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Manoj was looking out of the car window and enjoying the quickly passing scenery. His father was driving. His mother and sister were both asleep in the back seat. They were all on a family trip to a holiday resort.

Suddenly, there was a loud bang, and the car lost direction. It plunged to the left side of the road. Luckily, Manoj’s father managed to stop it before it crashed into the tree looming in front of them.

“What do we do?” Manoj asked, after his father had satisfied himself that no one was hurt.

“You will all enjoy a picnic in the cool shade,” his father said, removing the food basket and a sheet from the car. “I’ll walk to the next village for help.”

“May I come too?” Manoj asked.

“No, you will stay with your mother and the baby.” Manoj’s sister was just two but very quick on her feet. She had to be watched continuously. 

Manoj’s father returned to the spot with a mechanic. The man informed them that the car needed new drive shafts and could not be ready before morning. “You can spend the night in the village as our guest,” he said.

The village was large, and the people were friendly. It was at the foot of a hill. The hill was black, perhaps because of the innumerable black rocks that covered it. There were rocks of all sizes, singly and in clusters. At some places, they jutted out of the hill, and elsewhere they were grouped, small to huge, impossibly balancing one another.

A narrow, broken path went up the hill. “Dad, may I climb the hill?”

“You want to climb up, do you?” asked Yousuf, the mechanic. “We'll arrange a guide for you. Charan, come here.”

A tall and lanky boy slipped out of a dark corner and stood before Yousuf. He had a thin, unsmiling face, and he kept pushing back his rather long, uncombed hair, which fell over his eyes. He looked to be about twelve, the same age as Manoj.

“Who’s the child?” Manoj’s father asked. “A village boy?”

“You can say that. His name is Charan. He came here two years ago. He was on the bus coming from the city. It looked like he was a runaway. We couldn't trace out anything about him. He refused to go back; he said he'd run away again if we tried to send him anywhere. I think he was a street urchin, maybe a shoeshine boy. His clothes were all black.”

“What does he do here?”

“Odd jobs, when he feels like it. Someone or the other feeds him. I've given him a place to sleep. He loves wandering up the hills. Knows them better than anyone else.”

Manoj looked to his father for permission. His father nodded. “Don't go too far and come down before it gets dark. Charan, take care of him.”

Without a word, Charan turned and ran towards the hill. Manoj followed. “Charan,” he called, “do you go up often?”

“Every day.”

Barefoot, Charan climbed the hill as nimbly as a mountain goat. While Manoj carefully picked up a path between the rocks, Charan's feet seemed to sense the way. He did not even look where he was going. His eyes were on the hilltop as he walked with long, confident steps, swinging his arms. Manoj had difficulty keeping up with him.

With Charan several paces ahead, Manoj found it difficult to ask him anything. He continued to climb until the incline gave way to a landing. Charan was waiting there. Manoj looked back. The jutting rocks hid the village from view.

Charan pointed at two rocks that stood a few paces apart. “Guards.” 

“Yes,” smiled Manoj, “they look like guards.”

“They are guards,” Charan said and walked ahead. He climbed up a path and stopped. “Look, they’re running away.”

The tapering rocks did look like they were fleeing the hill. Manoj nodded and looked around.

“Over there, come! See, those seven were in a circle then.”

“When?” Manoj asked.

“When Pari Rani came.”

“Who is Pari Rani?”

“The Pari Rani from Green Hill. The fairy.”

Manoj laughed. “What fairy? I don't believe in fairy tales.”

“What about ghost tales?” Charan asked, smiling. 

“What?!” 

Maybe I should get back, Manoj thought. I don't want to listen to ghost tales, especially not under the dark shadow of the hill. “Listen, Charan, let's get back.”

“No, there's so much to see. Come.” Charan quickly ran forward, taking an almost invisible path between the rocks.

“It's beautiful here,” he called, “look at this flower.”

Manoj followed him to the spot. The rock did resemble a flower. Hollow at the center, the sides rose at regular intervals, curving like the petals of a lotus in bloom. It was a rough sculpture by nature.

Charan turned and ran ahead again. “Come,” he called over his shoulder.

Manoj joined him. “Listen, Charan, let's not go any higher. I've seen enough for today. It'll be dark soon, I think we should spend some time here and turn back.”

Charan laughed. He looked like a different boy. The glum, dull look was gone. His face was animated, and his eyes shone. He began to speak rapidly, ignoring Manoj's protests. “Look up there. You see that huge rock?”

“Hmm, the one on the top?”

“Yes, that's the throne of the King of Ghosts, Bhoot Raj.”

“What!”

“It's made of three rocks, one for the seat, one for the backrest, and a small one for the footstool. The three together make up King Bhoot Raj's throne.”

“What nonsense! Who is Bhoot Raj?”

“King Bhoot Raj. I told you, the king of ghosts.”

“I don't believe in ghosts, and I don't believe in your tales!”

“Long, long ago, King Bhoot Raj, on his nightly travels, found this hill,” Charan continued. “He liked its barren, rocky appearance and decided to live here. His followers built him a throne because all kings must have a throne. Even the king of ghosts.”

“Built a throne? How can ghosts build anything? Nonsense!”

“They have great strength. They lifted a huge spherical rock and broke it into two parts. Like two halves of an apple. Only, they made one part slightly bigger than the other, which they used for the seat. The other they placed behind the seat, for the backrest. They used a smaller rock for the footstool.”

“Then?” Manoj asked, hoping that Charan would finish the tale and they could go down.

“Then what? They came to live here. Many other ghosts came, even from abroad, and joined them.”

“Oh! He was the king of all ghosts. What was this then, the international capital of the ghost kingdom?”

“Don't interrupt! He was a king.”

“Go on.”

“At one time, there were over eight thousand ghosts here. They led a merry life. On most nights, their laughter rang out among the hills and echoed down the valley.”

“What else did they do?” Manoj asked.

“They played pranks on people. There were only a few hamlets among these hills, and the ghosts had their fun with the people living there.

“After the ghosts settled here, people started having strange experiences. Their turbans flew off even though it was not windy. Their cattle moved around with their tails standing in the air. Stoves lit on their own, sometimes starting fires. At times, when food was being cooked, the fires went out. People slept in their homes and woke up out in the open.”

“Why didn't they leave and go somewhere else?”

“A few did. Many had nowhere else to go. Maybe they got used to having the ghosts as their neighbors. Also, the ghosts did not trouble them continuously because they did not spend all their time here. They formed groups and went out into the world. This, however, remained their favorite place.”

“When did all this happen?” Manoj asked.

“When the ghosts lived here.”

“When was that? How many years ago?” 

Charan was silent but only for a moment. “The number of years is not important. I don't know the exact number of years, and it is not important. It was very long ago. The village was not here then.”

“If that is so, how do you know all this? Who told you?”

“First listen to the story.”

“All right,” Manoj said. “I'll listen for another five minutes. After that, I'm going back, even if you don't come.”

“The ghosts were having a merry time on the hill, trying out greater mischief each day. One night, a ghost suggested that they go to Pari Rani’s hill.

“Pari Rani? You mean the fairy?” Manoj asked.

“Yes. A group of ghosts, all very young and so all the more mischievous, went to Green Hill. At that time, Pari Rani was away visiting her sister. The ghosts first went to her palace. The palace was made of rose-tinted gossamer. The light from hundreds of fireflies lit it. Dewdrops, as brilliant as diamonds, lay scattered in and around it. Exotic butterflies kept the palace cool by fanning it with their colorful wings.

“Green Hill was a beautiful place. It had once been a barren and rocky place like the other hills in the area, but Pari Rani had used her power of goodness on it. The hill was fragrant with the sweetest-smelling flowers, its slopes were as green as green can be, and the stream had clear water that was deliciously cool and sweet.

“One ghost said, `I've seen Pari Rani. She's small, as small as my finger. She loves sitting in flowers when they sway in the breeze.’

‘Is that so? I saw her once. I thought she was quite tall. She looked like a young woman as she ran up the hill,' said another ghost.

‘Small or big, I don't know. She's very light, though. I once saw her floating down the stream, with her eyes closed and lips smiling.’

‘What do we care,’ said the leader of the gang, ‘how she looks and what she is. Let’s have some fun. She swings in the flowers. Let’s pull out all the flowers.’ In no time, the ghosts pulled out all the flowers. Even the smallest flower, the tiniest bud, could not escape.

‘Now the hill. She enjoys running up its slopes. Let’s make it so ugly that she’ll never even step on it.’ With a malicious laugh, they set about uprooting trees and bringing worms to feed on the fruit.

`Now the streams.’ They ran into the stream and made the clear water muddy. They threw big boulders into it so that the stream soon choked and became a mere trickle.

`What fun! What fun!’ they chorused and ran back to their bleak, black hill.

“Happy and as excited as only mischief can make a ghost, they ran to King Bhoot Raj and boasted about their exploits. King Bhoot Raj tried to look stern but smiled in spite of himself. 

“He said, `Don’t do this again. Like us, Pari Rani also has power, actually greater power. Of course, she doesn’t have the sense to use her power for having fun. She wastes it in doing good, which is annoying. That is why we ghosts are more destructive with fairies around. That is why you destroyed her home and hill instead of being satisfied with a little mischief. But don’t repeat it. Ever. Have your fun with human beings and animals. Much, much safer that way.’

`Oh no!’ moaned the young ghosts. `How boring. We were planning a party on Green Hill this new moon night.’

`I forbid it.’

“The little ghosts went away, disappointed but happy, `At least we’ve had our fun. Maybe some other time, when the king is not here, we can try something bigger on Green Hill.’

“Pari Rani came back to the hill in the morning. She had planned to stay longer
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