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Chapter 1: The Red Leather Secret

	The heat in the village of Malanpur did not just warm the skin; it pressed down like a physical weight, baking the moisture from the earth until the ground fractured into a mosaic of dry, thirsty cracks. For fourteen-year-old Tara, the heat was a constant companion, as familiar as the ache in her lower back and the rough calluses blooming across her palms.

	It was a Tuesday afternoon, though the days bled together in the drought. The monsoon was supposed to have arrived three weeks ago, but the sky remained a mocking, uninterrupted expanse of bleached blue. Tara hoisted the brass pot onto her hip, her bare feet navigating the sharp stones and thorns of the path leading back from the village well. She had been awake since four in the morning. She had ground the spices, swept the courtyard, fed the two emaciated buffaloes her family still owned, and walked three miles for water that tasted faintly of rust and mud.

	As she approached the boundaries of her family’s small, failing farm, the voices started. They drifted from the shadowed porch of the mud-brick house.

	"She is fourteen, Ramesh. In another year, she will be a woman fully grown. Do you think a decent family will wait?"

	It was her uncle, speaking to her father. Tara stopped behind the thick trunk of a neem tree, the water sloshing softly against the sides of the brass pot.

	Her father’s voice was hollow, the sound of a man who had stared at a barren field for too many seasons. "The moneylender took the last of the surplus, bhai. I have nothing for a dowry. Nothing."

	"Suresh from the neighboring district is looking for a second wife," her uncle pressed gently, ruthlessly. "He is older, yes, perhaps forty. But he asks for no dowry. He only wants a strong girl to help with his fields and give him sons. It is a practical arrangement, Ramesh. It removes one mouth to feed here, and secures her future."

	Tara closed her eyes. The bark of the neem tree scratched against her shoulder. Forty. The man was older than her father. A strong girl for his fields. That was all she was in this world: a pair of hands to labor, a mouth that cost too much to feed, an entry in a ledger of debts that she was expected to balance with her own life. A heavy, suffocating panic rose in her chest, tight and fast, but she forced it down. Crying did not bring the rain, and it certainly would not change her father’s mind.

	She stepped out from behind the tree and walked into the courtyard, her face a mask of blank obedience. Her father, a man whose spine seemed permanently curved toward the soil he worked, didn't look her in the eye.

	"Put the water inside, Tara," he murmured, waving a hand tiredly. "Then take the buffaloes out to the scrub by the highway. See if there is any yellow grass left."

	"Yes, Baba," she said quietly.

	An hour later, Tara was sitting in the meager shade of a thorny babool tree near the state highway, a rusted wooden stick in her hand, watching the buffaloes tear at the dry scrub. The highway was a ribbon of black asphalt that connected the distant, glittering cities—places Tara had only ever seen on the flickering television screen at the village tea stall.

	Usually, the road was empty, save for overloaded transport trucks groaning under the weight of goods. But today, a sleek, pristine white SUV pulled onto the shoulder, its tires crunching on the gravel just a hundred yards from where Tara sat hidden in the brush. The engine cut off, and the doors swung open.

	Four young men spilled out. They wore expensive, bright clothing—branded t-shirts, aviator sunglasses, and pristine white sneakers that had never touched a muddy field. They were tourists from the city, likely heading toward the hill stations up north, stopping to stretch their legs. Tara watched them with the quiet intensity of a ghost observing the living. They laughed loudly, their voices carrying an easy, unburdened arrogance that only money could buy.

	One of the men reached into the back of the SUV and pulled out a heavy wooden bat and a bright, cherry-red ball.

	"Come on, just a few overs! My legs are cramping," the man shouted, tossing the ball to his friend.

	They set up a makeshift wicket using three empty plastic water bottles. For the next twenty minutes, Tara watched them play. She had seen cricket before, of course. When the national team played, the men in the village would crowd around the single television at the tea stall, screaming and cheering. But she had never seen the equipment up close.

	She watched the bowler run in on the dusty shoulder of the road. He threw the ball. The batsman swung with a clumsy, laughing heave, completely missing. The ball flew wide, hit the gravel, and bounced violently into the dense, thorny scrub just a few dozen feet from where Tara sat.

	"Ah, leave it, man!" the batsman yelled, checking his expensive watch. "It's too hot to dig through the bushes. We’ve got another one in the trunk. Let's just go, we’re losing daylight."

	The bowler shrugged. They piled back into the air-conditioned sanctuary of their vehicle. The engine roared to life, kicking up a cloud of dust, and the SUV sped away, becoming a shrinking white dot on the horizon.

	Silence returned to the scrubland, save for the dry wind and the chewing of the buffaloes.

	Tara waited a full five minutes, ensuring they were truly gone. Then, dropping her herding stick, she crawled into the thorny bushes. The thorns tore at the sleeves of her faded cotton kameez, but she didn't care. She scanned the dusty earth until she saw it.

	The ball.

	She reached out hesitantly, as if it might burn her. Her fingers closed around it, and she pulled it into her lap.

	It was heavier than she expected. The red leather was scuffed on one side from where it had hit the asphalt, a patch of rough gray marring the perfect crimson. But what fascinated her most was the seam. Six perfect, parallel lines of thick white thread, raised slightly above the surface of the leather, wrapping around the circumference like the equator of a small, heavy planet.

	She rubbed her thumb over the stitching. It felt rigid, purposeful. It was an object entirely devoted to play, to sport, to something other than survival. In Malanpur, everything had a desperate purpose: the sickle for the harvest, the pot for the water, the rope for the cattle. But this? This was a luxury of the outside world.

	She slipped the ball into the deep pocket of her kameez. It banged against her hip as she gathered the buffaloes to head home, a heavy, secret weight that made her heart beat a little faster.

	Behind Tara’s family house sat a dilapidated cattle shed, and behind that shed was a solid, windowless mud wall that marked the end of their property. It was baked hard as concrete by decades of summer sun. Because it faced away from the house and the village path, it was the only place in the world where Tara was entirely unobserved.

	That evening, as the sun began to dip and paint the sky in bruised shades of purple and orange, Tara slipped away from the kitchen where her mother was washing lentils.

	She stood in the dust, fifteen paces from the mud wall. She took the red ball from her pocket.

	At first, she just threw it. A simple, overhand toss.

	Thud.

	The ball hit the mud wall and bounced back to her in the dirt. She picked it up. She threw it harder.

	Crack.

	The leather meeting the baked earth made a sharp, satisfying sound.

	For half an hour, she just threw the ball, working out the frustration of the day. With every throw, she imagined her uncle’s voice. Crack. She imagined the forty-year-old farmer she had never met. Crack. She imagined the endless, suffocating horizon of her future, a life of bearing children and hauling water until her spine curved like her father's. Crack.

	Her shoulder began to ache, but she didn't stop. She realized that throwing it like a stone was inefficient. She thought back to the television at the tea stall, to the men in the blue uniforms she occasionally caught glimpses of when she walked past. She remembered how their arms wheeled over straight, like the spoke of a bicycle wheel, close to their ears.

	She tried it. She stood still, brought her arm over in a windmill motion, and hurled the ball. It flew wild, missing the wall entirely and vanishing into the tall grass. She spent ten minutes searching for it in the fading light.

	When she found it, she wiped the dirt off the leather on her kameez. She looked down at her hand.

	Without thinking, she adjusted her grip. Instead of holding it in her palm like a stone, she placed her first two fingers perfectly along the raised white thread of the seam, her thumb resting on the seam beneath. She left a small gap between the ball and her palm. It felt completely natural, as if her hand had been molded specifically to hold this strange, heavy object.

	She looked at the mud wall. I need momentum, she thought.

	Tara walked back twenty paces. She took a deep breath, the dry evening air filling her lungs. She started to run.

	She didn't know anything about biomechanics. She didn't know about gathering momentum, or loading the back foot, or a braced front leg. She didn't know that the way she angled her wrist slightly toward the right was a technical masterpiece that elite coaches spent years trying to drill into their fast bowlers.

	All Tara knew was that her body felt like a coiled spring demanding release.

	She ran lightly on the balls of her bare feet, her braid flying behind her. As she neared her imaginary crease, she leaped sideways into the air, her body twisting naturally. Her left arm shot up toward the sky, pointing at the center of the mud wall, pulling her torso forward. Her right arm, holding the ball, whipped over her head in a blur of motion.

	She snapped her wrist at the exact moment of release, her fingers rolling down the back of the seam.

	The ball left her hand with a sharp fizzing sound.

	It traveled fast—faster than any fourteen-year-old girl with no training had any right to bowl. It angled in toward the center of the wall. But then, midway through the air, physics and the raised seam took over. The ball seemed to hit an invisible wall of air and violently curved to the right.

	It pitched in the dirt, the seam grabbing the hard earth, and cut away even sharper, smashing against the far right edge of the mud wall with a sound like a gunshot.

	CRACK.

	Tara stood frozen in her follow-through, her chest heaving, a cloud of dust swirling around her ankles. Her eyes were wide.

	She had aimed for the center. The ball had moved completely on its own, bending through the air like a living thing, violently altering its path. The sheer force of the impact sent a tremor of adrenaline straight down her spine.

	She ran forward and picked up the ball. It was warm from the friction. She looked at her fingers, then at the wall, then back at the ball.

	She walked back twenty paces. She took the same grip. First two fingers on the seam. Thumb underneath. Wrist cocked.

	She ran in again. The leap. The pull of the left arm. The violent snap of the right.

	Fizz. The ball angled in, bit the air, swung away in a wicked arc, and slammed into the right side of the wall.

	CRACK.

	A breathless, ragged laugh escaped Tara's lips. She had never been good at anything that wasn't a chore. She had never created anything that wasn't survival. But this—this violence, this speed, this manipulation of the air itself—this belonged to her. It was a power that existed entirely outside of dowries, and debts, and forty-year-old suitors.

	In that dusty space behind the cattle shed, with the sky turning black above her, she wasn't a burden. She was dangerous.

	"Tara!"

	Her father’s voice shattered the stillness, carrying from the front courtyard. It was harsh, demanding. The magic of the moment evaporated, instantly replaced by the crushing gravity of her reality.

	"Tara! The fire is not lit! Where are you?"

	Panic spiked. If he found her here, playing with a toy instead of doing her work, the punishment would be severe. He would take the ball. He would throw it away. Worse, he would sell her to the highest bidder the very next day just to be rid of her insolence.

	"Coming, Baba!" she shouted back, her voice trembling slightly.

	She looked wildly around the shed. To her left, the mud-brick wall of the cattle enclosure had a loose brick near the foundation. She dropped to her knees, pulled the brick out, and shoved the red ball deep into the dark hollow. She quickly replaced the brick, patting the loose dirt around it to hide the seams.

	She wiped her dusty, sweating hands on her kameez, took one last look at the indentations she had left on the mud wall, and ran back toward the house.

	That night, as she lay on her thin woven mat on the floor, listening to the rhythmic snoring of her parents in the other room, Tara couldn't sleep. The muscles in her right shoulder hummed with a deep, satisfying ache.

	She closed her eyes and saw the seam. She felt the leather against her fingertips. She saw the ball bending through the air, defying everything it was supposed to do, curving away into the darkness.

	Tomorrow, she would wake up at four. She would grind the spices. She would fetch the water. She would listen to the men barter away her future.

	But tomorrow evening, when the sun went down and the shadows stretched long across the dirt, she would return to the wall. The red leather was her secret now, buried in the mud, waiting for her to wake it up again.
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