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ZOYA ALI (12 years): A book lover with a passion for learning about anything and everything…and sharing her knowledge, whether her friends want it or not. Her natural indolence is often overcome by her insatiable curiosity, which leads her into adventures.
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EKNOOR SINGH (12 years): Zoya’s outspoken best friend and comrade in arms. This fearless warrior is always willing to take on anyone, anytime, and is invariably the first to rush into the unknown.
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ANSH DESAI (11 years): The youngest of the group, who is usually dragged reluctantly into various escapades. This loyal youngster is always on the lookout for tasty treats as a reaction to his mother’s many health fads.
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ROHAN MATHAI (13 years): A nature lover with an uncanny ability to make even wild animals trust him. This quiet, level headed teenager can always be counted upon.
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ELFU (13 years): a mischievous young elephant who believes he’s human – especially when it comes to food. Rohan’s constant companion since childhood, Elfu depends on his ‘big brother’ to protect him, undeterred by their size difference.


WHAT HAPPENED BEFORE THIS…

In History Hunters 1: Chandragupta Maurya and the Greek Onslaught, four friends – Zoya, Eknoor, Ansh and Rohan – are thrown back two millennia through time and space into Mauryan times, right in the middle of a battle between Alexander of Macedonia and the Indian king Porus. A young man comes to their rescue, but the foursome have to deal with a slew of  hazards before they can get back home. Now, another challenge is coming their way, and they have no clue what it is… 


1

It was a sunny, humid Saturday. Noor, Zoya, Rohan and Ansh were lazing around on hammocks in the lawn at the Miracle in the Forest Eco-Resort where they all lived. 

‘Oh hey, Zoya, it’s your dad with that Elon Musk-type again,’ exclaimed 12-year-old Noor. 

Zoya snapped back, ‘For the fifth time, his name is Siddeshwar Lal…only someone living under a rock hasn’t heard of him!’ Noor was her best friend, but honestly, sometimes! She looked over to see her father, the General Manager of the resort, sitting at one of the outdoor tables in the restaurant patio, having breakfast with his friend. This was clearly some sort of new weekend routine, though Zoya’s dad, Siddeshwar Lal and Anthony Gonsalves – the owner of the resort – had been close buddies since childhood. 

This Mr Lal was clearly a big cheese. Despite the heat and humidity of a Goan summer, he was dressed in a sleek, black, full-sleeved hoodie and close-fitting, black trousers, with enormous white sneakers. He had designer sunglasses wrapped around his eyes. Two burly men in shiny suits were standing behind his seat, looking impassively ahead through their sunglasses. He and Zoya’s dad looked like they were from two different planets! Riaz Ali looked…well, normal. The other man, meanwhile, looked like he had been air-dropped straight from Silicon Valley…and seemed to be enjoying an extremely green-looking smoothie! 

Eleven-year-old Ansh shuddered. ‘Err, guys, I think he may be related to my mother – why is he drinking that…vile stuff…when no one is forcing him to?!’

Zoya’s father looked up and saw the four children looking his way. He smiled and beckoned them across the vast lawn. 

As the children started trooping over, they could hear a friendly argument between the two men. 
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Riaz Ali was saying a little urgently, ‘No, Sid, the environment in which a child grows up is what really influences them. That’s why I jumped at the chance to move here from Kolkata and set up this place for Ant. Nothing like growing up in a stress-free environment, with nature all around – where we actually have time to spend with Zo instead of commuting for 3–4 hours a day…’

The other man replied with finality. ‘Well, I don’t agree. All my work in biotech has shown me that genes are EVERYTHING. I know what my data shows.’ 

As the youngsters reached them, Zoya’s father said heartily, ‘Come, kids, meet my old school friend, Siddeshwar Lal. He, Anthony Uncle and I were inseparable back in Dehra School.’ Zoya smiled politely and rolled her eyes mentally. Honestly, when her father started reminiscing about the Good Old Days in Boarding School, it never ended.

Sid Lal said, ‘Hi, there!’ in a low, gravelly voice. Zoya and Noor giggled and nudged each other. He looked like a movie star.

Mr Ali said courteously, ‘Sid, as you know, this is Zoya.  And these are Eknoor – mostly called Noor, though – Ansh and Rohan. Their parents are my colleagues at the resort. Noor’s father is the head chef, Ansh’s mother is our chief wellness officer, and Rohan and his father have recently joined us – he is a famous naturalist – in fact, they have brought their pet elephant Elfu with them – he is a big draw with the guests here, I can tell you that!’

He turned to the children. ‘Lal Uncle’s just bought the large estate next to ours, trying to escape the rat race after becoming King Rat, ha, Sid!’ he said, grinning at the other man. ‘I’m sure you’ve heard of VivaxBio – vaccines, pharma, gene therapy – all groundbreaking. And Sid Lal is the man the behind it – he has rapidly transformed India into a biotech innovation giant, racing into the future!’ He beamed with pride at his 
old friend.

The children, other than Zoya, gasped. She already knew this. VivaxBio had been making waves all over the world with its cutting-edge developments in genetic modification and cloning. It was being called the Apple of biotech, for heaven’s sake. This guy was a multi-gazillionaire!

The man sitting opposite Zoya’s father said, with a small smile, ‘Yes, well, I do believe we all must look forward towards the future, but,’ he added smoothly, ‘I am also a big fan of learning from history to make that future better.’ 

‘Why,’ he continued, ‘just last week I was reading about Alexander’s invasion of India. Wasn’t Chandragupta Maurya also in the same area at that time?’ He glanced over at the group casually as he spoke.

While Riaz Ali gave his pal a curious look at this abrupt change of subject, the children paled. Why was he bringing up Alexander the Great and Chandragupta Maurya so randomly? Just one week after they had accidentally been thrown back in time and had met both of these warriors! 

‘Err, what?’ Rohan said hurriedly. ‘No, Uncle, how would we know anything about that? We live in the 21st century…’ The lanky 13-year-old stood there, sweat breaking out on his brow.

‘Oh, please, do call me Sid. I like to think of all humans as being essentially equal.’ 

They all gazed back at him mutely. An Indian adult asking kids to call him by his first name? Unthinkable.

Sid Lal looked at them and went on deliberately, ‘It would be so very interesting to go back in time and see it all first-hand, I’ve always thought.’ 

The children’s faces blanched. Could he know about their adventure? Was he involved? 

However, Zoya’s father replied obliviously, ‘Yes, indeed, we were lucky to have such good history teachers in Dehra School, Sid! Remember Prof Patel? How we kept pranking him, poor chap.’ He added with a fond smile, ‘You know, Zoya here is a big history buff. Her nose is always in some historical book or another.’ 

Sid’s smartwatch beeped thrice. He looked at it and gestured to his security guards. ‘It’s 11:57. The VitX, now!’ he said in low tones. One of the men handed him a mixture of pills, which he gulped down.

He looked over and explained, ‘I firmly believe we can modify our behaviour and eating patterns to maximize our body’s performance. My scientists have come up with exact timings for my supplements.’ 

Sid continued without a pause, ‘You know, I’m headed back…why don’t you all come over with me now? I have started collecting rare historical artefacts. I have a figurine from the Indus Valley, miniature Mughal paintings, a Maurya-era bust…many others…you will enjoy seeing them.’ 

The children were scared yet intrigued. 

Who was this guy?! 

Zoya’s spluttering protest was drowned in her father’s enthusiasm on the children’s behalf. ‘Yes, yes! Go with him! Zo, meri jaan. I’d have come but we have that large group from Delhi checking in shortly.’

‘Excellent,’ said Sid Lal, looking piercingly at the four with a bland smile. ‘Come along – you know you are the future and I have a great interest in that.’ With that, he got up and walked off, his bulky bodyguards striding stiffly behind him. 

Their hearts in their heels, the four children followed him, giving each other nervous looks. 
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