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​Chapter 1: Who’s There?
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Suraj was alone in the school chemistry lab. In fact, he was the only student in the building and on the entire school premises. He couldn’t help but notice how strange it felt to be there on a holiday. No groups of students filled the rooms and moved through the passages. Silence reigned instead of a babble of voices, the only sound being his footsteps echoing in the stillness.

Mrs. Kala, his science teacher, came in. “Did George give you the apparatus and the chemicals?” she asked.

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Use this opportunity well. I’ll be in the staffroom in case you need my help.”

Suraj had missed school for three weeks because of jaundice. His friend had shared the class notes with him, but lab work was another matter. That’s why, when the school was to remain closed for three days for some government-related work, Suraj had requested Mrs. Kala to allow him to use the lab.

Suraj opened the lab manual and set up an experiment. He knew how important it was to follow the instructions. He carefully measured out the chemicals and noted down the observations. Then, he moved on to the next experiment.

After some time, he felt someone standing beside him. But when he looked, there was no one, and yet, he sensed a presence. To break the silence, he said, “I’m just imagining things because it feels strange to be here by myself.”

A little later, when he moved suddenly to pick up a jar from another table, he heard footsteps. He whirled around and saw...nothing!

Could it be George? Was George snooping on him? George was the lab assistant. He wasn’t happy that Suraj was using the lab. He complained that Suraj would blow up something and cause extra work for him. George was like that. He was always complaining about the students. He said they were rude or noisy, or careless. It made him mad that the teachers did not take his complaints seriously.

“Don’t expect me to help you,” he had declared while opening the lab for Suraj. “Use only whatever is there in the small cupboard, and wash the beakers and tubes after you use them!”

Suraj tried to tell George that he would be careful, but George did not let him finish. “I’ll be in the storeroom next door, updating the stock register. Don’t come to me asking questions! I know you boys well; you don’t try out the experiment, but are always getting doubts.”

Suraj didn’t say anything, hoping that George would leave him to his work. But George kept on grumbling. “Bah! You boys! You are a careless lot! I can't trust you with anything! I’ll be working in the storeroom, but I’ll have my eyes on you all the time!”

Finally, after listing some more dos and don’ts, George left with a martyr’s face and the prediction that Suraj would blow up something, preferably himself. 

Now it looked like he had returned to spy on him.

“Let him!” Suraj thought and returned to his experiment. Occasionally, he thought he heard soft movements beside him, but he ignored them and continued working. But as he turned towards the cupboard, he bumped into someone. Except that there was no one beside him! He heard footsteps hurrying away.

What was George up to? But it couldn't have been George. Suraj would have seen him leave. What was happening to him? He couldn’t see anyone, but his sixth sense told him he was not alone, which was absurd because he was alone.

He went back to his experiment but found it difficult to concentrate. It was as if he was waiting for something to happen. He had to try thrice before a yellow precipitate formed in the test tube. A soft gasp startled him, and he almost dropped the test tube.

“Who’s there?” he shouted and only heard the familiar rustling of bamboo trees outside the window. He waited breathlessly, listening for footsteps, and heard sounds that he usually ignored: the squeaking of a shutter as it moved on its hinges in the stiff breeze, a pigeon fluttering at the open window, and the light strains of a film song that he knew came from the watchman’s transistor radio somewhere in the playground.

He ran to the window. Everything looked normal outside, with bamboo trees swaying gently in the bright sunlight. There was nothing out of the way, and yet he was certain there had been someone beside him a few moments ago.  
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Chapter 2: Krishta
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Suraj could complete two experiments by three o'clock. He set up the third experiment and then decided he would ask George if he could continue for some more time. 

The storeroom was open, but George was not in there. Suraj waited for fifteen minutes and then went back to the lab, his sneakers barely making a sound. As soon as he entered, he heard a small scraping sound. It came from a worktable behind a screen. He tiptoed and looked over the screen. A piece of cardboard was sweeping away broken glass from the table into a metal tray. The cardboard was moving back and forth by itself, and the tray was hanging in the air! Suraj gasped, and the tray clattered to the floor.

George was passing by the lab. He heard the noise and came in. When he saw the broken glass, he started scolding Suraj. Just then, a strong gust of breeze blew in through the open window and knocked down a jar. Suraj set it right. George shut the window and picked up a dustpan.

“I’ll clear the glass,” Suraj offered.

George scowled and briskly swept away the glass pieces. He glared at Suraj. “You should have shut the window.” 

Suraj let him think it was the breeze that had caused the damage. As soon as George left, he slumped into a chair. Had he imagined it all? He jumped at the touch of a hand on his shoulder. A form emerged out of thin air. It was a girl.

What a strange girl!

Her suit of pale violet covered her completely. It even covered her head and ears, and her hands. Perhaps she wore gloves to match the suit. The suit had a metallic sheen. He had seen no one dressed in clothes like that and guessed she had dressed for a fancy dress event or a play. He thought she had made up her face, too. It was the shade of pink his sister called shell pink.  

She had attached a small panel to her hand. It had shiny buttons, knobs, and dials. She placed the panel in front of her mouth and spoke something softly, and looked at Suraj. 

Suraj next heard a metallic voice. “Me forgive will you?” 

“What?” he asked.

The girl again spoke into the gadget, and an expressionless voice emerged from it. “I'm reason scolded were you.”

“I don’t understand.”

“That man. He you scolded. I test tubes broke.”

“Who are you?” Suraj asked.

“Krishta, Martev's daughter.”

“Who's Martev?”

“Martev. Martev universe of biggest scientist.”

Suraj almost fell off the chair. “UNIVERSE! What kind of a prank is this? I don’t believe you! Get rid of that costume. You can’t fool me.”

“Which one costume?”

“Your violet raincoat or whatever. It looks so tight. How did you wear it? And the pink paint? What’s with it?”

Krishta rubbed her face. “It's paint not. It's my skin of color.”

“Stop acting. I don't believe you. You messed up my experiment and now you're wasting my time. Just go, okay? I want to work. I don’t have time for your silly pranks.”

Krishta looked stricken. Her mouth quivered, her eyes turned a dark purple, and drops the color of potassium permanganate rolled down her fluorescent face. She said something but didn’t use the panel attached to her hand. The words were soft and fluid, but the language was totally foreign.

“What... what's this? Who are you? What are you saying?” Suraj asked.

Krishta once again placed her right hand in front of her mouth. The recorded voice intoned, “Father is told had me that earth of people us different is. They like us polite not is. He is told I no one talk to. I is you with talk because I you to sorry tell want, because I is your test tube broke.”

Suraj's felt as if his head was spinning. Or was it the lab and Krishta? What was he to do? The strange girl in front of him kept shedding purple tears. She wiped them away with her gloved hand. Some fell on her violet suit but didn’t leave any trace.

Of course! He should apologize! “I'm sorry. I was rude. I should have believed you,” he said.

Krishta stopped crying but still looked upset. However unbelievable it was, Suraj realized Krishta was a being from outer space, an extra-terrestrial. George could come into the lab at any moment. It was better if they left. He said, “We must leave. I’ll put back the test tubes and everything.”

“Shall I help?”

“George might come in. It will be better if he doesn’t see you. Can you disappear again?”

Krishta answered him by vanishing.
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