulisa for a few seconds with a peauliar look on his faceand then
got upto leave.

“Redlly, Bulisal” he said slowly, when he was at the doar, “Themore | think | know
you, the less | redly seem to know! You're astrange man. You have ahieved so much
and yet you remain aloof to popular fame.”

Bulisaclosed his eyes.

“I am a strange kind of man, Ghodal” he said.

The next day, there was a buzz of excitement in the little village square. Apparently,
somebody had seen the raiders leave the village the previous morning and had also noted
the fact that they had seamed agitated and hasty in their departure. The same anonymous
person hed also seen Bulisa and his two ‘Gems’ talking to the raiders, just as they had
been mounting their horses. People began spe&ing in hushed whispers about Bulisa and
his drange companions. The village dief, a short, fat middle-aged man with greying
whiskers and a bald pete, decided to see Bulisa and talk to him about it when he head
these rumours. However, before he auld go over to Bulisa's cottage, Ghoda cane to his
house and told the dhief about Bulisa, Jhola and Bhuva and their exploits both in Patah
and in Gowa.

“Well, chief!” said Ghoda, after his lengthy narrative, “That’s what redly happened.
Please don’t talk too much about it, for Bulisa is a very reticent man and doesn’t want
any attention on himself or his friends.”

The dief sat badk on his large, comfortable am-chair and closed his eyes for a few
moments.

“The people ae in a state of nervous tension this morning,” said the dief,
“Somebody must have seen those raiders leave the village in a hurry yesterday and saw
your three neighbours having a chat with them before they left. That must have been the
man who has been spreading rumours in the market-square today. My servants were told
about it by the village grocer when they were out shopping this morning. What shall | tell
the villagers to cdm them down?’

Ghoda shook his head and shrugged his shouldersin helplessresignation.

“We nedal not fea the raiders anymore,” he said, “For | have seen Bulisa and his

men work wonders in front of my own eyes. The raiders will, of course, return in
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numbers as on as possible to take revenge on us. Rest asaured that Bulisa and his men
will take cae of them. Once they defeat the raiders in battle and cgpture them, we can
call in the authorities and hand them over to justice After that, | suppose Bulisa will be
quite prepared to talk about his deeds. Till then my mouth is saled and | beg you, chief,
not to open yours ether. Pleagforgive mefor taking to you in such amanner.”

The chief shook his headand smiled kindly at Ghoda.

“I wish | could share your hope, Ghoda,” he said, patting hisright leg - the leg that
had received special treament at the haads of thebrutd raiders, “I shall personally thank
Bulisa and host a special banquet in his honour if and when he manages to free us from
the clutches of those fiends. But that’s a big ift Remember how those brutes treated me
when | refused to give in to their threas? How | wish those raiders can be punished for
their wicked deeds!”

Ghoda nodded hishead severd times, quickly and eagrly.

“Just wait and watch, chief!” he said, with a twinkle in his eyes, “I couldn’'t get
myself to believe Bulisa when he talked about his exploits in Patah, before | actualy saw
him in adion with his two remarkable friends! Why, that Jhola is as 4rong as an ox! He
can crush aman to deah with just afriendly little embrace And that Bhuval My god! He
has fantastic magical powers! He can throw sparks of fire from the end of his fingers!
And that’s not all, he says!”

“Good, good!” said the dief with a touch of impatience in his voice, “When have
you leant to fib, Ghoda? | always thought you were an honest man! | agree with what
you say that Bulisa and his two friends are indeed remarkable! But to colour your
descriptions with such fantastic statements about magical and supernatural powers is
really a bit too much! First, let me see those powers with my own eyes and then I'll
believe it.”

Ghoda s eyes lit up with indignation.

“Oho! So that’sit, chief! You don't believe e, then!”

“Come on, Ghoda,” said the dief, adjusting himself more comfortably on his chair,
“There were threeof them against threeraiders. Surely they could have eaily driven out
those fellows from the village just as | had done a ©uple of months ago. Nothing spedal

in that, surely!”
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“But their feasin Patah! Surely you must believe that!”

“It must have been a popular uprising, Ghoda, my innocent little one,” said the
village chief weaing a broad, self-satisfied smile on his face “They might have been
leaders in some kind of rebellion and turned Ben Butaba' s own men against him! That
again isacommendable deel, but not extraordinary or magicd.”

Ghoda's face had become darker and darker as his indignation turned to hurt and
anger. He got up giffly from his & and marched to the front door.

“Goodbye, chief!” he said, in an unpleasant tone and banged the door behind hm as
he left.

CHAPTER 9

Ghoda returned to his own cottage, mumbling to himself. It was nealy time for
lunch and he was extremely hungry. He found Bulisa waiting outside his front door with
histwo ‘Gems'.

“Ah! So you're badck are you?' asked Bulisa, looking quite distressed, “Did you go
around telling people aout us? | was out shopping today and found the market-square
buzzing with rumours about us!”

“Mel” said Ghoda, in a rasping voice, “1 don’'t go around telling tales. The chief
somehow got to know about it and he was about to come aroundto your placeto find out,
just when | entered hishouse.” He was ill fedingquite ha and the words shat out of his
mouth with unusual harshness

“I believe you,” said Bhuva, suddenly, “Do you remember, master? | told you last
night that somebody watching ws yesterday when we were dealing with those raiders! It
must have been that person who has been spreading rumours about us!”

“Come in and have lunch with me, Bulisa,” said Ghoda, “I want to talk to you.”

The afternoon med was a good, heavy one and the four of them spent quite awhile
tackling it. After the meal, Ghoda felt much better and they returned to the living room
and sat down on the comfortable chairs.

“The chief doesn’'t believe aword | told hm about your achievements, Bulisa,” he
said, “I’'m afraid | was rude to him about it. But of course, it was natural that he should

doubt my words. After all, heroes like you are not born every day.”
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“That’s not important, Ghoda,” said Bulisa, “It’'s just this. | wanted to dscuss my
plans about facing those raiders. If there isafight in the middle of the village, people ae
going to get hurt. Therefore, we don't want to facethem inside the village. What do you
propose we do and when do we exped them?’

Ghoda consdered this question for a while. He was asanxious & Bulisato prevent a
wild battle insde the village. Besides the danger to people, he wasaso worried about the
damage to property, both pulic and private. He had spent a huge fortune in designing
and building his own cottage and was not anxious to exposeit to possible damageor even
destruction. There were also beautiful gardens inside the village that would not remain
unscathed in the event of a battle.

“Well,” he said, at last, “The raiders reach our village from the south, don't they? |
have aplan. Listen. After you pessthe last row of houses in the southern end of the
village, there is a gentle downward slope in the landscgpe, extending to a few hundred
metres. At the end of the dope thereis a large, flat, grassy cleaing, beyond which there
is forest cover. There is a road that comes through the forest and into the dearing and
climbs up the slope to read our main village street. That’s the road that is used by those
raidersto read us. Do you follow me?”

“Yes, | aways knew about that road, though I've never used it. | have never
travelled south beyond Gowa.” said Bulisa.

“We can station a look-out at the top of the slope just outside our village & any
strategic point,” he cntinued, “If it is not foggy, he will have an admirable view of the
entire cleaing and the road up to the elge of the forest. From that forest edge, the
distance s about half or threequarter of a kilometre to our village. The look-out can then
warn you immediately and you can be ready for those raiders before they come up the
slope and reech the village”

“That’s good, Ghoda; excdlent, in fad,” he said, “That slope in the hill is an
extremely strategic point. | shall have alook around that place and choose a place to
station our look-out. Y ou find a suitable man for the job. Good bye, Ghoda.”

Bulisa and his ‘Gems’ took leave of Ghoda and went to the southern end of the
village, which was just a hundred paces away from his own cottage. The entire village

did not stretch aaossfrom north to south any more than one kilometre.
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The last cottage in the row marked the end of the village. The stony village street
ended abruptly here but was joined by a arving mud road that came from inside the
forest, acossthe grassy clearing and up the dope.

The terrain was rocky at this point but at the bottom of the slope it was thick with
lush, green grass. Jhola effortlesdy moved two of the larger rocks to a suitable location
and placel them close together, leaving a small gap between them. Bulisa sat behind the
rocks and peepé through the gapand exclaimed with satisfaction.

“This view is excdlent,” he said, “One @an hide behind these rocks quite safely and
watch the road al the way from where it comes out of the forest up to the top of the
slope. But our only problem is to find a suitable voluntee to ke watch al the time.
Nobody would want to stay outdoors during the night, when the wind is particularly
harsh and chilly. Although | think that we can safely avoid a night watch as | am quite
sure that the raiders would not visit us at such odd hours, we cannot be o careful.”

“I can do it if you like, master,” said Jhola, “I don’t mind the ®ld. In fad | don’t
even fedl it. | can stay outdoors at night.”

“Hmm! | suppose you can,” said Bulisa, nodding, “Listen carefully, now! Be
extremely alert during the night, especialy if it is pitch dark. You must ke your eas
open for the sound of horses’ hoofs. Asthere ae likely to be plenty of horses, | think you
can hea them clealy even from a distance Besides, they are sure to be carying torches
if they come & night. In that case you can easily seethem. Don't fall asleep on the job, |
beg you! All our planswould come to naught if you do. If you do seethem, retum at once
to the mttage and wake us up. Together we'll go down to facethem and hopefully mee
them before they read the bottom of the slope. The clearing is large enough for usto do
battle comfortably.”

The three of them slowly walked badk to Bulisa's cottage. They found Ghoda
waiting outside and there was another man beside him.

“ThisisMola, my trusty servant,” he said, “He hasagreed to keep watch at al times,
but not after dark. You can speék to him and give him any instructions.”

Molawas a small, thin man with a pale face dull eyes and jet-black hair. He wore a
thin moustache and looked cadm and serene. He ailmost looked as though he was about to

fall aslegy and his incessant yawning did not help reassure Buli sa.
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“You will stay alert a al times, won't you?" he aked, after giving hm the
necessary instructions, “Y ou must not fall asleg on the job. It’s most important!”

“Yes, sir,” said Mola, in a dead, monotonous voice, trying hard to suppress another
yawn, “1 will do as you say, sir. I'll stay behind those rocks you mentioned and watch
through the gap. If | seethose raiders coming towards our village | will warn you at once,
sir... Isthat al, sir?’

“Yes, sirl” said Bulisa, in a bright, cheeful voice, eyeing Ghoda with a questioning
twinkle in his eyes.

Ghodaand his srvant took |eave of Bulisawithout another word.

“Well, what do you think?’ asked Bulisa to Bhuva, as ©0n as they were badk inside
their cottage, “Can he do the job by day and Jhola by night?’

Bhuva, who had looked extremely doubtful at the sight of Mola, shook his heal
decisively.

“I don't think so, master,” he said, “He looks a hit too... boredand dul to me. If we
leave him alone on such an errand, he would fall aslegp in five minutes.”

“Inthat case, you can have that job,” said Bulisa, “You can...”

Before Bulisa completed his ntence Bhuva raised his hands and shook his head
hastily.

“Master! Master!” he said, with a despairing expression on his face “Mola is
eminently suited for the job! He impresses me & an alert, able, quick-witted man! |

should highly recommend him for the job.”

CHAPTER 10

The night was cold and windy. Jhola, at his watch behind the two rocks, sat in a
huddle, wrapped up in a thick, warm blanket. The moon was playing hde-and-seek
behind the passing clouds and his eyes could not pierce the oppressive darkness that
enveloped the landscape all around him. He hada small oil lamp beside him, which threw
asmall circle of light around where he was sitting, but its glow was dull and insignificant
when compared to the surrounding darkness

The night seemed to stretch out endlesdy and every hour seemed like aday. Jhola
began yawning more and more frequently as the hours crawled by. At last, his eyelids
grew heavier and heavier and he wuld not prevent them from closing. He tried to shake
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himself out of his drowsinessbut within ten minutes of his first yawn, he was fast asleep,
snoring loudly.

He was awakened by the chirping of abird. Waking upwith an exclamation he saw a
dull grey light beginning to emerge in the eatern sky. It was nealy dawn and he had no
idea how long he had slept. It was gtill fairly dark but the pitch bladk darkness of the
night was gone axd he could make out the vague, dark shape of the landscape in the
distance

Suddenly a thin point of light flashed in the distance through the gap in the rocks
and got his attention immediately. He strained his eyes and saw a small, dark bulk
emerging from the distant forest. The flickering flash of light that he had seen now
became clear and constant as the bulk emerged out of the dark forest cover into the
cleaing. Behind that flash of light came several others, one behind the other. From what
he could make out, the cariers of those torches were heading in the diredion of the
village along the road.

Jhola wasted not one instant. Taking the oil lamp with him, he rushed bad into the
village and banged the front door of Bulisa's cottage. After what seemed an eternity to
him, a slegpy Bhuva opened the door.

“They’'re here, | think!” said Jhola, urgently, “Warn master. We must get down to the
cleaingto med them.”

Within a few minutes, Bulisa, Jholaand Bhuva were hurrying down the village street
out of the village and rushing down the dope.

The long line of flickering lights now looked much bigger and cleaer. They were
indeed torches carried by men riding horses. It had now beamme slightly brighter and
Bulisa wuld make out that the men were weaing dark cloaks and covering their faces
with masks.

“We’ll wait here,” said Bulisato the othersin a low voice & they reached the bottom
of the slope, “They’ Il be here within a minute.”

Within minutes, the first rider perceived threemen blocking the road at the bottom of
the slope and stopped suddenly.
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“Somebody’s blocking the road ahead,” said the first man to the one immediately
behind him, “All of you dismount and we shall find out who they are and punsh them for
their insolence”

The riders got down from their horses and still carrying their torches, walked down
the road to meet the threestrangers.

There were adout thirty of them, all walking in a menacing manner towards Bulisa
and his'Gems'. The sight of those fearsome men would have sent any other man running
away interror, but they did not intimidate Bulisa

The man who looked like their leader stopped a few yards in front of Bulisa, Bhuva
and Ghoda, who were standing side by side with folded arms. The other raiders good
behind the leader.

“Make way, you insolent dogs!” cried the leader, waving hstorch in front of himin
a menacing manner, “Or perish in the procesd”

“Bosd Bosd” cried one of the raiders, “They look like those threewho threw us out
of the village; those men | told you about! Let’s destroy them, bosd Destroy them!”

The raiders wasted no more time. They rushed towards Bulisa and his two men with
loud, angry cries, waving their torches above their heads.

Four or five of them reached Bulisa and tried to hit him with the flame of their
torches, but Bulisa stepped bad and avoided the blows.

Bhuva suddenly closed his eyes, raised his hands and jets of water appeaed from his
open palm and doused the flame of their torches.

The other raiders screamed with rage and charged Bhuva, but Jhola stepped between
them and began waving hs large ams in front of him. One by one, the raiders fell in
front of him as they met his blows. They scattered around like apad of cards in a wind
and their glowing torches fell at his feet. With a mighty roar, Jhola stamped on the
flaming torcheswith his large, heavy fed and put them out.

The leader of the raiders now turned to Bulisa ayain and drew his svord from a
sheah that was hanging kehind his shoulder. With a fearsome yell, he flung himself on
Bulisaand dashedat him quickly.

Bulisa, who had been concentrating on another raider, now fell bad with a sharp cry

of pain. Jhola, heaing this, grabbed the leader with his arms and crushed him with such
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force that within a few seands the leader had stopped screaming. Even after he was
dead, Jhola continued crushing the limp body till it wasa shapelessmass of crushed bone
and flesh.

“YAAAH!" cried Jhola, rdeasing his mighty hold, “YAAAH!”

The few raiders who were till on their feet, screaned fearfully in unison and began
runnng away in the diredion in which they had come. The sight of their leader crushed
to deah by the mighty Jhola sent waves of fea down their spines and propelled their
flight.

Bhuva suddenly raised his hands high above his head and creaed a wall of eledricity
around the fleeing men, thus trapping them effectively in a deally cage. When they tried
to tea out of their strange prison, they fell badk with sharp cries of anguish and some of
them even dropped in afaint.

Bulisa, who was down on the ground, now picked himself up panfully andexamined
his wound. The swish of the deadly sword had cut right acosshis right shoulder and it
was now bleeding. Within seconds, he fell badk on to grassy ground again, hissng with
pain.

After taking care of the few remaining raiders and imprisoning them within walls of
eledric fields, Bhuva and Jholawent up to Bulisa

“It's a big cut, master!” said Bhuva, examining hs master’s wound, “We must wash
it with clean water and tie it up at once Let’sget bad to the village.”

Bhuva and Jhola lifted Bulisa from the ground and slowly caried him up the slope
and bad into the village. Within a few minutes, they were bad inside the mttage and
took Bulisaupto his bedroom.

Within half an hour, the whole village was abuzz with excitement as the news of the
raiders’ defea at the hands of Bulisaand his men made the rourds.

The village chieftain and Ghoda, who were among the first to receive the news,
rushed down to Bulisa's cottage o inquire about his health.

“Ah! | am all right!” said Bulisa from the depths of his comfortable bed, his voice
sightly weék and shaky, “I wouldn't have got hurt had | concentrated on the battle.
Luckily | escaped with a mere scratch.”

Ghoda looked at Bulisa' s bandaged shoulder with concern and shook his head.
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“My god, Bulisal! You cdl that a mere scratch! Why, you must have lost a lot of
blood! You look so pale and we&k.”

Bhuva took a glass of water from a side table and gave it to Bulisa who sipped it
slowly.

“The raiders!” said the village chief, “We must seaure and ke them in custody till
the authorities arrive. Shall 1 send my men around to get them?”

“Oh! No ned!” said Bhuva, smiling, “I have imprisoned them very effectively
within walls of eledric fields. They are still lying around in the cleaing outside the
village and won't go anywhere in a hurry.”

The chief gapedat Bhuva with wide-eyed astonishment.

“My god!” he said, “How did you do such a thing?’

“Didn’t | tell you, chief!” said Ghoda, hotly, “He does have magical powers!”

“I"'m sorry | underestimated your powers, Bulisa,” said the dief, ill dazed, “Now |
canreally believe everything that Ghoda here told me about your feats in Patah! AH! Am
| sill asleep? | redly must shake myself out of thisdream!”

“It's no dream, sir,” said Bhuva, still smiling at the dief’'s expression, “We ae all
awake. Definitely awake!”

CHAPTER 117

The authorities arrived within the next few hours from the military camp closest to
Gowa. The raiders were relessed from their temporary prisons of eledric fields and
conveyed to the waiting wooden cages that were mounted on horse cariages. The bodies
of the raiders who had been killed were also caried away in closed cariages. The whole
operation lasted an hour as the living pisoners were numbered and the dead ones
counted. Till the authorities left Gowa, the market-square was closed down, as it was
being wsed for this purpose axd only the village diief and a few others could gain
admisson.

Bulisa lay in bed for about a week after the event and the villagers, who had been
told the truth about him and his two friends by now, thronged in numbers outside his
cottage and tried to gain entry. Jhola was at the door at al times to prevent them from
trying to forcetheir way in.
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During the time Bulisa was convalescing, Ghoda stayed with him and took care of
him. His servant, Mola, was dso around to help.

“Ghoda,” said Bulisa, one morning at the bre&fast table, several days after he had
completed hisrecovery, “I'm afraid | must leave the village”

“What!” said Ghoda, stunned, “Y ou mean you're moving out?’

“Oh, yes!” said Bulisa, munching a piece of fruit, “The village is now bad to normal
and all is quiet and peacful. I'm now feeling quite all right. So | think that we had best
move on.”

Ghoda shook his head vigoroudly.

“No! No!” he said, “I won't let you leave, Bulisal You're such a gread man now!
You've achieved so much! Why don’t you stay at home for the rest of your life and live
calmly and peafully! You're ahero to al of us here and we wouldn't like you to leave,
surely!”

“Hmm! I’'m sorry, Ghoda,” said Bulisa, shaking his heal slowly, “But | have quite
made up my mind! | will | eave today. But don’'t worry! I'll surely return some day or the
other.”

Ghoda s eyes lowered and his face lecame dark with disappointment.

“So,” he said, slowly, “Tell me when you'll return!”

“It may be aweek, a month, a yea or even ten yeas, Ghoda,” said Bulisa, “It
depends on where I’ [l be going in my travels.”

“You're not going bad to Patah?’ asked Ghoda, rasing hiseyes in surprise.

“No, no, not there!” said Bulisa, quickly, “I’ [I be heading further south from here.”

“What!” said Ghoda, his aurprise turning into disbelief, “This village is the
southernmost tip of Mandal Onceyou crossthe forested regions of this hilly countryside,
you'll be outside Manda, in the plains of Madriland, the Empire to our south. Surely you
aren’t thinking of visiting Madriland?’

“Oh, yes, we ae,” said Bulisa, “We head that Madriland is quite abeautiful place;
an ideal holiday resort. We'll be travelling to several parts of Madriland and hence |
really cannot tell you when we'll return.”

Ghoda stared a Bulisawith strange glow in his eyes.

“Do you know about Madriland?’ he asked, his voice lowering to awhisper.
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“I think | do, really!” said Bulisa.

“Well, | think my servant, Mola, can tell you something more... something you
probably don’t know about that cursed land!”

“Cursed? Why cursed?’

“You wait,” said Ghoda, in asinister whisper, “Molawill tell you.”

The dull, pale-faced Mola came up and stood in front of Bulisa, blinking hs eyes for
afew minutes.

“Sit down, Mola,” said Bulisaand the little man sat down at the breakfasflé.

“Tell him all about your country, Molal” said Ghoda, “Tell him all about it.”

For afew seconds M ola lookedat his master with a quizzical expresson an hisface

“All right, master!” said Mola. For the first time, Bulisa saw a tinge of emotion on
Mola' s face For the first time his dull, serene eyes became expressive and mobile. He
looked like ahunted rabhbit.

“I'll begin at the beginning, sir,” he said, after a short while, “I am a native of
Madriland myself, the son of a rich nobleman and we once lived in a large, luxurious
mansion, surrounded by large estates and lovely gardens, in the most expensive aeain
the capital city of Vagah. We were of royal blood and our family was close to the ruling
family of Madriland. The Emperor, the gread Madrikumbah himself, was my father's
second cousin and a very close friend to all of us. We were all happy and comfortable and
| was looking forward to the future with grea joy and anticipation. The whole Empire
was in a state of peaceand prosperity and everything looked rosy. Madrikumbah hed
himself marked me down as a likely Prime Minister in the future and | attended the
magnificent court medings of the Emperor and lived the life of a royal prince The
Emperor was a wonderful man those days, kind, just and extremely popular among the
people, for he never enaded harsh laws and imposed hefty taxes. Besides, he was a
pleasant, soft-spoken man, who never gat angry or even raised his voice However, about
two yeas ago, a sudden change came over the Emperor. He woke up one fine morning in
a mad rage and stamped around the palace raving like alunatic. He suddenly became
cruel and harsh and enaded harsh laws and imposed more and more taxes. My family
was no longer allowed to enter his palace; we were thrown out of our own lovely

mansion and our properties were seized. We moved into the worst part of the city, a
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crowded slum, where we first came into contact with the low populace The nditions
were gpalling and we fell sick within a few days of moving into our new residence, a
small, dingy hut built in mud and straw. We were all in a state of shock at these sudden
developments as the whole Empire began crumbling around us. People moved about in
fea, having been made prisoners in their own land. Criminals thrived and organised
crime flourished. Law and order broke down completely and gangs of armed thugs
indulged in looting and extortion and terrorised the people. Soon, my father died of a
serious illness, leaving behind a small amount of money that he had managed to save.
With no means of survival and starvation staring us in the face, we decided to escgpe
from Madriland and seek our fortunes elsewhere. Alrealy, the poor people were feeling
the dfeds of the eomnomic aash. Starvation deahs and epidemics became common. We
kept the money that father had left us in a safe place and made our preparations for
escgoe. To cut along story short, we managed to hire ahorse cariage, food and supplies
for our long journey with that money and seaetly left Vagah. For days we travelled
aaossthe breadth of Madriland, heading north and saw that even the muntryside was in
the same state & the city. Our food supgies began to run low and my brothers died of
hunger and thirst in that arduous journey. Alone, | managed to crossthe northern plains
and crosd the forest which separates Madriland from Manda. | came out into this hill y
countryside and found this village. | was very nealy dead myself, when | readed this
place! These kind villagers took me and nursed me bad to my hedth. | then decided to
stay here, as it seemed a quiet, peacéul place Master Ghoda here took me into his
employment his srvant and | have been living in his care ever since It was then that |
told him my story. Then, when the raiders first came to our village, | recognised them as
belonging to the same gang of organised criminals that terrorised Madriland. Having
looted and ravaged my own Empire, they had come into Manda, seeking fresh pastures.
Then the threeof you came to this village and dealt with those raiders in the manner you
did. I was the man who spied on you when you drove out those terrible raiders from the
village the first time. A gleam of hope returned to my heat and | became so light and
joyous that | could not contain myself. | went and told some of my friends about the
incident and they went around town, spreading the news and colouring it with their own

imagination. Sincethen, | waited for an opportunity to talk to you and tell you about the
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true state of affairs in Madriland, but | never got the dcvance. Now, at last, when you told
my master that you were going to Madriland, | got my chance to tell you all about it.

Now do you understand why master wants to prevent you from goingthere?”

CHAPTER 12

Bulisa sat listening to this extraordinary narrative and closed his eyes for a few
seands in deep thought. Molawas still twitching with emotion.

Jhola cleaed the brefast table and they returned to the living room before
resuming the conversation. Both Bhuva and Jhola had a so been li stening to this gory and
were deeply impressed by it.

“Hmm! What you have told me is an extraordinary story,” said Bulisa, making
himself comfortable on an arm-chair, “Madrikumbah’s behaviour is the most
extraordinary part of it. How the very soul of kindness and virtue ould have become
such acrud, fierce tyrant is more than | cancomprehend. Ben Butaba's cag is a different
one. He had always been the devil i ncarnate from the beginning.”

“We were shocked beyond recmvery,” said Mola, his eyes gill showing some of the
horror he had felt at Madrikumbah's sudden transformation, “My father never recovered
from the blow! He probably fell ill because of that, more than anything else. He might
have survived those terrible cnditions under which we lived, but he @uld not reconcile
himself to the fad that his best friend, the Emperor, was now his worst enemy. Not just
his enemy, but the enemy of all the peope!”

“What do you think might be the caise of Madrikumbah's sudden transformetion?’
asked Bulisa, in athoughtful voice

“I have been thinking over it ever since | came to this place” said Mola, “I have
been trying to convince myself that he must have gone mad. Nothing else seams to
explain hisatrocious conduct.”

“Madness is a possibility,” said Bulisa, “But it is not very probable. A mad Emperor
would soon destroy himself. On the other hand, from what you tell me, he has only
grown stronger, more powerful and terrifying. His grip on his own subjeds has only
become stronger, not weeker. If he were mad, | could not imagine him wre&ing such
havoc in such a short time. All his adions san to the normal adions of a real tyrant:

cold, calculated, sinister moves designed to terrorise an entire popuation.”
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“I think so too, sir,” said Mola, “After his mad fit of rage that fateful morning, we
saw him just once You seg my father met the Emperor that same evening and tried to
talk the Emperor out of his madness but it was unsuccessul. | was there then, and can |
ever forget the expresson on his face? His face was terribly contorted like awild beast
and his eyes glowed with a strange, evil light. It was then that | redised that it was no
natural illnessthat had ga hold of the Emperor. He was not himself, that much | could
realise. The very next morning, the Emperor’s men ordered us out of our mansion and
banned our entry into the Emperor’ s palace We were literally on the streets!”

“Now that you have told me about it, | must investigate this matter,” said Bulisa,
“Rest asaured that | will do my best to restore normalcy in your native land. | will try and
find out the reason behind your Emperor’s madness and try and find a solution to the
whole problem. Together with my ‘Gems' | am quite confident of succesd”

“You are mad!” said Ghoda, suddenly, “Do you qute comprehend the enormity and
gravity of the situation in Madriland? Do you think that the three of you can gointo that
country and magically solve all its problems? Just because you bea Ben Butaba and
managed to cgpture those raiders you think you can tadkle evil of such proportions? Y ou
will surely come acoss dangers that are far more threaening than any you have come
agosssofar. Isit worth the risk?”

“Master is right!” said Mola, in a decisive voice “lI fear that you might find
Madrikumbah more than a match for your powers. You life will be in constant danger if
you venture into that cursed land! Y ou will be trapped within his clutches with no means
of escgpe for the rest of your lives, if you get caught! | myself was very lucky to escgpe
in one piece from Madriland! | shall never forgive myself if | let the three of you venture
into that country and fall into the hands of that vile tyrant.”

Bulisashook his head with asmile.

“You have only further strengthened my resolve with those words,” he said slowly,
“We shall surely not rest till we free Madriland from the clutches of that evil entity,
which has got hold of their Emperor and imprisoned and terrorised his subjects.”

Bhuva nodded, quickly. Both he and Jholawere in a state of eager anticipation.

“Shall we start a once then, master?”” asked Bhuva, hardly able to contain his

excitement.
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“Patience, Bhuva, patience!” said Bulisa, ill smiling, “We must make our
preparations before we leave! Thank you, Molal You have indeed given us an excellent
reason for visiting Madriland, with your amazing story.”

Ghoda turned to Mola and stared a him indignantly, as though he held him
responsible for his friend’s decision. Mola looked a his master and shrugged his
shoulders helplessly. He had done his best to try and dissuade Bulisa from seeking his
own doom.

The village chief was surprised and disappointed when he found out that Bulisa was
planning to leave. Ghoda had rushed to his house with the news after his unsuccessul
attempts at changing Bulisa’'s mind.

“Please, chief!” he said, in an urgent voice, “Talk to Bulisa and try to convince him
to stay. As it is the people ae restless trying their best to get into his cottage and med
their heroes! If they find out that he is leaving the village, they would become quite
violent with grief and disappointment. Please tell Bulisathisand ask him to stay!”

The chief did notlook particularly concened.

“Look, Ghodal” he said, yawning, “I’m sure Bulisa has his own, good reasons for
leaving the village. He belongs here, remember! He'll surely return!”

Ghoda shook his head violently.

“I"'m sure you wouldn’t let him go if you knew the whole story,” he said, “But |
don’'t have the time to tell you all about it. All | can say is, he is going to a placewhere
his life and the life of his companions will be in danger. And that is no ordinary danger!
Please, | beg you!”

The chief shook his heal dowly, but deasively.

“I"'m sorry, Ghoda,” he said, “I’m as disappointed as you are that he is leaving our
village. But | redly cannot prevent him from leaving. When | saw his powers with my
own eyes, | was convinced that he is no ordinary man! His powers are gred, indeed, and
it would be criminal if we, in our selfishness hold on to hm and keg hm with us. There
are so many others in the world, besides us, who may need his help. And when you
mention danger, | am inclined to laugh! Y ou remember, once, how angry you ga when |
told you that you were merely exaggerating their powers? That was before | saw their
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true potential! | tell you now - mark my words - no danger in the world can possibly
threaen them!”

Ghoda saw that he could argue no more.

“Well, chief!” he said, his voice low and his eyes dark with disappointment, “1 hope
you'reright! | sincerely hopethat you're right!”

CHAPTER 13

Late that night, Bulisa and his ‘Gems’ sat together to discuss their plans. Bulisa's
facewas set in a firm, grave expresson, which indicated that he was indeal ready to face
upto any challenge.

“That was the most extraordinary story we head this morning, master,” began
Bhuva, in alow voice, “W hat do you make of it?’

“Consider the sequence of events, Bhuva,” said Bulisa, “A kind, noble, just Emperor
becomes mad all of asudden! A sudden fit of anger, perhaps? A seaing rage that teas at
his ©ul? What could be the reason for that transformation and how do we eplain it?
There is no doubt about it! He has been possssd, Bhuval Possessed by an
extraordinarily potent, evil spirit. Whether that possession was initiated by the spirit by
its own will or was forced into the body of that unfortunate Emperor is the question to
ask. The man is sne, no doubt, but cannot control his adions becaise of that spirit
possession. Madrikumbah must be saved and Madriland must be saved from that evil
spirit, Bhuva. During my days in the army | have travelledalot and seen alot. During my
travels, | have mme acoss neadomancers. enchanters who could call upon spirits and
control them using their will-power. Their powers are dangerous to themselves and others
- for if they lose @ntrol of the spirit while the spirit has been called upon, they will
unleash those forces within the material plane. Life-forces are not play-things, Bhuva, but
extremely potent. Magics that deal with life-forces must be handled only by the most
adept and powerful neacomancers. It took me several yeas to learn these magics and
even so | never use them unlessabsolutely required. | aways use aform of sorcery that
does not rely upon life-forces but upon inert, ethereal forces. That is sfe, for those
ethereal forces cannot harm the cater. Ethereal magic is less powerful than neaomancy,
but safe, nonetheless To counter life-forces, however, | now neal to teat you some of
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the seaets of necromancy, Bhuval For if we must help rid Madriland of that evil spirit,
you too nead to know something about it.”

“You'll teach me neaomancy, then, master?’ asked Bhuva, his eyes bright and
eaer.

“Not all its aspeds, Bhuva, for we have little time before we embark on our long,
perilous journey,” said Bulisa, “But you shall know just enough to help me in my own
spell-casting. | will teach you how to focus your will-power to control a spirit, Bhuva and
that is the most important asped of neaomancy - the magic of life-forces. Summoning
spirits is difficult, Bhuva, and controlling them are even more so. | can safely handle a
gpirit on my own. But | will need your focussed energy to be on the safe side. Once a
spirit is called upon to the material plane, | will use an amulet to entrap and carry it. That
will be the first step. Then we can use the spirit’s life-force to cast spells whenever
needed. As | ke casting spells, the spirit’s potency will slowly leave the amulet and
drain its life-force Once the spirit is completely drained, the amulet will lose its power
and it will need to be recharged by again summoning another spirit. Note one point,
Bhuval The amulet’s physical properties such as ape, size and material strength will
depend upon the potency of the spirit! If we use too weak an amulet to try and contain a
very potent spirit, the spirit will bregk out of the anulet and get released into the material
plane and may even possess the neaomancer! So pay attention, Bhuva! Listen carefully
and imbibe all that | have to tead you now!”

Bulisaand Bhuvaleft Jholato guad the mttage and went out into the night, carrying
an oil lamp each and asmall, black book. They did not return till daybre&k.

“Get ussomefood, Jholal” said Bulisa, in atired voice, “We ae just about gone!”

Both Bhuva and Bulisa fell into deep, comfortable am-chairs and wiped their brows.
Bhuva' s facewas white and chalky and Jhola was concerned.

“W hat have you been doing, Bhuva,” he asked, bringing a bow! of fruits and a jug of
water from the kitchen, “Master, areyou all right?’

“We were out practising a few tedniques of necromancy, Jhola,” said Bulisa,
pouring water into his mouth, “And my god! We did cach a particularly spirited spirit,
didn’t we, Bhuva?’
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“We went down to the deaing nea the alge of the forest to pick a spot,” said
Bhuva, smiling, “Master then taught me some techniques of neaomancy. Then we began
our summoning ritual. | cleaed a patch of grass and drew our magica circle. Then
master began chanting some deep, strange sounding words. For five full minutes we
waited, Jhola, and nothing came! We were just about beginning to give up when a sudden
glow of light lit up the landscape. | was quickly into position and | began chanting my
own words to control that spirit. But it wastoo quick! Within a few seconds | was almost
crushed by an overpowering feeling of weight on my body when master quickly
recvered control and trapped the spirit within our magical circle. My god! | grew numb
with pain and my mind was all in awhirl for afull ten or fifteen minutes. While | lay on
the ground limp and helpless, master quickly transferred the trapped spirit within that
bladk book and then helped me recover. My god! | ill shudder to think of what that
spirit would have done to me had master not recovered in time!”

“It was a particularly violent spirit, Bhuva,” said Bulisa, shaking hs head, “It must
have been the spirit of the leader of those raiders. Y ou kill ed him, didn’t you Jhola?’

“Yes, | remember aqushing hm to death,” said Jhola.

“Then | am sure of it,” said Bulisa, “His girit must have been wandering around the
placesince that fateful day! Now it is within my black book, ready and eager to do my
bidding!”

“Oooh!” said Bhuva, still touching and feeling his shoulders and limbs, “It almost
crushed ME to death!”

“Spirits of those who have died a violent deah are usualy violent, Bhuva,” said
Bulisa, “The leader of the raiders was crushed to death and his irit tries to crush its
victimsto death in a smilar manner. Till the spiritis completely deprived of its life-force,
it will continue to seek vengeance. Now safely within my amulet, it will perform megic
upon my bidding. That will slowly destroy the spirit’s life-force”

“You're sure that spirit won't escgpe now?’ asked Jhola, feafully eyeing the black
book that Bulisa had placel on aside table.

“Oh! Don't you worry about that!” said Bulisa, laughing, “That bladk book is the
safest amulet in the whole world! | have trapped more potent spirits within it and none
have escgped.”
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“It is a sanctified prayer book,” explained Bhuva, “One of the best protections
against evil spirits. Onceaspiritis trappel within that, it cannot escape. Master taught me
that!”

“Next time | will tead you more lesons, Bhuva,” said Bulisa, “You need more
pradise. | will tead you how to concentrate and focus your mind such that you won't be
attadked by a spirit the moment you summon it. Once you're fully prepared, we'll begin

our journey. Madriland neeals our services badly.”

CHAPTER 14

The next day was a busy one for Bhuva and Bulisa. Ghoda, who had, by now,
convinced the village dief that Bulisa and his ‘Gems must stay in Gowa, came in the
morning to try and spe&k to Bulisa. He was stopped at the doorby Jhola.

“The chief wants to talk to Bulisal” said Ghoda, indignant at being stopped at the
door, “You must let usin! Please!”

The village chief, who had come with Ghoda, was also quite put off by this
reception.

“Oh, really!” he said, huffily, “You do not quite understand! | must talk to Bulisa.
Ghoda has told me all about Madriland and Mola's gory. He must stay here! | order
that!”

“Master doesn't take any orders!” said Jhola, “I’m sorry. He canot see you now!
He' s busy today!”

But Ghoda was firm. He pushed his way into the mttage and the dief followed suit.
Jhola hesitated only for a second before clasping the two of them with his mighty arms
and depositing them outside. Even though he did this as gently as he wuld, the dief
landed rather sorely on his left shoulder and cried out in pain.

“Oh, you rogue, you!” he cried, rubbing hs shouder, “You’ll not get away with this!
Disrespeding me, the chief of thisvillage! Just you wait!”

Jhola smiled in amusement.

“I"'m sorry,” he said, ailmost apologetically, “But orders are orders and | take orders

only from one man: my master!”
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“I tell you, you insufferable fool, we're doing this for your own good!” said Ghoda,
in an exasperated voice, “Bulisa must not go to Madriland! You'll never get out of there
alive! Please ask your master to see eason!”

The two of them returned to Ghoda's cottage, where Mola was waiting anxiously for
news.

“Oh, dea!” he aied, when Ghoda told hhm what had happened, “| feared as much!
It'sal my fault, master! Please forgive me!”

“Not yours, Mola, not yours!” said Ghoda, shaking hs head, “Bulisa had already
decided to leave for Madriland before you told hm your story. He's a strange man with
strange tagtes. | think he's facal more dangers in his life than we @an ever imagine. Y our
story has just given him one more reason to vist that cursed land!”

“But | tell you, master!” said Mola, in a shaky voice “Even he canot save
Madriland! Mere words cannot convey the terror and dangers he would face there!”

“I'll surround the village with my men,” said the dnief in a decisive voice, “They’ll
seeto it that Bulisadoesn't leave. We'll also build fences and...”

“Asthough that would stop him!” said Ghoda, scornfully.

“Then what do we do?" asked the chief, shruggng his shoulders, “I give up!”

“And so dol,” said Mola

“Then begin praying!” said Ghoda in a tone of resignation, “Only the Almighty God
can save Bulisaand hisfriends now!”

Bulisa and his *Gems’ had completed their preparations for their long and arduous
journey to Madriland. Jhola had tied all their belongings into a sack. Bhuva went to the
town neaest Gowato hire ahorse cariiage for their journey into Madriland.

The town was a small one, but was bustling with adivity. It had a small market-
square, which was svarming with human adivity and a modest town hall just opposite.
Bhuvawent straight to the town hall to meet the town chieftain

The town chieftain, who had head about the feats of Bulisa and his ‘Gems and ther
role in ousting the evil Ben Butaba, greded Bhuva enthusiastically and asked him all
about Bulisa.
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“Take & many horse cariages as you like, my friend!” he said, shaking hands with
Bhuva, “1 am indeed happy to serve Bulisa, the man who destroyed that evil tyrant Ben
Butaba.

“One will do, sir!” said Bhuva, “1 must go now! Master will be waiting for me. We
are leaving ealy next morning and we annot waste any time. | will convey your
gredings and goad wishes to master.”

“Oh, please do!” said the town chieftain, “And please visit my place one day, all
threeof you! | want to arrange agrand feast and cdebration in your honour! If you need
any kind of help, please don't hesitate to ask! | can send you all my best warriors with
you if you want. And take a much money as you want from my treasury! I'm sure the
Emperor, Jho Butaba, will not mind one bit! In fad, he'll be very happy that | was able to
help you.”

“Oh, thank you so much for your offer, sir!” said Bhuva, “But we can manage on our
own. Now | must leave, sir, and thank you so much for the horse carriage!”

As he returned to Gowa, he found Bulisa and Jhola standing outside their cottage
talking to the village chief and several others. Ghoda was among them and his voice was
the loudest.

“Now, Bulisa, listen!” Ghoda was sying, “This is your last chance! Please
reconsider your dedsion! | beg you!”

“The horse carriage hasarrived, master,” said Jhola to Bulisa, and Bulisa nodded.

“Please, Ghoda, understand one thing!” said Bulisa, in a firm voice “We must do
what we must. If you stand in my way any longer, I'm afraid | must brush you aside.
Sorry, my friend, but my mind is already made up! We leave tomorrow a dawn and
that’sit!”

Bhuva got down from the carriage’ s driver’s seat and joined the disaussion.

“Master,” he said, “The town chieftain asked me to convey his gredings and his best
wishesto you. He dso offered to lend us men and money for our qued.”

Bulisa nodded.

“All right, Bhuva,” he said, “Take the horses and the cariage to the badkyard and
give the horseswater and food. They must be fresh and realy for the journey tomorrow.”
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CHAPTER 15

Early next morning, Bulisa and his ‘Gems mounted the horse cariage. Bhuva got
into the driver’s seatand took the reins.

It was gill dark, though the eatern sky had a pale pink tinge to it. Bulisa was
extremely anxiousto leave the village before dawn.

“Quietly, now!” whispered Bulisa, as Jhola gaot into the cariage, “Let’s not wake
anybody up. If Ghoda finds out that we're leaving, he'll surely try to stop us.”

At last, as the cariage rolled out of the village quietly, Bulisa breahed a sigh of
relief.

“Take the road through the forest, Bhuva,” said Bulisa through the little window in
the partition that separated the driver from the passengers, “We must head south till we
read the borders of Madriland. Once we enter Madril and, we canmake further plans...”

“Master!” said Jhola, looking out of the cariage window behind hm as they dlid
down the gentle slope into the grassy cleaing, “1 can seesome lightsin the village.”

Indeed, the village was waking up Somebody had seen the horse cariage move
stealthily out of the village and had given the alarm.

Ghoda, still groggy and slegpy and in his night dress rushed out to the main village
street, shaking his fist in annoyance at the disturbance

“Here! Here! What’sgoing on?’ he screamed.

“Bulisa and his friends are leaving, master!” said Mola, “They have gone down the
slope into the grassy clearing and are healing towards the forest.”

The two of them rushed down themain road to theend of the village and were justin
time to seethe dark, shadowy form of the carriage disappea into theforest cover.

“We can never catth them now, master,” sad Mola, breahing heavily, “The cariage
Isjust too fast.”

“Oh, yes?’ challenged Ghoda, gritting histeeh, “Well, we'll soon seeabout that.”

In asudden hurst of energy he ran down the slope down to the grassy clearing, trying
to make ground by taking a shorter route to the elge of the forest; the road having a
gentle curvetoit beforeit entered theforest. But before he could reach there, he stumbled
and fell.

“Master! Master!” cried Mola, rushing down to help Ghoda, “ Are you dl right?’
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“Yes,” said Ghoda, lying flat on his back, panting heavily, “But | just can’'t go on!
I’m just not afast runner. But you! What are you doing standing in front of me like a
dazed monkey! After them! Go, go, go!!”

“I'm sorry, master!” said Mola, in a desperate voice “But I'm afraid | cannot. That
horse carriage isjust tooquick for me!”

“All right!” said Ghoda, slowly getting upto his fed, “Let’s go bad, then! I'm just
about gone! And I'm still not half-awake yet! Just wait till | get my hands on Bulisal If he
ever returnsfrom Madriland, alive, I'll teach him alesson he'll never forget!!”

Meanwhile the horse cariage was rattling down the dark road that cut through the
forest. Though the sun had come out, it was gill dark inside the forest because of the tree
cover and Bhuva was having trouble guiding the horses along the road. The ealy
morning mist also added to his woes and he culd not even seethe road two metres in
front of him. At last, he jerked the horses to a halt after the cariage had nealy rammed
into a ree. There was a sharp curve in the road which he had not seen

“What is it, Bhuva?’ asked Bulisa, anxiously, as he stepped out of the cariage. The
air was chilly and damp as the mist hurg tightly around him.

“Sorry, master!” came Bhuva's voice, “This mist is just toothick that | cannot drive.
| just missed a curve ahead and we realy hadanaccident.”

“All right, then, we'll stay put for some time till the fog cleas,” said Bulisa and ga
bad into the carriage.

He eplained the situation to Jhola, who was weaing a puzzled expresson on his
faceafter the cariage had jerked violently to a halt and he had been thrown out of his
sed.

In the next half-hour, the mist gradually cleaed and the light got better and they
resumed their journey.

This time, though, Bhuva drove the cariage just a little slower than before & a
safety measure. The road also got narrower and narrower as they ploughed through and at
one point it was just a couple of metres wide. The cariage literally had to squeeze
through the trees.
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For several hours, the lonely cariage caried on and on, through the thick,
oppressive forest. The road was not straight all the time and kept curving in and out, in
and out, making it redly difficult for Bhuva.

At last, by mid-day, they had readied the end of the forest. It was not redly an
abrupt end, but the treecover got thinner and thinner and the road got wider. The
temperature rose sealily and Bhuva @uld feel that the horses were getting tired as well.
At one spot, he found asmall pond by the side of the road and stopped.

The water was crystal clea and cold.

“We’ll rest here avhile,” said Bulisa, after having a long, satisfying drink of water
and filling up their water jugs, “L et thehorses have their fill aswell.”

Jholatied the horses to atreenea the pond as Bhuvagot their packel lunch out from
the carriage andthey sat down in alittleclearing to eat.

Just as they finished their lunch and got up to leave, they found atall man standing
nea the cariage. He was weaing a black uniform and a bladk helmet on which the
picture of askull was embossed. A long sheah hungbelow his shiny leather belt.

“Well, gentlemen!” he said, as they approached him, “Going to Madriland, |
presume?”

“Yes,” said Bulisa, cautiously, “Who are you and when did you come here? | didn’t
seeyou approad us!”

“I am Nohar, a soldier in the amy of our great Emperor, Madrikumbah!” he said,
stiffly, “You are close to theborder now and | must warn you: kegp out of our country! If
you' rewise, you' Il take my advice’.

“I"'m wise, but sorry, | won't take it, anyway!” said Bulisa, smiling.

Nohar shook his head, with atinge of sadnessin his eyes.

“| feaed as much,” he said, “But if you must enter my country, remember one thing!
Don't let yourselves be caught by the Warriors of the Red Fist. You'll never seedaylight
for the rest of your lives and | really, literally mean it. They are Madrikumbah’'s own
hand-picked special forces and not one man they’ ve taken away has been seen again.”

“Special forces, eh?” asked Bulisa, with interest.
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“I am a border seaurity guard, myself,” said Nohar, still shaking hs head, “1 am one
of the few men in Madriland who can breahe esy, because | am far away from the
centre of all thetrouble!! My god, am | glad of it!”

“Tell us the way to your Empire’s cgpital city, Nohar,” said Bulisa, “My friends and
| are very keento vistyour beautiful country!”

“No! No! You foadls!” cried Nohar, with atinge of emotion, “That is the last place on
eath you would wish to visit, if you were sane! Vagah has been turned into a place of
terror, so | hea! People ae living in a state of fea in the entire country, but especially so
in Vagah! They are slaves in their own land and the Warriors of the Red Fist have
complete control over them! Why, | head horrifying stories of people living like cayed
beasts in and around Vagah, for the placehas become overcrowded with prisoners being
brought every day from all over the country.”

“And the rest of the country?” ased Bulisa, in a grave voice

“Slightly better, so | hea!” said Nohar, “But poverty reigns sipreme in our once
glorious Empire! People ae literally starving to death all over! | fea that you will suffer
their fate if you enter Madriland! Food and drinking water are scarce resources in our
country, at the moment. But, at least in the countryside, people live in relative freedom.”

CHAPTER 16

“Most extraordinary!” said Bulisa, slowly, “But we ae prepared for all that! Our aim
isto investigate the caises which have led to such extraordinary changes in your Empire
and freeyour people from tyranny.”

Nohar laughed aloud, and continued laughing wntil Jhola slapped him heavily on the
badk and nealy pushed him into the pond.

“My goodness!” said Nohar, gathering himself up from the elge of the water, “What
do you think you're doing? Don’t you darelay your hands on me agan!”

He walked upto Jhola, who was laughing a him, clenching hs fists and gritting his
teeth.

Heraised hisarm as if to strike Jhola, when he suddenly found that his hand was in
the grip of some strong, invisible force Screaming, he tried to bres&k himself freg but in

vain.
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“What wasthat?" asked Nohar, hisfacewhite with fear, when he was released at | ast
from that invisible force

Bhuva and Bulisa smiledat Nohar's fearand amazement.

“That was me,” said Bhuva, “I held your hand with a magical force-field.”

“Relax, my friend!” said Bulisa, in a kind voice, “We mean no harm. We merely
wish to help you and your people.”

Nohar’s face had undergone aradical transformation. While derision and amusement
had been his initial reacion to Bulisa's bold proclamation, now his face showed deep
resped and awe.

“You men have strange powers, indeed!” he said, sowly, glancing dubously at
Bhuva, “You are freeto enter my country, of course. But be caeful, all the same. | can
help you get in, but not get out! That’ syour headiche”

All four of them now got into the cariage axd resumed the journey. The road
continued getting better. They reached the border post within a quarter of an hour. Nohar
got down from the carriage and went away to tak to the other border seaurity guards who
were manning the post. All of them stared at Bulisaand his two ‘Gems' with amazement.

“You really wish to enter Madriland,” asked one of the guards, who had been
listening to Nohar’ s story with growing astonishment.

“Yes, wedo,” said Bulisa, smiling.

“You will not find any place to stay for the night!” said Nohar, returning to Bulisa,
scratching his head, “Vagah is a long distance avay from here and you have to travel a
whole day to read there & the very least. There ae few villages on the way where you
can find a decent placeto stay. People don’t encourage strangers in these parts, for they
have their own worries to keep them busy. What doyou intend to do?’

Bulisa looked and saw the road stretching out in front of him, with no signs of
civilisation as far as he @muld see The whole countryside aound him looked wild and
inhospitable.

“What about those places over there,” he aked, pointing to a dump of huts a few
hundred away from the edge of the road.

“Those huts are our barradks,” said Nohar, “But you cannot stay there. It is not

allowed and besides, they are poor lodgings for people likeyou.”
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“Oh! That’sall right. We can stay there, then!” said Bulisa, smilingstill.

The other guards stared at Nohar with perplexedexpressons on ther faces.

“Our superior officer is away at the moment,” said Nohar, slowly, to the others, “If
we aeto keep these people & guests with us for tonight, he must not find out. Do any of
you know when he'll be back?”’

“Oh! He'll not return for a couple of days, yet!” said one of the guards, a plump, red-
facal, bearded man, “He is on a tour of the neaby districts to colled taxes. Thes peope
will be safe for the time being. But they must leave before dawn, tomorrow. Otherwise
they’ll not read Vagah till late & night! But... my god! Why would they want to visit
Vagah at all?”

“Don’'t ask me!” said Nohar, “But they're no ordinary men, take it from mel
However, your plan sounds good to me. We'll kegp them for the night with us. Not one
of us must breathe aword aout this to anyone, though! Get it?’

All the seaurity guards grunted their assent.

“It’s getting late,” said Nohar, turning to Bulisa, “You three ae freeto explore the
countryside for the next two hours, but you must retum here before sundown. Get it?’

“Why must we be here before sundown?” asked Bhuva, with some tea.

“Please listen to me!” said Nohar, in a pleading voice “The countryside is barren for
miles around and it is easy to lose yourselves in the wilderness if you wander away too
far. But if you keep close to the road, you can find your way bad. If you're not badk
before sundown, how can you find your way badk here? That is the reason why | asked
you to be badk by sundown. Kindly excuse mefor my rude language!”

“What! Nohar!” said one of the other seaurity guards, glaring at Bhuva, “Y ou talk to
them as if they are your masters or something! Listen, you thred We're the bosses here
and you'll do what wetell you to do without question! Understand?’

Jhola was about to react violently to this, when Bulisa's restraining hand prevented
him from saying or doing anything.

“Oh, that’s all right, Nohar!” he said, holding bad the furious Jola, “We'll do as
you say. In fad, | don't think we'll go around at al. We'll tie the horses and perk the
cariage somewhere close by your huts. We'll just walk around for some time and return
even before the time stipulated.”
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“Oh! We'll take cae of the horses and the cariage,” said Nohar, “You don't worry
about that.”

“Why did you submit so easily to them, master?’ asked Jhola, when they had walked
quite adistance avay from the border pos, “Are they to give us orders and we to take
them, lying down?’

“Easy, Jhola, easy!” said Bulisa, “We'll just keep to the road. All | wanted was a few
minutes alone with you. Let's just keg walking and talk about our plans for the
morrow!”

“I think that these border seaurity guards are not to be trusted!” said Bhuva, in a
serious voice, “Are we wise in leaving the horses and the cariage with them, while we
wander away like this?”

“Yes, we ae, Bhuva,” said Bulisa, “They fear their superior officers © much that
they cannot possibly do us any harm without causing enquiry. And if their superior
officer finds out about us or our possessions, they would be in deep trouble not just for
letting us into the wuntry but also allowing us to stay in their barradks. You saw how
anxiousthey were to get rid of us and wash themselves clean of the matter?’

“But our plans, master?’

“That is another matter. From what we hea so far, Bhuva, all the adion seams to
centre around Vaga! Undoubtedly Vagah is the place of terror. The rest of the country is
suffering no doubt, but their suffering is poverty, excessve taxation and a devastated
eaonomy. All this seems to be the effect of whatever is happening in Vagah, which seems
to be the caise of all the trouble. Madrikumbah has converted Vagah into a slave-camp
for his evil purpose, whatever it may be! For this, he has creaed an elite force to go
around the @untry and cgpture ale-bodied people and bring them to Vagah as slaves.
The result is inevitable devastation to the people and their livelihoods all over the
country. Thishas led to agrowth in crime and organised terror. So much | gather from all
we know so far! Isit clea to you?’

“Yes, master!”

“We must ad carefully and try and find out the root cause of Madrikumbah's adions
and destroy it. If we fail, we may never leave this place deal or dive. But we will

succeeal, my Gems! We MUST succeel for the sake of these wretched people!”
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CHAPTER 17

That ‘barradk’ huts that provided Bulisa and his ‘Gems' shelter for the night were
humble and rudimentary. The soldiers themselves slept on rough matting spread on the
floor, but the guests had to deg on the bare ground. The night was a dilly one and
Bhuva suffered the most, tossing and turning, while Jhola slept like a log, snoring loudly.

The three weay travellers were woken up by Nohar, the next morning. It was ill
dark outside, but the soldiers were upand ready, in their bladk uniforms. The guards who
had kego watch during the night werejust turning in for a well-deservedrest.

“You can start your journey now, sir,” said Nohar, “It isealy till, but you must start
now if you want to read Vagah by tonight. I've padked some lunch for you in this
bundle. You may not find food to eat anywhere in the @untryside. You must solve the
food problem on your own if you manage to survive aterreading Vagah! Good luck!”

Bulisatook the bundle from Nohar gratefully.

“We’ll leave now,” he said, shaking Nohar’s hands, “Thank you for your help and
guidance”

“Bevery careful, for you may find that the people ae far from friendly,” said Nohar,
“The countryside is full of wild, discontent peasants; but they do not represent any grea
danger to three strong men like you! The real danger to watch out for is the Warriors of
the Red Fist. They are amed and numerous and wander around the country searching for
victims, either to satisfy their thirst for blood or to take & daves badck to Vagah. | fea
that you may find them too much to handle, in spite of your powers.”

“Tell me more about them!” said Bulisa, in agravevoice

“I know little of them myself!” said Nohar, “I am in the regular army of Madriland
and | am one of the few blessed souls who is freefrom their terrible control. When | was
posted at Vagah, | saw horrible scenes of deah and destruction, which still haunt me!
Thankfully, | was transferred to the border seaurity forcesand | left Vagah along with my
friends in a hurry! Those warriors wea crimson uniforms and dark masks. | sometimes
think that they are demons, so wild and terrifying they are to behold. Indeed once | saw
one of them tea avictim from limb to limb with his bare hands and drinking h's blood!
OOOH 1 till shiver to think of that! We were all so frightened to death and we still are!

“Y ou think they may be demons?” asked Bulisa.
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“I do think so, for oncel observed that they didn’t have hands a we humans do, but
hairy paws with sharp, razor-like claws!”

Bulisa nodded thoughtfully.

“And what are the other perils we may exped to find in your charming country?’

“There ae numerous gangs of damits and raiders who roam the @untryside. Crime
has flourished like never before, since this trouble began. But | sometimes fed sorry for
them. They are poor people driven to desperation by the appalling condition of their lives.
They frequently come into conflict with the Wariors of the Red Fist. | have heard many
times of entire gangs of daits being slaughtered by the Wariors and eaen as food.
Oooh! Horrible!”

“Thank you, Nohar! Now, we must leave,” said Bulisa. Bhuva and Jhola gat the
cariage ready and mounted.

“Keep going straight down the road!” cried Nohar, as the cariage started moving,
“Good bye and gaod luck!”

Bhuva and Bulisa were seded inside the cariage and Jhola was in the driver’s sat.
For awhile, they remained silent as the horses ploughed on steadily. Bhuvalooked out of
the window and saw the cuntryside aound him. It was wild, desolate and rocky with
very little vegetation.

“What a forlorn placethis country is, master!” said Bhuva, “This road seems to go
on and on forever! When will it end?’

Bulisa, who had been in deep thought, broke out of hisreverie.

“You are right, Bhuva,” he said, “But now let us consider our plans. If we ae
stopped on the way by those Red Fist Warriors, we must fight. We must avoid capture at
all costs, till we reach Vagah. Do you have that amulet with you?’

“You mean that black prayer book, master? Yes. It is sfe within my waist pouch.”
said Bhuva.

“The spell that is contained within it is our most powerful wegon. We must be
caeful how we use it, for we can only use it once if | unleash the full power of the life-
force And judging by what we have head about the terrors of Vagah, we may have to
use it with the full power.”

“But if we ned it more than once master?’
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“We must depend upon our other form of magic: the ehered magic which you know
very well,” said Bulisa, frowning hard, “But let us hope that the spirit that is possessng
Madrikumbah is not much more powerful than my own spells.”

“Those Warriors of the Red Figt, then?’

“It is evident to me, Bhuva,” said Bulisa, “that they must be the flesh-and-blood
agents of that vile power that has taken control of Madrikumbah. Nohar’ s description of
their adivities and their appeaance leave no doubt in my mind that they cannot be
human. But demons are not unhead of. In my experience, | have mwme acossthem once
or twice, while dealing with neaomancers. They are terrible, mindlesscreaures who will
attadk anyone who is not protected by a specid talisman and obey the commands of those
who control them through necromancy. If we @me acossthem, we must unleash some
of our more powerful ethereal spells and hold them at bay. They are physically strong,
but possessabsolutely no mental abilities. Therefore | think that we can deal with them
without having to resort to the more powerful neaomancy.”

The cariage plodded on and on for hours. The sun had come out dowly and the
darkness slowly gave way to aglorious pink sky which became blue. As the day wore on,
the sun rose higher and higher and the temperature rose steatily.

They stopped at the sight of awell closeto the edge of the road.

“Let usfill up our jugs here and give the horses a bre&,” said Bulisa. “Are you two
hungry?”

“Well, yes, master,” said Bhuva, glancing at Jhola.

“Then perhaps we shall have our padked lunch here aswell .”

There was a clump of trees and a patch of grassa few yards away from the well,
which looked like awelcome oasis in the middle of a parched desert. Jhola led the horses
to the well and then let them graze aound for some time. The three of them took shelter
from the hot sun under atreeand took ther lunch.

“No sign of avillage yet!” said Bhuva, looking down the long, straight road ahead,
“I wonder how much farther we have to travel until we come aaossa human settlement.”

“Don’t worry, Bhuva,” said Bulisa, “We shall stop a thefirst village we come acoss
and find out more about the people of this country.”
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They continued the journey after their meal. For a long time, they did not come
aaossany signsof life.

“I seesomething in the road ahead, master,” cried Jhola, suddenly. Bhuva and Bulisa
jumped up from their seats. They had been relaxing in their seds, having closed their
eyesinrest, but the sudden announcement woke them up in aflash.

At adistance the small blur in the road looked like aherd of cattle, but as they drew
nea, they found that it was a group of men: rough, beaded men, dressed like peasants.
They were carrying clubs mace of thick wooden stumps and were waving them over ther
heals menacingly.

“HALT! STOP!” cried one of the peasants as the cariage drew close to them, his
voice rough and unfriendly, his eyes glowing with malevolence “GET DOWN, whoever
you may be!”

Jhola stopped the horses and ga down from his sed, clenching hs fists, ready for
adion. Bhuva and Bulisa got down from inside the cariage and raised their aams in a
gesture of peace

“We come in peace friends!” cried Bulisa, “We are, but harmless $rangers in this
strange country.

The peasant who had first addressed them came forward. His eyes showed a mixture
of anger and astonishment at the sight of the threestrangers.

“Who might you be, strangers,” he aied, patting his club, “I’ve never seen the likes
of you before in our place” A murmur of approval rose from the group of peasants, eah
one of them weaing expresgons of intense, but unfriendly awe.

“My name is Bulisa, and we come from the Empire to the north of your country! |
asaure you that we mean you no harm.”

The peasants shook their heads incredulously and glanced at ead other.

“Oh! Isthat so7’ said the first peasant, who was obviously the leader of the group,
“How and why did you come here? Answer me or I'll have your heal!!”

Jhola, who was getting more and more impatient at his manner of speech, moved
forward in a menacing attitude. Bulisa held him back.

“Be patient, Jhola,” he said, “We are here to free you from the clutches of that evil
entity that has got hold of your Emperor.”
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At these words the peasants uttered a roar of amused contempt. Some of them spat
on the ground with vehemence

“Fools!” cried the first peasant, his eyes greaming, “You will never get out of this
country, alive! Take it from me! Madrikumbah's gecial forces will have your blood or
your freedom! Go away! Go away the way you came!”

At these words, Jhola roared with fury and broke avay from the restraining hand of
his master. He ploughed through the group of peasants, dealing dows left and right. The
peasants, were taken abad at this attadk, but quickly rallied around their leader and tried
to get Jhola with sharp, fierce blows from their clubs. Jhola, surrounded by the peasants,
fought badk with a mighty force that sent ead and every one of them flying in every
diredion. The peasant leader came forward with his club raised in an attitude of menace
but Jhola plucked the club out of his hand and raised him from the ground by his
shoulders.

“AAAH! Let me go! Let me go!” cried the peasant lealer, strugding in the iron grip
of Jhola, “1 giveup! | giveup!”

“Shall I crush him to death, master?” asked Jhola, in a booming voice

“STOPIT, JHOLA! Stopit, | say!!” shouted Bulisa, raising hshands, “Let him go!”

Jhola released his grip and the peasant leader fell down on the hard ground with a
thud. The other peasants gathered around their leader, trembling with fear. The leader sat
on the hard ground for a couple of minutes, recovering his breah. Bhuva axd Bulisa
helped hmto hisfed.

“I... 1 say!"” said the peasant leader, in a shaky voice, “You are a strong one! But no
offencemeant! |... We merely wished to warn you... that’s all, strangers!”

“I understand,” said Bulisa, in akindly voice, “But are you al right?’

“I am!” said the peasant leader, “But you three seem to be no ordinary men! That
much | can gather!”

“But tell me, where do you people live?” asked Bulisa, looking around him. The
countryside looked barren and desolate for miles around, with no signs of any human
Settlement.

The peasant shook his head with a melancholy expression on his face

“It'salong story!” he said, “But please! Come with us and we’ll show you!”
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CHAPTER 18

Bulisa and his*Gems' ascended the cariage and the peasants led the way. They left
the main road and walked along a small, rough cart-path which cut aaoss the barren
countryside. The peasant leader, who had ga into the cariage along with Bulisa axd
Bhuva, pointed out to alarge, rocky hill in the distance.

“We live in a huge cave inside that hill,” he said, “Our village was destroyed a few
months ago by those devilish Red Fist Warriors. Most of the vil lagers were taken away as
slaves, but some of us managed to escgpe. Since then, we live in the cave, like savage
cave-men, holding out against any dangers that threaen us. The cae is sheltered by
mighty rocks and inacessible to anybody unfamiliar with the terrain and so we ae safe
within. There are about two hurdredpeoge livingin that cave.”

“W hat about food and water?’ asked Bulisa.

“There ae several fresh-water springs around the hillside,” said the peasant lealer,
“Food was a problem, initially! That’s why we ae out here in the open country. Groups
of us often come out in search of food; to hunt down any animal that we can and take
badk to our stores inside the care. We have managed to stock up large amounts of food,
though, and we can hold out inside for months together if we ae under siege.”

The ground became rougher and harder as they approadied the hill and the terrain
was uneven.

“The last half-mile that leals to the entrance of our cave, we must walk. Your
cariage cannot approach themouth of the cae,” said the peasant, “Please get down. You
must leave your horses and your cariage in some shelter under arocky ledge.”

The horse cariage stopped and the threemen got out. There was a natural ledge that
stuck out of the faceof the hill, which made an ideal placeto park the cariage and leave
the horses in safety.

They joined the group of peasants who were walking ahead of them and continued
their journey. The climb became slightly steeper at this point. Bhuva puffed and panted as
he walked. The path was arough, winding one, cut off the rocky faceof the hill.

A huge rock blocked their path ahead at one point.

“That istherock of protection!” said the peasant leader, “We always bow before it to
pay our respeds.”
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The group of peasants went down on their knees in front of the huge rock and
lowered their heads for a few minutes. Bulisa and Bhuva did the same, but Jhola stood
apart, scratching his head and watching them with astonishment.

After getting upon their fed, they began climbing upthe faceof the hill close to the
rock of protection. Bulisa observed that a part of the rock hid a small crevice in the face
of the hill. It wasasmall crack, but they peasants squeezel into it, oneby one.

“Come!” said the peasant lealer, “I hope you threecan climb!”

Bulisa and Jhola managed to climb up the hill face but Bhuva strugded. At last,
seeing that Bhuva @uld not make it on his own, Jhola lifted him bodily and seaed him
on his mighty shoulders and made the climb up to the crevice.

The small, insignificant crack widened out considerably as the three men squeezed
inside.

“This,” said the peasant leader, “isthe mouth of the cave! Plea® follow me!”

Their strange journey through a long, narrow passage ended in a large, bright cave.
They were deg in the heat of the rocky hill. The cave was tall and wide, like ahuge
gallery, but therewere a ®verd small tentsereciedall over the place There wasaholein
the high roof of the care through which sunlight came pouring in and gave the place
natural lighting.

“Thisis our village now,” said the peasant leader. They were standing on a ledge &
some height from the level of the floor of the huge cave. “Let us climb down.”

The ame down from the ledge through a rough staircase that was hewn out of the
rocks.

“There ae several entrances to this central cave!l” said the peasant leader, in a proud
voice “Look at those other ledges.”

Indeed, all around the care were several similar ledges that had been carved out of
the face of the rock. At eat one of them there were the entrances to passages that led out
of the cae.

Bulisa, Bhuva and Jhola looked around the whole cave with wonder.

“Thisiswonderful!” said Bulisa, at last, “Y ou have done well to find such a place to

livein!”
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“You will stay with us, then?’ asked the peasant lealer, in an eager voice “We @n
provide you food, shelter and safety! Something that you will not get anywhere else in
this entire country!”

“No, no!” said Bulisa, shaking his head, “We ae here to rescue you people from the
evil force that has taken hold of your Empire! We must continue our journey, for it is
getting late!”

The leader’s face became dark with disappointment. For a few seconds he stood in
silence, thoughtfully.

“All right, then!” he said, slowly, “But you must spend the night with us. But, |
nealy forgot! Itis past noon and timefor lunch. Y ou will join mein my tent, thern?”

Bulisa looked a his ‘Gems who glanced at ead other questioningly. Jhola was
already patting his stomach, indicating hi's growing hunger.

“But we've aready had lunch...” began Bhuva, but Jhola pushed him aside.

“Thank you so much,” he said to their host and glared at Bhuva.

The peasant leader led the three travellers through the mazeof tents to one which
was slightly larger than the rest.

“Thisis my home!” he said, “Please comein!”

They entered the tent. It was a bright place, well-lit by several candles and a single,
large oil-lamp. There were several things inside the small space, including a small stove,
several small, crude ves=ls, a large jar of water, a rough, rolled-up mattressand a large
sak, overflowing with other rough, household objeds and edible items.

The host lit the stove after a long strugge and cooked a small meal, consisting of
vegetables and roots and small pieces of med.

The meal over, Bhuva and Jhola helped the host clea the place The used plates and
vessls were pushed to one corner of the tent.

“I can only wash them out on the hillside,” said the host, “We canot wash or clean
or do anything inside the cave, as thereis no drainage system. All of us must go out to the
open hillside and do al our washing and cleaning at the springs. It is one of the

inconveniences of living in this large cave!”
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“Don’t worry, my friend,” said Bulisa, “You will soon resume your normal lives
badk in the open country without fea! There will be no neel for you to live & fugitives
in your own land!”

“I sincerely hope and wish for such a thing, sir! But | fea that it is mere wishful
thinking.”

“No! No! Have no feas about that! We ae here to help you! Now tell us more aout
yourselves and how things came to such a passin your country. Please tell us everything

that may occur to you, for it will be surely of help to usin our quest.”

CHAPTER 19
“It must have been two years ago, | forget when, exadly,” began the peasant lealer,
stroking his rough bead, “That was when the whole trouble began. Strange and terrible
rumours got around the @untry that an extraordinary madness had seized our Emperor.
Our village, a small, quiet, out-of-the way place was largely undisturbed by such rews,
initially. Then, one fine day, a group of officials arrived at our village with a large
convoy of soldiers. They announced that our taxes had increased threefold and that we
had to pay up immediately or face the @nsequences. We were shocked beyond
imagination at this sidden announcement and most of us surrendered our hard-eaned
wealth. In one instant, a prosperous, well-to-do community had been turned into a bunch
of paupers. Those who refused to part with their wealth were horrendously beaten to
deah in the middle of the village and their bodies were left as warnings to us. My god!
Worse was to follow. For awhile, we were left alone and our village began to limp badk
to some semblance of normalcy. We were living like destitutes, suffering and starving,
but at least there were no more visits by the Emperor’s vile officials and though poor, we
felt thankful that we could still work thefieldsand grow ourfood However, this yea our
monsoon failed and we didn’'t receive the usual rainfall that made our lands fertile for
growing our crops. That was some months ago and we feared that we would all perish in
the face of a feasome drought. That was when the vile officials returned to the village a
seoond time and demanded that we pay up our taxes. We rebelled openly! In shee
desperation we drove them out of our village, fighting like madmen for our very lives and
our livelihood. The soldiers, though well-equipped, were outnumbered ten to one and fled

like cowards, screaming for their lives! That was the day when we knew that our days of
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peaeful existence were numbered. The village elders called an emergency council
meding where it was decided that all of us had to leave the village and escgpe to some
other place of safety, before the soldiers returned in large numbers to extract revenge. A
group of uswent around the wild countryside in search of such a place It was at that time
that some of us found this hill and stumbled on this large hollow cave in the middle of it.
We had first explored the natural cradks on the faceof the hill, which led to degp, narrow
passages and which, in turn opened out into this large cave. We were jubilant at our
discovery and returned to the village and informed the village elders. They deaded that
we had to start moving in the shortest posshble time. Within the next few days, a large
number of us were dhosen. We were to make the preparations for our escgpe. | was part
of that group. We set out to the hillside cave to prepare for our migration. We caried
with us large sacks of essential goods, food, bundles of clothing and ather important
things from the village so that we could all leave the village & a moment’s notice. We
had left the village in the morning of that fateful day and by the time we returned, it was
amost dark. Tired and hungry, we made our way back to the village. My god! Imagine
our shock when we found that the village had been razel to the ground! Every house,
every building had been torn to the ground. Everything was in ruins! There was no sign
of any massve battle, but all the people were missng. An eeie silence greded us. In
shea desperation we screamed and shouted to see if there was any sign of life. We
seached among the ruins desperately for bodies, but we found none. At last, one of us
found an old, wounded man, lying nea the market-square, his face bleeding horribly. He
was one of the elders of our village and he was in a dazed state when we found him. A
few other villagers were lying around him, but they were all dead. Seeing that there was
nothing that we could do for the old man amidst the ruins, we caried him bad to the
hillside ave where we @uld at least give him food and water. Once he had recovered
some of his grength, he told us what had happened in the village in our absence. ‘ Some
time after you fellows left,’” he said, gasping for breah, ‘A large group of soldiers arrived
at our village. They were not soldiers of the regular army. They were weaing masks and
dark red uniforms. They assembled nea market-square. There was one man who was
unlike them. He was weaing the regular army uniform and he came forward and
announced that they were the Warriors of the Red Fist. He ordered all the villagers to
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asemble pea&fully in the middle of the village and threaened us with dire consegquences
if we disobeyed. Mogt of us were terrorised into submisson at the sight of those horrid,
masked men, but afew of us, including myself, openly challenged them to do their worst.
In a moment, the man raised his hand and ordered the Red Fist Warriorsto attadk us. The
battle was short and swift. We were struck down like flies, but we cntinued to get up
and fight. At last, tired of seeing our resilience, the regular army man came forward and
ordered them to kill usl Though wounded badly, | was sdhing with rage. | pounced on
that man and we rolled on the ground, strugding and fighting. In the middle of our fight,
| managed to snatch a nedlacethat he was weaing, but he didn’'t notice that. Then |
recived a horrid bow on my head from behind and | fell down, unconscious. When |
recvered, | found that the village was abandoned and that the Red Fist Warriors had torn
down our homes and buildings to the ground. Being too we, | lay where | was till you
found me! Now, take this nedklace and keep it safely with you, for it looks grange and
unique to me and is obviously a valuable jewel.” The old man then handed us the
nedcklace, which we kept with us. He fell ill and died within a few days and we buried
him in the hillside. Since then, we remained in the cve, living like refugees in our own
land. That isthe whole story of our unfortunate vill age.”

Bulisa, who had listened to the story with growing interest, now appeaed agitated
and excited.

“Where isthat nedklae?’ he asked, his beady eyes shining, “ Show it to me!”

The peasant leader looked at Bulisa, alittle surprised at the urgent tone of his voice
He then rummaged his sk for a considerable time, during which Bulisa showed
increasing signs of impatience. At last, after a good ten minutes, he took out a shiny,
golden nedklacewhich was gudded with strange, red stones. It was glowing strangely in
the light of the candlesand the red stones sparkled asthough they were burning.

For afew moments, Bulisa examined it with bated bregh. Bhuva and Jhola, who had
been equall y surprised at Bulisa's grange manner, waited for Bulisato spe&. Indeed his
eyes sparkled with rare exultation and he sighed once or twicein deepsatisfadion.

“That isavaluable nedlace isn't it?" said the peasant leader, proudly.

Bulisalooked up and nodded.
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“Its more than valuable! It is priceless! This is nothing but a demon talisman! My
strong suspicions have been confirmed! The so-called Warriors of the Red Fist are
demons! Only the weaer of this jewel is safe from them and may control them using its
power!”

“You mean...” began the peasant lealer, scratching his head in pure astonishment,
“That they... those... those Warriors of the Red Fist are... are not... human?’

“Indeed, | mean exactly that!” said Bulisa, still smiling, “Chance has placed in our
hands a most vital objed! The soldier who wore this jewel must have been kil led by those
demons after it had been snatched away from him. And the old man who held it in his
hands even as he dropped down unconscious, was left alone. Do you redise what this
talisman means to us?’

“Indeed | understand, now!” said the peasant leader, his wild eyes shining with joy,
“You can keep it! You can take it with you! | think that you are our deliverers! | thought
that you were no ordinary men, but now | am sure! You are both intelligent and strong
enough to take on Madrikumbah's vile agents of evil, now that you have that nedlace
with you!”

“Thank you so much!” said Bulisa and wore the nedklace aound his nedk, “We will
leave tomorrow for Vagah and bring you good news!”

“You can stay here for the night,” said the peasant leader, “1 can set up a tent for
you! You can leave in the morning. I’ Il give you a paded lunch, for you won't find any
placein this entire country where you can find a decent meal. We have head that most
villages have met the same fate @ our own and you will find that the @untryside is
barren and devoid of any prosperous settlement.”

“Thank you for your hospitality,” said Bulisa, clutching the hand of his host.

“No! No! WE thank YOU, sir! You have brought us hope! May you succeel in your
misson!”

CHAPTER 20

The three aventurers gent that night in the care. The peasant leader had ordered
that atent be put up for them. Even a special dinner was prepared for them and they were
treated like kings.
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Bulisa woke up ealy the next morning and shook Bhuva and Jhola avake. Jhola had
slept quite soundly, but Bhuva's eyes were red with fatigue and d eeplessiess.

“Sorry, master,” he said, “But this placeis drange to me! | could hardly get a wink
of sleep, lying in thistent!”

“We must be & our best today, Bhuval” said Bulisa, in a serious voice “For | think
that before the sun sets tonight, we would have done our work in Madriland. If | cannot
free Madrikumbah from that vile spirit that possesses him, | think our only chance is to
kill him by turning his own Red Fist Warriors against him. But that is only when
everything else fails and indeed, | would be sorry to kill such a megnificent Emperor.”

“Yes, master,” said Bhuva, rubling his eyes, “But we will succeed, master! | feel it
in my bones that we will!”

“Go to the dhief’s tent and seeif he has risen,” said Bulisa, “We must leave in the
shortest time possible and | want afew words with him before we leave.”

Jhola got up and left the ent. He retumed in a few moments followed by the peasant
leader himself.

“Good morning, sir,” he said, yawning, “It isealy. Are you leaving now?’

“Yes,” said Bulisa, “In a few minutes, anyhow!”

“Just wait for some time, sir, and I’ ll give you your padked lunch!” said the peasant
chief, “And I | get realy for the journey, myself!”

“What! You wish to come with us?" asked Bulisa, taken abadk at this sudden
announcement.

“Yes, sir,” said the peasant leader, “I thought over it during the night and | have
decided to throw my services at your disposal. | shall come to Vagah with you and help
you in your quest.”

“But there is nothing that you can do for us,” said Bulisa, smiling and shaking hs
head, “Y ou might hinder usin our plans and unneaessarily put your own life in danger!”

The peasant leader’s face was &t in a stubborn expresson. His wild eyes glowed
with annoyance at Bulisa s rebuttd.

“What do you mean by that?” he asked in a petulant voice “I am no coward! | don't
fea deah! And who knows? Maybe | can help you in some unforeseen way!”

Bulisa shrugged his shouders. The determination in thevoice was unshakeable.
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“Thank you so much!” said the peasant leader, smiling, “But my god! | have not
even told you my name all thiswhile! My nameisVillovar!”

“We didn't exadly med as friends,” said Bulisa, smiling. “So | guess you had a
reason for not revealing your name to usthen.”

“Right! That is 9!” said Villovar, still shaking hs head in self-reproval, “But even
after we sealed our friendship, | till didn't introduce myself! | think that | have slowly
becme more like a savage than a civilised being, thanks to aur lifestyle. Howewer, | shall
now go and tell the people in this settlement about my plans. Then we canleave!”

Villovar left the ent and Bulisashod his head in amusement.

“He is quite a tarader, Bhuval” he said, “But he is a murageous man! | think that
his addition to our little party will only strengthen our hands and not wedgen it. Let us
wait till our esteemed friend gets himself ready for thejourney dead!”

They did not have to wait for long. In a few moments, Villovar stuck his heal into
the tent and indicated his readiness

The whole settlement was awake now. People had gathered in large numbers outside
their tents to greet their leader and wish him luck.

“We shall triumph, my people!” cried Villovar at the top of his voice, “The tyranny
of Madrikumbah wil| end soon!”

“Madrikumbah will not die, if we can help it,” added Bulisa, “He is merely under the
control of an evil entity that controls his thoughts and adions. We shall freehim from the
clutches of that entity and bring you goad news!”

The people cheered loudly at this and waved ther farewell.

The four travellers, carying a sak each, left the cave and came out into the open
hillside. They climbed down the hill to the ledge where they had left the horses and the
cariage. Within a quarter of an hour they were back on the main road to Vagah,
travelling at a fast, seady pace The horses had been rested and fed well and were fresh
and raring to go. Jnolawas in the driver’ s sea whil e the rest were inside the carriage.

“We shall be & Vagah in a few hours time,” said Villovar, “I have visited our
cgpital city once or twice long ago, much before these terrible events ook our country.
It used to be alovely place then: full of gardens and palaces, but from the descriptions

that | have head of it from rumours that readed us, it has been turned into a terrible
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slave-camp after the trouble began. There ae also rumours that there is a huge
construction going on in the middle of the city and that the Emperor is using hs large
slave-forceto build a tall, sinister tower there. All this| head when our village was dill
in peace from villagers in the neighbouring districts.”

“A tower?’ said Bulisa, thoughtfully, “Has it been completed?”

“According to my latest information, which, by the way, is about a month old, it has
not been completed, yet! It is believed that the construction work is going on at afurious
pace ad that several of the workers have died from shee overwork and exhaustion. One
of the soldiers in the amy who is a friend of mine from the old days, told me that he had
seen those poor people being chained and dragged about in cages by those vile
monstrosities that you describe & demons. It is appalling! Appalling! Such barbarity
should end, sir. It should end!”

“And it shall end!” said Bulisa, in a firm voice full of determination, “The tower
shall not be cmmpleted! | have afeeling that if that tower is fully built, that Madrikumbah
will become unstoppable.”

“You seem to know everything, sir!” said Villovar, looking at Bulisa with awe and
admiration, “You seem to be ascholar and a leaned one 4 that! In all my years, | have
never seen a man like you. And your friends! | still cannot quite fathom how powerful
those two redly arel”

Bhuva smiled at the compliment. But he gave asudden yawn and closed his eyes.
Bulisalooked a him with concern.

“Sleg now, Bhuva,” he said, “Rest well before we reat Vagah! | need you fresh
and realy once we read Vagah.”

Bhuva nodded and yawned again. Soon he was fast asleg and the other two men
stopped talking lest they disturb him.

As they travelled, Bulisa observed the @untryside aound him. The cariage sped
past parched, lifeless fields, desolate, abandoned settlements and groves of dry trees and
tree stumps. What had once been a prosperous and thriving country now looked barren
and hopeless.

They had started qute ealy in the morning and by mid-day they were close to the
gred city of Vagah.
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“Let usstop before we reat Vageh and have our lunch,” said Bulisa.

They stopped rea grove of palm trees to have their paded lunch. In the distance
ahead of them, they could see the dark, shapeless blur of the city of Vagah. But even
from this distance Bulisa could observe atall structure rising out from the blur, like a
thin candle on a mass of wax. He wuld not quite make out its $iape or size from the
distance, but saw that it was much taller than any other building that he had seen.

“That is Vagah!” said Villovar, pointing out to the dark blur in the distance “We
shall be there within an hour. We must be on the look-out for those horrid Warriors of the
Red Fist. We are sure 1o encounter them, now that within their radius.”

Bulisalooked at the blur for several minutes, his eyes dark with resolve and his fists
clenched.

“This isthe beginning of the end of your country’s troubles,” he said.

CHAPTER 21

They continued their journey towards Vagah in a state of suppressed excitement and
tension. Villovar looked out of the carriage in feaful anxiety every few moments.

“Master!” said Jhola, suddenly, “I see agroup of people in the road ahead and they
don't look too friendly to me!”

“Stop a few hundred yards in front of them!” said Bulisa, in a sharp tone of voice,
which indicated his seriousness and readinessfor the tough tas ahead of them.

Jhola did as ordered and the three travellers got out of the cariage. Jhola jumped
down from hisdriver’ s sea, weaing afiery expresson an hisface and clenching Hs fists
in anticipation.

The group of people deal of them marched towards them slowly and deliberately.
They were not the Red Fist Warriors but regular soldiers in Madrikumbah's large amy.
Their faces were mean and nasty and each of them caried a large battle-axe. They
stopped a few yards in front of the strangers and peaed at them with a mixture of
astonishment and animosity. Bulisa stood in front with Bhuva and Jhola beside him.
Villovar stood behind them, patting hiswooden club meaningfully.

“Surrender!” cried one of the soldiers, in a sharp, unpleasant voice, “I don’t know
who you are or why you're here, but you shall pay for your insolence, dogs! Go down on

your hands and knees and craw!| before us or we shall destroy you this instant!”
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Bulisa smiled and raised his hands.

“I am not your enemy,” he said, slowly and deliberately, “But if you stand in my
way, | shall have no choice but to destroy you!”

“WHAT!!” thundered the soldier, his eyes blazng with fury, “You dare aldressusin
that manner! YOU WILL PERISH THIS INSTANT! | shall not dirty my hands by
fighting you, but you shall die, nonethelesd Take THAT!”

With these words, the soldiers gepped aside quickly and revealed a large horde of
masked warriors behind them. These terrible warriors were weaing crimson coloured
uniforms and were carying large, ugly, blood-stained spiked clubs in their hands. The
soldier who had spoken first, now touched a golden redklace that he was weaing and
raised it to the level of his eyes.

“ATTACK!” he screamed.

Within seconds, the horde of Red Fist Warriors fell upon the four strangers with
horribly high-pitched, inhuman shrieks. Bhuva and Villovar stepped badk at this sudden
display of ferocity, but Jhola was ready and waiting for them. In an instant, he gave a
thunderous war-cry and punched out at the atadkerswith his mighty arms. Bulisa, having
side-stepped the dtaders, now raised his own demon talisman to his eyes and utered a
few strange words to himself.

Even as Jhola grabbed the neaest Red Fist Warrior and began crushing him with his
mighty bear-hug, the rest of the Red Fist Warriors retreated with unwonted meekness
The bladk-uniformed soldiers, witnessing this, shouted with amazement and anger. The
Red Fist Warriors, for the first time ever, had retreated from a fight without any orders.

“WHAT IS THIS?" screamed the first soldier, alarmed and astounded beyond
reovery, “WHERE ARE YOU LEAVING?

Bhuva and Jhola now came forward to meet the soldiers. With a ay of rage, the
soldiersthrew themselves upon their enemies and swung their mighty axes at their heads.
Bhuva dodged a blow and suddenly raised his hand and pointed his fingers in their
diredion. A rain of fiery sparks showered on the soldiers from the sky above and they
screamed with fear and pain when they were hit. Jhola now lifted the one of the soldiers
above his head and swung him around in a menacing fashion.
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The battle was dort-lived. With cries of fea, astonishment and impotent rage, the
soldiers dropped their wegpons and took to their heds, running in the diredion of Vagah
as fast astheir fed could cary them. The catured soldier screamed helplesdy in Jhola's
mighty hold and wriggled desperately in an attempt to escapehis grip.

Villovar, who had been a spedator to these amazing scenes, now stepped forward,
his faceweaing an awe-struck expression.

“My god! My god!” hesaid, still in adaze “What powersyou have!”

“Release him, Jholal” said Bulisain agrim voice

Jhola reluctantly released the terrified soldier from his hold and set him down on his
fed. The soldier’s facewas as white & a shed and his eyes were like those of a terrified,
hunted rabbit.

“Please... please... I... |... let me go!” he said, trembling like a leaf, “I... 1... I... forgive
me! |... wedidn't... mean to hurt you!”

“And | don’'t mean to hurt you!” said Bulisa, weaing a stern expression on his face
“You will first remove that jewel from your nedk and place it in my hands!”

“No... no... no!” cried the soldier, “My... my very life will be in danger, if... if |
remove it. I... would not survive if | return... return to my base camp without... without
this nedcklace.”

“Why s0?" said Bulisa, clutching the soldier by his blad shirt.

“I... I don’'t know... exadly why!” he said, “But our... our Emperor Madrikumbah
gave... gave ea&h of us this nedlace before those Warriors of the Red Fist first made
their appeaance Using... using this nedlace.. only using it can those fellows be
controlled... otherwise... otherwise they will have our blood!”

Bulisareleased him and pushed hm away harshly.

“Get lost!” he shouted loudly and the soldier stumbled away from them as quickly as
he coud and disappeaked in the distance, heading towards the city.

Villovar shook his head with a dazel expresson on his face

“This... this is too much!” he said, turning to the smiling Bulisa, “Your powers are
much more than | first imagined.”

“This is only the beginning, Villovar,” said Bulisa, ill smiling at Villovar's
amazement, “Thisisonly the beginning.”
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As the cariage drew closer and closer to Vagah, the four travellers sw clusters of
soldiers, standing on the edge of the road, staring at them with wonder-struck expressions
on their faces. None of them, however attempted to stop the cariage or block their
passage into the city. Some of them even screamed in terror and fled at the sight of it.

Bulisawatched them with amusement.

“We have aeded quite adir!” he said to the smiling Bhuva, “These fellows have
evidently heard of our exploits me time ajo. News does travel fast in this city! | think
that we will reach Madrikumbah'’ s palace without any further disturbance.”

However, here he was wrong. As the cariage entered the city and moved in the
diredion of Madrikumbah’s palace through the maze of streds and the grim, desolate
buildings, they were stopped by a strange, red-beaded man just nea the large, market-
square. He was almost a dwarf, but his eyes shone with degp hatred and malignancy. He
was carying abladk book in one hand and human skull in the other.

“STOP,” he aied, in a sharp, unsteady voice, “Yes, Bulisat Come out of that
cariage! | know that it is you!”

Bulisa restrained Jhola and told Bhuva and Villovar to remain inside the cariage.
Stepping out, he found himself in the presence of Neddivall, the evil necomancer and his
oldest enemy.

The little dwarf smiled evill y at Bulisaand spat harshly at his fed.

“We med again, Neddivall,” cried Bulisa, looking Neddivall in the eye, “Your evil
plan will not fructify. | gather, from your presence that you are behind the strange
madnessof Madrikumbah! Well, | shall not allow you to go on with your evil ways!”

Neddivall laughed shrilly.

“Indeed!” he said, with a snarl, “I shall not let a we&ling like you stop me in my
very hour of triumph. My Tower Of Darknesswill be completed within a few days and |
shall be in full control of all the forces of this world: natural and supernatural! But first, |
shall destroy you and your pury friends here!!”

He stepped aside and snapped his fingers. In an instant, a tall, huge monster that
resembled a fearsome, carnivorous dinosaur, with sharp teeh and huge claws appeared
behind him. It roared ferociously and bood dripped from its evil mouth.

“Bulisal Med my pet creature, Phoror, the Terrible! He iskeen to play with you!!”
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CHAPTER 22

Phoror didn't look particularly friendly. Bulisa stared up at the aeaure with shining
eyes and gritting teeh.

“Bring it on, Phoror!” he screamed.

The huge monster bent down and grabbed Bulisa with its huge paws. Jhola, roaring
like a mighty lion jumped from his & and went straight for the aeaure’s evil, red eyes.
Phoror, however, swatted him like afly and Jhola fell to the ground like awounded
insed.

Villovar screamed in utter terror and tried to escgpe from the scene, but Neddivall
saw him and threw aring of firearound him by just raising his hands

“None of you shall escape my wrath!” he screamed, “I shall destroy all your
associates, Bulisal”

Bhuva, who was gill inside the cariage, took out his bladk book from his pouch.
Neddivall, who had turned all his attentions to Villovar, did not observe him step out
slowly and discredly from inside the carriage.

Bulisa strugded in the clutches of Phoror and not even his demon talisman could
help him now.

“NOW! FACE YOU DOOM, BULISA!" screamed Neddivall. He had alrealy
opened his own black book and wasleafing through it hurriedly.

Bhuva, slowly moved behind Neddivall and was about to cast his own spell on the
neaomancer, when he turned around and eyed him with surprise.

“YOU!” said Neddivall, reaching to grab Bhuva, “WHERE did you spring up
from?”

Suddenly Jhola, who had been lying on the ground, groaning, got up and rushed
towards Neddivall, aiming a blow a him. Neddivall, distraded by Bhuva, did not see
him. Just as Neddivall was about to grab hold of Bhuva, Jhola fell upon the evil sorcerer
and threw him down on the ground.

“My book! My book!” screamed Neddivall, trying to get up to hisfeet quickly.

But Bhuva was realy for him by now. Uttering a few strange words, Bhuva released
the mighty life-forcethat was within his amulet.
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In an instant, Neddivall was <reaming horribly, lying on the ground. He was
wriggling and writhing in pain, his eyes streaming.

“AAH! AAAH! What is this! What is this!” he screamed, again and again as the
terrible force kept crushing hm with unbeaable force till he stopped screaming and
wriggling and lay lifeless on the ground.

The terrible aedure that had grabbed Bulisa now disappeaed into thin air, leaving
behind a strange, red mist. Bulisa fell to the ground with a thud, but sowly recvered to
hisfed.

The dead neaomancer and his bladc spell bodk were lying on the ground in a pool of
blood. The strange arse that had weighed down the wuntry of Madriland had been
lifted.

After all four of them had sufficiently recovered, Bulisa took Neddivall’s bladk book
and tore it to bits. He threw the piecesto the ground and burnt them with a spark of flame
from his hand.

“Theevil has been destroyed at its source;’ said Bulisa, breathing heavily and feeling
his nedk, where Neddivall's vile aedure had grabbed him, “Now let us go on to
Madrikumbah’s palaceand seeif he is all right. The spirit that had possessed him would
have left him now and he will be wegk and ill.”

In strange silence, the cariage moved on till it arrived at the gates of the palaceof
the Emperor. There were no guards or soldiers here, for the news of the events that had
overtaken them lately had sent them flying in shee terror to the safety of their barrads.

Inside the palace Bulisa and his companions found the Emperor lying on his throne,
unconscious. There were afew frightened guards who had entered the palace after the
adventurers and they now stood behind Bulisa, shaking with fea and amazement. One of
them was a superior officer and he stepped forward.

Bulisa examined Madrikumbah for a few minutes.

“Your Emperor shall be al right,” he said, turning to the officer, “No longer will he
be the wicked tyrant that he used to be, these last coupe of yeas. He shall be normal
onceagan!”

“Thank you, sir,” said the officer, shaking with emotion, “Thank you so much!”

68



“First you must go and release all the people of this country who have been enslaved
by that monster, Neddivall, through your Emperor. Release all of them from their cages
and order the destruction of the tall tower that was being built in the eentre of your city.
Then release all the people who have been imprisoned by Madrikumbah in the last two
yeas. Now go and do as| say!”

The soldier saluted Bulisa and rushed away to convey Bulisa's ordersto his men and
share the great news with them.

“Take the Emperor to his bed chamber, Bhuval” said Bulisa, “Jholal You go badk
into the city and go to the Tower Of Darkness and help them pull it down. Villovar! You
find a horse and ride badk to your cave settlement and inform your people of the good
news! We shall finish our business here and return to our own land! Good bye!”

Villovar stepped forward and took Bulisa shandsin his.

“You are a red saviour of our people! Who could imagine that! That wicked sorcere
was just days away from completing his evil scheme and gaining complete control of the
world! Thank you, sir, and good bye! We shall meetagain, | hope, in future!”

After Jhola and Villovar left, Bhuva and Bulisa caried the huge, limp form of the
grea Emperor to hisbed chamber.

Madrikumbah returned to consciousness after a few hours. He opened his eyes and
stared at the faces of Bulisa, Bhuva and Jhola in front of him. Jhola had returned after
completing his assigned task, by this time.

“Where am 17" he aoaked, in a wed, unstealy voice, “What has happened to me?
Who are you?”

“My name is Bulisa,” he said, in a kind, reasauring voice, “We have just freed you
from the clutches of a vile neadomancer who had gained complete control over your
thoughts and adions.”

“My mind is a blank!” said Madrikumbah, feding his forehead with his palm, “I
don’'t remember anything! But wait... | think... | think... Yes!! It's all coming badk to me
now! My god! The mist isrising from my mind now!”

“You must rest and recover from your tribulations, your highness,” said Bulisa, “But
do you know to what stateyour people have been driven to, thanksto your affliction?”

“No!” said Madrikumbah, shuddering, “Tell metheworst! | am prepared!”
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“They had been enslaved in their own land. The people in the muntryside have been
driven to poverty and crime. Drought and heavy taxation has driven your people to
starvation and deah. The economy isin a date of calapse and your once-prosperous land
has been converted into a parched desert. That neaomancer did all that through you, to
complete his evil scheme and turn your own people ajainst you, so that he would be
unhindered. He used you as a pawn in his wicked game and you have suffered as well.
Now he is dead and you are free from the hold of his vile Spirit.

Madrikumbah closed his eyes for several minutes. Then he opened them and looked
gravely at Bulisa.

“I think 1 can understand now,” he said, slowly, “I think | remember him. Let me
explain everything to you, for | oweyou alot. | don’'t remember the time, but it must be a
yea or two ago, when a dwarf-like man came to Vagah, wishing to see me. He wore a
red bead and he caried a skull in his hand and he entered my palace boldly and stood in
front of my throne, facing me with a wicked smile on his face He boasted to me &out
his powers and told me that all he needed was money to complete his greadest scheme
ever. It was about building a tall tower in the entre of Vagah, rising up so high that it
would touch the sky! He claimed that it would lead to his gaining control of al the
elements. natural and supernatural and that he would give me aportion of that power. He
had to perform a strange ceemony inside the tower which would enable him to take
complete control of the world. | was $rockedand astoundedat his wild manner of speech
and thought that he wasa raving madman. | ordered that he ke keaen up severely for his
insolence and thrown out of the city. My guards came forward and grabbed him by his
arms and led him to the flogging chamber. Before he left, he glared at me with his wild,
glowing eyes and spat on the floor. ‘I shall not let this pass,Madrikumbah,” he <reamed,
“You and your people will suffer for this! | had come here with the intention of making
you one of the most powerful and most feared Emperors in the whole world. You refuse
my grand offer in such an off-hand manner. Well! Well! You shall be made one, then!
And against your will! You shall know my power when | make you a mere, mindless
zombie in my hands!’ | was more than sure that he was a poor, gibbering madman and |
laughed aloud at his words. Indeed, | thought little of the matter and life went on as

before. But one night, several months after that incident, | felt a sudden chill travel down
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my spine. | was just turning in for the night, when | saw that same red-beaded dwarf
stand in front of the window of this very bed chamber. He had, | think, sne&ked into the
palace grounds that evening and waited for his chance to get me alone. He closed and
bolted the door and stood in front of me, smiling fiendishly. | opened my mouth to shout
for the guards, but my mouth froze open and | could not utter a word. He laughed at my
discomfiture and pushed me down on my bed. ‘Y ou are in my power, Madrikumbah,” he
said, baring his ugly, yellow teeth, ‘You disrespeded me and | shall neither forget nor
forgive. Through you, | shall take possession of your Empire and destroy your people’s
lives. | shall build my grand tower using your miserable people a slave labour. And you
shall be powerless to stop me! Think for a few moments, you dog, for you can never
think another thought on your own for the rest of your lifel’ After speaking thus, he stood
in front of me for a few moments, uttering strange, sinister incantations. He opened his
eyes and grinned ferociously at me. ‘Goodbye, Emperor, and slee tight!” he said, ‘You
shall wake up in the morning as a different person!” With these words, he left me and
climbed out of the window. | felt dizzy and faint and though | strugded, | fell asleep. |
don’t remember anything that happened after that night! Only now | feel as though I am
waking upfrom a strange dream.”

“We have destroyed the roat of the evil, your highness” said Bulisa, after a few
minutes, “But the effects of his adions will be fet for some yeas to come. Y our people
will take a long time to reaver from their hardships and your Empire’s ecmnomy must be
restored to its full health. We must now return to our own country. We wish you good
health. Goodbye, your highness!”

“Wait!” said Madrikumbah, trying to sit up in his couch, “Surely you're not leaving
so soon?’

“We must, your highness for our work here is over!” said Bulisa, “Y our people will
take cae of you and nurse you badk to health. We have nothing left to do here! We will
gobadk to Manda and tell our Emperor about the state of affars here. He will surely help
your country reaver with financial and humanitarian aid.”

Madrikumbah smiled we&ly at these words.

“Ben Butaba? Help us? You must be joking,” he said, “You must know him better
than | doand yet you say that he will help us!”
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Bulisa, Bhuva and Jhola laughed till teas trickled down their faces.

“| seethat you are not yet up-to-date with the latest events that have shaken our
country, your highness,” said Bulisa, wiping hs eyes, “Ben Butaba is no more. His
nephew and my good friend, Jho Butaba is now the Emperor.”

Madrikumbah’ s faceshowed his surprise and deli ght at the news.

“Well, then, strangers,” he said, “I thank you for all that you have done for me and

my country. You are freeto go where you wish!”

EPILOGUE

Several months later, Bulisa found himself bad in his own cottage in the village of
Gowa. Jho Butaba had greded the three heroes with much joy when they arrived at Patah
and had promised all aid to the southern Empire of Madriland after listening to their
extraordinary story about the events and the state of affairsin Madriland. Having seaured
this promise, Bulisa had relieved Bhuva and Jhola for a few months from their duties and
arrived at Gowa, arelieved and exhausted man.

One morning, as Bulisa sat on his dining table, contemplating his bre&fast, Ghoda
burst into the cottage in aflurry of excitement.

“You fiend!” he aied, in avoice mixed with both annoyance and delight, “Y ou have
just cost me agood servant! Y our wickedadions have cos memy good Molal”

“What do you mean?” asked Bulisa, getting up to calm down his friend, “Explain
yourself, Ghodal”

“I mean just that!” said Ghoda, shaking hs head in mock reproval, “Mola just
announced his intentions of returning to his own country and reclaiming hs fortunes and
his statusin his community, now that things are ba& to normal! Y ou wretch!”

The slegpy Molanow entered the cottage.

“Thank you so much, sir, for al that you have done! | head all about your wonderful
deeads in Madriland,” he said in a dead monotone, trying hard to suppressa yawn.

“Why! You're overwhelmed with emotion, Molal Control yourself, man!” said
Ghoda, shaking his ex-servant by his shoulders.

Bulisa laughed.
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“Y ou can thank my two friends, Bhuva and Jhola for that, Mola,” he said, “I did very
little. Bhuva was the one who adually destroyed that evil necromancer, Neddivall. Don't
you know that?’

“What! Then you don’'t deserve any of the aedit for those deeds, you villain,” said
Ghoda, in an impish woice “My god! You are a crafty fellow!”

“I am leaving for Madriland in a hired horse cariage, sir,” said Mola, “I wished to
thank you for your help in freeng our country from the clutches of evil and also bid you
goodbye. If you seeyour two friends, convey my gredingsto them also.”

“Goodbye, Mola, and best of luck to you!” said Bulisa, shaking hands with the
slegpy ex-servant of Ghoda.

“Goodbye, sir and goadbye to you too, Sr!”

With these words, Mola left the cottage, moving in aslow, dignified manner.

After along silence, Ghodaturned and faced Bulisawith a big smile on his face

“You know what, Bulisa?” he said, slowly and deliberately, “I am really happy for
Mola | wasjust joking when | called you afiend!”

Bulisa yawned and turned bad to face his bre&fast.

“I knew that too, Ghodal” he said, “Y ou are, after al, agood man.”

[THE END]
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