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For the two neglected Jos in my life, my sister
and my agent. Even if I sometimes forget to say it,
I’m very lucky to have you both on my side!
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He should not kill a living being, nor cause it to be killed, nor should he incite another to kill.

Do not injure any being, either strong or weak in the world.



Sutta Nipata II, 14
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PROLOGUE
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The Clan moved through the undergrowth in a silent wave, tuned so finely to each other’s movements that communication was barely necessary. They were clearly human but glided as effortlessly as a pack of hunting dogs, with a gait that was neither tiptoeing nor running. Not a single crunch of dry leaves or crackle of broken twigs marked the passing of their bare feet. Every minute or so, one of them would stop and cock his head, listening intently to the tales told by an alarm-calling bird, or to mark the prevailing direction of the meagre wind. They inhaled shallow breaths through their noses, drawing in scents and odours. The sense of smell is one that most humans have simply forgotten to tune, but remains plenty potent enough to track by when it’s trained. Each clan member was a boy in his early teens, hair closely cropped, torso sinuous like bunched coils of hemp rope, eyes alert. They took on a loose arrowhead formation. At their apex was a boy of commanding presence, his broad shoulders moving fluidly over his narrow waist, his eyes icy blue like a young wolf pup. He stopped with an abruptness that instantly brought his companions up short, then dropped to his knees to probe the leaf litter. The Clan crowded around him, their movements excited and agitated. The boy called Wolf brushed the leaves aside and revealed a large blocky twist of black dung, as sticky and pungent as newly slicked tar. Tiger scat, and it was fresh! The Clan practically yipped and yelped, pleading to be unleashed. Wolf nodded. They splintered, and leapt forward at a sprint.

The one known as Saker ran with an easy loping stride. It was all he could do to stop from yelling with excitement as he chased the invisible story left by the mighty predator. Saker’s long bow was strapped tightly to his shoulders, but still bounced awkwardly with his biggest leaps, threatening to catch on low branches as he passed. Instead of stopping and stooping below such obstacles, he’d barely break stride, but drop to the ground and bound effortlessly like a macaque dashing between trees. He stopped dead. Ahead in a thicket something was out of place. Light pierced through the trees creating slats of orange and white brightness and black shadow … in such coloured light, the striped cat was almost invisible. Almost. Its amber eyes gave it away, staring intently at Saker, watching his every move. Gently, fluidly, trying not to breathe, Saker took the bow from his back. It was an ash longbow, much like medieval marksmen once used, but it was certainly not a primitive tool. Saker knew it could take down a deer at fifty paces, and the tiger was much closer. He notched an arrow into the string and drew the fletches back, the bowstring grazing his cheek. As he pointed the arrowhead at his mark, the tiger hissed with fury, flattened its ears against its head and sprang. The undergrowth yielded a massive form, one which moved with explosive and irresistible power, mouth open, vast canine teeth yellow against the dark of its gullet. Saker didn’t flinch. He unleashed the arrow, and the tiger fell. Heart thumping, Saker released his pent up breath, levelled his bow with a new arrow already held in trembling fingers, and moved forward cautiously. There is nothing more dangerous than a wounded and cornered predator. He soon saw that there was no danger. The tiger lay on its side, breathing with shallow fast breaths. The arrow shaft protruded from its chest, and with every heave of its breast, a glug of blood flooded from the entry wound. Its eyes weren’t shut yet, but soon would be. Saker crept closer, drawing his knife to finish the majestic beast off. It needed to be clinical so the coat wouldn’t be damaged. As he knelt, he inhaled the musky pungent smell of big beast, and the tiger looked up at him with golden eyes. It almost seemed to be pleading, imploring. Saker lifted his knife, then stiffened. There was something else in the bushes. Creeping over the tigress, he moved the brush aside. Before him were two small, mewing cubs, their eyes barely open, shrinking into the cover and trying to make themselves invisible. It was as if he had been punched in the chest. Something was very, very wrong with this. Saker shook his head. They were another prize, part of the contract. He had done well.

But no … clouds were clearing in his brain … how could this be right? The animal before him was one of the brethren, a near-sacred beast. He looked down at her heaving flanks. The arrow wound was fatal, but it would not be swift. The thought of her suffering was overwhelming. Gritting his teeth, he gripped the handle of his blade and lifted it high.
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CHAPTER ONE
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He came to as if someone had just thrown a bucket of ice water in his face, gasping for breath, shocked into a sudden brilliant consciousness. Nostrils filled with the heavy smell of dead wet leaves, he lifted his head to see dense trees forming a cavern around him. Slightly muffled by the trees and away in the distance was the sound of excited barking dogs, following a scent, drawing closer. His combat trousers and sodden cotton tunic were drenched with sweat, and … was that blood? Yes, it was, thick blood almost black around his stomach, but he felt no pain. Perhaps it wasn’t his blood? His head hurt though, with a fierce sharp pain that focused his concentration. He looked down and studied his hands. They belonged to a boy in his early teens, with sparse fine black hair on the forearms, and damp earth rammed deep beneath the fingernails. The hands looked strong though, with calloused knuckles and prominent veins, the hallmarks of hard work. He ran his fingers through his hair, probed the swollen part of his skull, and wincing, looked at his hand again. His palm was red with fresh blood, and this time he was certain it was his own. Instantaneously he found himself relaying a status report. “Impact trauma, I was probably struck with a blunt instrument, there’s swelling and a thumb-length open wound, moderate danger of internal bleeding and concussion.” Head wounds always bleed profusely he told himself, and in this humid forest he would have to be very careful about infection. The gash would certainly have to be cleaned and stitched.

That could wait, though, while he tried to work out what the hell was going on. He’d been taught that it’s quite common to wake up in an unfamiliar place after a deep sleep or perhaps a general anaesthetic and not know where you are for a few seconds. This sensation quickly disappears as the brain catches up, and the recent past comes rushing back. But this wasn’t what was happening. And worse, not only did he have no idea where he was, or how he came to be there, he had no clear memories at all. There was just a wispy notion of slats of light playing orange, black and white on the forest floor, and a pungent scent, lingering in his nostrils. What was his name? Not even that sprang to his lips. But then his mind played back a short piece of film, tall boys with cropped hair, stripped to the waist to show their dangerous-looking physiques, faces cruel, lips curled in snarls. “Saker, Saker,” they chanted. A sudden recollection. He reached down to his ankle and pulled up his left trouser leg. There on his calf was a bite mark, no blood but still white, and inflicted by blunt teeth. Below it, above his ankle, was a simple monochrome tattoo, the head of a hook-beaked bird of prey, the huge eye dark and intimidating. A saker falcon. Yes! Saker was his name; that at least made sense. The distant barking of the dogs shook him out of this small triumph. With sudden clarity he knew they were tracking him, and they were getting closer. He listened intently for a few seconds. “Four dogs, two German Shepherds, a Dobermann, and … one more, I’m not sure …” He guessed from the way the calls penetrated the undergrowth that they were just over a kilometre away. The dogs would be coursing, noses close to the ground to suck on the trail he’d left behind, able to pick up the tiniest of scents with a sense of smell many thousand times more potent than that of a human. Drenched with sweat and blood, he would make ludicrously easy tracking fodder. Quickly calculating how distant the barks seemed, he worked out that they would be here in under six minutes.

Something primal in the back of his brain was telling him to run.

As Saker got to his feet and his perspective changed, he realised that he was not alone. Lying face-down in the leaf litter was a man, big, over six feet tall and built like a nightclub doorman, with no neck to speak of and huge shoulders. He was dressed in black combat fatigues from head to toe, with a bullet-proof vest over the top.

“Private security …” Some macho tough nut who did a lot of weights, ate too many burgers and loved looking mean in his uniform. Potentially dangerous, no reason to risk waking him … but then curiosity overcame common sense, and Saker grabbed one of the black-clad meaty shoulders, and rolled the figure onto his back. He was unconscious, and the bruising round his throat and his contorted face made it clear that he had been choked. Saker had another flash of memory, and saw the big man staggering around, a berserk figure riding his shoulders, wrists locked around the massive throat, crushing the arteries that feed blood to the brain and cutting off the windpipe at the same time. The frenzied figure was pushing down with his legs onto the big man’s shoulders, using his whole body to get extra leverage. Clawing at his throat in desperation as he started to black out, the man sank his teeth into the calf muscle of his tormentor. In Saker’s mental flashback, the view flew from the struggling security guard, and zoomed up to his shoulders and in on the face of his assailant. Everything came in to focus. Saker was looking at his own face, twisted with effort and fear. Well, that explained the bite mark on his leg. As the big man dropped, he’d taken Saker with him. Their combined weight had meant that they’d come down like a felled oak tree. The gash in his forehead must have been caused by him clattering into a rock that was sticking up out of the leaves. He was lucky to have got away with just a cut. Looking down at his hands again, Saker’s head began to spin; the security guard’s meaty paws were twice the size of his.

“How could I possibly have overpowered this big lump?” He was suddenly frightened, and shivered despite the humidity. What was he doing here all alone, fighting a big man in this foreign forest? He cocked his head to one side, and stood perfectly still. The normal sounds of the forest had silenced, the birds had stopped singing as they sensed the approaching dogs. A few hundred metres off, a short whistle repeated three times; a spotted deer’s alarm call. The deer might as well have been shouting, “They’re coming for you”.

There was no time to search the body for further clues. Saker turned away from the noise of the baying dogs and ran.


CHAPTER TWO
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Sinter looked in the mirror and saw a very unhappy girl looking back. The kohl outlining her eyes had smeared her cheeks, and some of the dark makeup had dripped onto her saffron-coloured sari. She sat at the vanity table in her bedroom, two large fans circulating the air above her, the room dominated by a four-poster bed draped with muslin mosquito nets. Her almond-shaped eyes were an unearthly amber colour, and were often likened to those of an imperial tigress, but today they were red with tears. Hers was the face of a child of privilege, used to getting exactly what she wanted. As a high-caste Brahmin from a wealthy family, Sinter was privately schooled, and was encouraged not to have any contact with the lesser castes of Indian society. That had always seemed wrong to her. When the tea-pickers on her father’s estate greeted her with “Namaste”, Sinter was supposed to avert her eyes and pretend to be engrossed in her book, or to have noticed something interesting elsewhere. This was how things were in the foothills of the Indian Himalayas. The technological revolution rampaging across India had, in many places, swept aside centuries-old barriers of class and rank. In modern India, anyone was theoretically capable of making their fortune, and old money was no longer a guarantee of security. However, here in the Northern state of Assam where India met the mighty Himalayas, things were yet to change. Most of the tea was still taken from her father’s estate in carts drawn by two sturdy bullocks, and would take days to reach the sellers in Gujawati city, where perhaps the world’s largest tea auction house was situated. Troops of Golden Langur monkeys chased over the tumbledown rock walls of the estate as the sun faded, scolded away from the freshly made bundles of tea leaves by the pickers as they finished their day’s work. At dusk after her governess allowed Sinter to put her studies aside, one of the house-girls would draw her a cooling bath in a huge old wrought iron tub. They’d add rose petals and jasmine, stirring the water slightly so that the flowers appeared to dance on the surface of the bath. Through the windows of the bathroom, she could look out beyond the tea plantation to the mountains turning brown, grey, then black as the sun set. Yes, you could certainly say that Sinter was someone used to getting exactly what she wanted in life.

Until today. It was to be her fifteenth birthday within a fortnight, and when her father had ordered her to come down to the conservatory in her best sari, she’d half-wondered if it was part of some grand birthday plan, or perhaps an early present he had waiting for her. She was met by her father and a rotund man wearing a generous white suit. He was in his middling years, and rather shorter than Sinter. The plump man beamed graciously, held out his hand, and introduced himself as Doctor Arjun. Already aware of the expectations of someone in her position, Sinter immediately took on the role of highborn hostess. She spoke with confidence and a charm that had the good doctor turning quite red in the cheeks.

“I am very pleased to make your acquaintance, Doctor Arjun. We so rarely get visitors who are prepared to come this far.”

“Doctor Arjun and I have had business dealings for many years now, Sinter,” her father responded, clearly proud of his daughter’s performance. “He is a very reputable man, with an estate in the Hessam Valley.” Hessam was perhaps forty miles to the south of their home, though Sinter had never been there. Her father had an old car, but rarely used it as the roads were so awful that it would have taken the best part of a day to get there.

Doctor Arjun took up the story. “Yes, it is certainly nothing compared to your own home.”

Sinter nodded graciously, as if to say she was sure that was not true.

The doctor continued. “… And we, of course, do not grow tea, my practice has me far too busy for a plantation life. However, we do have a small orchard … the mango trees are quite wonderful when they are in season.”

Again Sinter smiled politely, but she was starting to wonder where all this was going.

“I understand that you had dreams of becoming a doctor yourself when you were a child!” Arjun said, chuckling.

Sinter laughed along with him, but with less enthusiasm now. Actually, she felt rather indignant. She hadn’t given up her idea of being a doctor; why should it be so funny or childish that she should even think of it? And who was this round little man that he felt free to laugh at her dreams?

“Perhaps you will be able to watch me in my work some time; the work can be very interesting, you know.”

Sinter’s amber eyes flicked to her father. What was going on? Her father was staring into his lap and didn’t meet her gaze.

“Yes, we think you will be very happy,” continued Arjun. “You can bring your governess with you if you wish, and then when you reach the required age, we will be married in accordance with the law.”

“What?” Sinter leapt out of her chair as if she’d been stung by a hornet.

“Married?! Are you crazy? Papaji, what is he saying, this man is as old as you are!”

“Sinter, sit down.” Her father was firm, angry even. Sinter flinched, she wasn’t accustomed to him speaking to her like this. “This has been decided. Doctor Arjun is a respectable man, you will not talk this way in front of him.”

“But I don’t even know him!”

“There will be many years for that,” said Arjun.

“I don’t love him,” she pleaded.

“What does that have to do with it?” Doctor Arjun seemed slightly mystified. Her father, though, looked red in the face, and fit to burst with anger and embarrassment.

“My apologies, Doctor, she clearly hasn’t grown up as much as her governess had promised.” Then to her, “Sinter, you may leave us now, we have much to talk about.” It was not a request. It was an order.

For the first time in her life, Sinter was totally at a loss. She stood there in her best sari, her face burning with shame and fury, impotent under the weight of what she had heard. A whole lifetime of possibilities and ambitions had just crumbled to nothing around her ears.

In the sanctity of her room, Sinter tied her long black hair up with a tortoiseshell clip, and wiped her tears and runny eye makeup away with cucumber water. She felt so stupid. Of course in this part of India arranged marriages were still the norm, but she had always assumed things would be different for her. She was a modern Indian, she knew about computers and technology. She wanted a career and to make her own choices, not to become a servant to a man she didn’t even know. She’d never dreamed that she could be destined for this.

It wasn’t the first tragedy in her life, but her mother’s death had come when she was still too young to really grieve. Her father had always remained rather distant, but he’d given her everything she’d asked for. Naively, Sinter had taken this for love. But how could he love her, if he was prepared to sell her off as part of a business deal? Sinter thought back over the years for something that might prove her father’s affection. Suddenly his insistence that she look her best whenever there was company took on sinister undertones. And her governess, who’d trained her to be the perfect lady, perhaps she had done that so Sinter would ultimately fetch a good bride price. She’d assumed her father was proud of her, and wanted her to succeed, but now she could only think that she’d been nothing more than an investment.

Unwinding the cloth of the sari, she changed into her bathing costume, and pulled on some jeans. On the far side of the estate where the tea-covered hills met the forests was Sinter’s favourite place: a bathing hole surrounded by a tangle of trees and ferns, overhung with lianas and sheltered from the fierce sun even at midday. It was where Sinter went whenever she needed to clear her head and think. It was where she wanted to be right now.

One of the tea pickers, a girl about her own age called Anjali, had shown it to her as a thank you. Sinter had seen that Anjali’s hands were blistered from days of work, and had dressed Anjali’s palms with muslin and a poultice of tea leaves and lavender oil. Sinter’s father would have been furious if he’d known she was fraternising with the workers, let alone treating their ailments. But, to Sinter, seeing Anjali’s infected hands lose their angry red colour and heal was probably the most exciting, rewarding thing she’d ever done. Ever since, she’d taken great pride in helping the workers with their minor medical problems, dressing superficial wounds or offering herbal remedies for tummy troubles and mild fevers. The pickers were “Sudras” caste, and Assamese society would only allow them to be labourers. Though not as lowly as the outcast “untouchables”, they had no access to medicines, and had not built up any resistance to them. Because of that, the effects of modern drugs were far more potent. Half an aspirin would give them pain relief they thought close to miraculous.

Once, Sinter had eaten dinner with Anjali and her family. They lived in the small shantytown on the edge of the estate that was home to all the workers. The family sat on the floor of their open veranda, eating rice and vegetables with their fingers. “Kum-Sinter, you do us a great honour by eating with us,” Anjali’s father had said, using the prefix “Kum” to show respect. Sinter was embarrassed. It didn’t seem fitting for a man who was the same age as her father to be kowtowing to her. She bowed her head to show it was not necessary. She also knew that the family could ill-afford to be giving her extra food.

“Not at all, sir, thank you so much for your kind invitation. If there is anything I can do to help your family with medicine, you must please let me know.”

They’d replied with downcast eyes; despite their poverty they would almost certainly be too proud to ask for her help. After the simple dinner Anjali had led Sinter through the estate and through the forest to the bathing hole.

“We will never be able to thank you, Kum-Sinter, for your help. I’m sure your father would be very angry if he knew you were coming here.”

There was so much that wasn’t said in that sentence, but Sinter knew Anjali was absolutely right. Her father would have been furious. He would have said this was beneath them, that she was bringing shame on their name. Sinter hadn’t told Papaji she was coming to dinner, and knew she’d have to force down another meal later on to cover her tracks. But it was worth it.

Though she’d been given many simple gifts for her healing help, the introduction to the waterhole was the best present. Macaque monkeys with their guilty-looking red faces would come down to the waterside when the langurs weren’t around to boss them about. She often saw sambar deer drinking at the pool, sometimes mighty stags with hefty antlers, other times the more delicate hinds with their fawns tottering alongside, trying to hide behind their mother’s flanks. She felt so at home here, the place seemed to be bursting with life and there was always some new surprise waiting for her at the waterside. Almost every day she would run back to the house breathless, to go through Papaji’s encyclopedias and try to learn the identity of some strange bug or gloriously coloured bird.

Some years back Sinter’s waterhole had seen high drama, when a huge paw print was found in the mud there. From side to side it was as wide as Sinter’s head, and consisted of a large pad mark, then four round toe prints with no visible claw marks left behind … a tiger! It had come down to the pool either to drink or to stalk sambar deer, and might well be back. She could remember the thrill of tracing the deep shape of the print there in the mud, imagining the mighty tiger prowling silently, claws retracted into the pads to keep them sharp. Every print was deeper than Sinter could press her fingers – he must have been so heavy!

Tigers were seen so rarely. Sinter knew that just a hundred years ago India had over one hundred thousand tigers, and people had very real reason to be afraid of the forests. Ever since, though, they had been hunted with such intensity that there were probably no more than fifteen hundred tigers left in the whole of the country, and most of those in small national parks that were little more than big zoos.

People had only recently realised quite how dire the situation was in India’s national parks, because recorded numbers of tigers had been steadily growing for decades. Everyone thought that tiger numbers were perfectly healthy. Then some bright spark in a conservation charity had pointed out that the Indian government had been rewarding national park authorities if their tiger numbers increased, and imposing severe penalties if they decreased. Not surprisingly, those in charge of the parks had been fiddling the figures for years. A new estimate by an independent organisation revealed the sad news that there were actually less than half as many tigers living in India.

So the chances of ever coming face to face with a tiger here were minuscule. Even so, after the track was found Sinter’s father had put the waterhole out of bounds to his workers, little knowing his daughter spent so much time there.

But Sinter didn’t feel like obeying her father’s orders. “And if I do get mauled by a tiger,” she thought, “then they’ll all be sorry!”
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Saker had been running through the forest for about twenty minutes. He was tall for his age, and ran with an easy, long stride, taking care never to lapse into a sprint that would tire him too quickly. He calculated that unless he took an additional injury, he could continue at this pace without rest, food or water for about an hour. The fact that the pursuing dogs were barking with such frustrated intensity meant they were on the lead, straining to get on with the chase. If they’d been released, they would have run him down in a matter of minutes.

So they were leashed and being held back by trackers who would only let them loose when in sight of their quarry. This was great news, because it meant that all he had to do was be fitter and faster than the trackers themselves, and even with his head wound, he fancied his chances.

Hard running gives no time to think, you can contemplate nothing more than regulating your breathing and placing each foot so you don’t take a tumble. But Saker’s mind was alive with questions, half-played nightmare fragments, screaming at him as his lungs burned with the moist air he sucked in.

Who was chasing him? The unconscious security guard had the heavy jaw and features of an Eastern European combat soldier, and had mercenary written all over him, so could be serving a master of any nationality. Actually, that question was probably the least important of all – nobody you’d be happy to see came after you behind snapping attack dogs.

Saker shook the questions away and forced himself to concentrate. Where was he? Well, even this late in the day the temperature was close to thirty degrees, so he was probably quite close to the tropics. That spotted deer call had been familiar, and what was that in the distance … the miaowing song of a peafowl … they were kept as ornamental birds all over the world, but were native to the Indian subcontinent.

Yes, India! The cotton tunic he wore made sense now.

What on earth was he doing in India?

Despite desperately trying to concentrate on his breathing and his running rhythm, Saker was shocked by a swirl in the mists of his memories. Again it was the dusky form of the tiger that teased him first, but then he saw the circle of boys, who seemed so similar to himself, all with the same short hair, physiques bursting with menacing potential. This time their faces started to morph into monochrome tattoos like his own. A sturdily built boy, with a scarred face and bronze eyes morphed in his mind’s eye into the Fossa, a cat-like Madagascan predator that leaps about the tree tops hunting lemurs. Another boy, a slender, quick-moving athlete became Boomslang, a highly venomous snake with the biggest eyes and finest sight of any serpent. And there, standing aloof from the others, bulkier, with big shoulders that almost seemed to float above his waist, and a long scar running across one cheek, was Wolf. For some reason, just picturing him made Saker’s stomach leap with fear.

Saker knew he was a part of this group, but he could feel their hatred, and he was suddenly certain: they were his pursuers. But why, and more importantly … who was he? All the evidence he had to hand on that question led to places his mind simply didn’t want to contemplate. Saker felt as if he knew this forest, the things that lived here and how he could survive in it, but he didn’t feel as if he belonged here. Besides, his skin was pale, probably European, and certainly not like any of the peoples native to the Indian subcontinent.

What else … well, he was clearly in exceptional physical condition, and if his flashback had been accurate, he’d managed to overpower a mercenary many times his size with his bare hands. And what about his hands? The callouses on the back of the knuckles were like those that martial artists acquire from years of doing press ups on their knuckles to toughen them. So he was a fighter. No surprise there.

Saker stopped dead. He sniffed the air, a familiar, spicy, powerful scent. Tangled around a nearby tree he found exactly what he was looking for: an innocuous-looking vine, with big, broad leaves, and bunches of small green fruits like miniature grapes; peppercorns! Quickly Saker grabbed handfuls of the fruits, old wrinkled ones and new alike. He hunted around for a pair of flat stones, and crushed the peppercorns. Then he spread the pepper across his own footprints, taking care to get as much pepper into his tracks as possible. The black and white pepper used throughout the world all
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