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MEET THE
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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 Puru (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.

In History Hunters 2: Akbar and the Agents from the East, the foursome’s time-travelling adventure lands them in the court of the Mughal emperor Akbar. What with having to dodge poisoned cloaks, overcome fierce warriors and even escape execution by elephant, Zoya, Eknoor, Ansh and Rohan have to use all their wits and all their resources to accomplish their mission and get back home.

Now, another challenge is coming their way, and they have no clue what it is…
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FACT TRACKER


1

Noor stretched luxuriously – summer vacation was here! No school to go to early in the morning and no annoying history–geography! Hmm…I wonder when my kung fu camp is supposed to start. And we are going to Amritsar to meet Nani–Nana next week! Kulchas. Yum. I wonder if Mummy will let me do the Ginormous Paratha Challenge. Just the thought made her salivate.

Thunderous knocking interrupted the 12-year old’s delicious daydream. Uff…who was it? She knew it had to be one of her three friends who lived in the Miracle of the Forest Eco-Resort in Goa with her, along with their parents who worked there.

‘Let me in! Open! Quick!’ a boy’s voice came through urgently. She rolled her eyes. ‘Argh! Ansh! It’s so early.’

‘Pleaaase let me in! My mum is after me!’

Noor immediately got up and opened the front door. Though Ansh and she loved to bug each other, they presented a united front before Parental Forces.

Her nose wrinkled as she ushered her friend in. ‘God, Ansh, why are you smelling like a herb factory?’

The 11-year-old burst out, ‘Ma keeps wanting to put lavender oil on me to heal my “emotional distress”! I keep telling her my emotions are just fine…but then she keeps asking why I “escape” to the waterfall every weekend?’

He continued, ‘And then, what can I possibly tell her? I can hardly say that there’s a portal there, and my friends and I keep time-travelling and meeting great emperors like Chandragupta Maurya and Akbar!’ Ansh had a wild, slightly hunted look in his eyes.

Noor nodded along understandingly. ‘Yes…Priya Aunty is out there, but this will be too much even for her imagination…’

Noor, Ansh and their friends Zoya and Rohan – and Rohan’s pet elephant Elfu – had been having some insane adventures, which sounded like they were right out of a sci-fi TV show. A few weeks ago, they had somehow been flung back 2,500 years in the past and landed up on the battlefield where Alexander the Greek had been fighting King Porus! After braving many hazards and perils, they had managed to return home, only to end up in the Mughal emperor Akbar’s court a few days later. It sounded too outlandish to admit out loud.

Noor got up with a bounce. ‘Okay, come, let’s slip off to the Salsette Nature Reserve. No Ansh, No Problem!’ They found Zoya and Rohan in the garden next door, whispering furiously to each other, and hustled them along.

Zoya was saying, ‘Just got a text from Sid Lal again. He wants to meet us! I’ve already been ignoring him for the past two weeks!’ Sid Lal was the tech gazillionaire who had developed The Portal, the time machine that had been sending them off on their recent exploits.

Rohan looked upset. ‘I’m realllly not sure about this, Zo,’ he said. ‘We don’t know why he’s doing this…and what if the parentals find out? We’ll be grounded. Forever.’

‘Or worse!’ Ansh added. ‘Ma will take away my phone…she hates those things anyway.’ He shuddered dramatically.

Zoya looked unhappy but said, ‘Hmm, we’re decided then. No going back in time or meeting Sid Lal until further notice.’ Noor looked as disappointed. She did love going on adventures…and these were the best! But she kept quiet.

They had almost reached Ansh’s cottage in the row of staff houses. ‘Guys! Watch it!’ Ansh said in an urgent whisper. As they crouched and tiptoed beneath the front window, they gave each other congratulatory looks. They were almost past the danger zone.

Or not.

‘Ohhhh, childrennnnn…there you are,’ wafted out the dulcet tones of Nirvana, the resident detox/spiritual/yoga Chief Wellness Officer of the Miracle in the Forest Eco-resort. AKA…Ansh’s Ma.

They stopped dead in their tracks. Uh-oh.

All four turned around to face her. ‘Ye-e-e-s, Priya Aunty?’ asked Zoya with an innocent air.

The lady, wearing a sleek bodysuit, with a turban wrapped around her hair, said abstractedly, ‘How often do I have to say that I shall be known only as Nirvana henceforth…

‘Okay, kiddos, please come along…just need you for one teeny-tiny experiment…’ She smiled sweetly, and made her eyes big and imploring. That look never failed to get everyone around Priya, sorry, Nirvana, to do what she wanted…no matter how reluctantly.

She started leading them a little distance away. ‘Where is she taking us?’ whispered Noor frustratedly. She disliked Nirvana Aunty’s flights of fancy the most.

‘Dunno,’ replied Zoya with a shrug. ‘Looks like the new ultra-fancy holistic centre that is…the spa…that Dad is developing with her!’ Zoya’s father was the general manager of the resort, and was making it a go-to spot for Goa ecotourism. Ansh was looking glummer and glummer. He knew better than anyone what unusual torments his mom could conjure up.

As they reached the spa building, Ansh’s mom turned to them with a big, excited smile. ‘So! I want to make sure our guests have the most extraordinary healing experience here. And the first step to making sure you glow is to make your skin glow! I had the best idea…just need a few human trials…’

Okay. This they could deal with. Some sort of body scrub…wait! Human trials?

‘Ta-da! Here is it! WRIGGLE NIBBLES – the world’s first worm spa!’ She beamed beatifically at all of them as she pointed down at a giant bathtub.

Ansh and the others looked down in utter horror.

The tub was full of wriggly white maggots!

‘These are special indigenous maggots harvested from the south of Maharashtra – they nibble away all your dead skin…and your negative emotions too!’

They turned around to face her s-l-o-w-l-y like zombies. Was she serious? She continued obliviously, ‘So you just climb in gently, and let them washhh over you… So, who is going to volunteer? Rohan? You? I know you love animals! This will be a beautiful way to commmmunnnne with some of our precious planet’s smaller creatures.’ She gave Rohan an encouraging pat.

With a jolt, Rohan came out of his trance. What was Nirvana Aunty saying? Eeurgh. He was not about to step into this appalling mass of slithering sliminess! He shuddered. Sensing Rohan’s disgust, Nirvana turned and said, ‘Noor? I know you’re always up for an adventure…’
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The children looked around desperately for a way to escape this nightmare they had found themselves in. As Nirvana came to pat Zoya encouragingly on her shoulder, the 12-year-old pulled away and ran out of the room, calling back, ‘Just a minute, Aunty, w-a-i-t.’

She tore out of the building blindly and came to a gasping stop. Gross. Feeling a little sick, she bent over, face down, hands on her thighs – and gradually realized that she was staring down at a pair of extremely shiny and rather large black leather shoes. She slowly straightened and her eyes travelled up a buff, muscled figure dressed in a business suit.

Uh-oh. Sid Lal’s bodyguard! From the frying pan into the fire!

He said in a deep, rumbly voice, ‘Good morning, Ms Ali – Mr Lal has been trying to get in touch…for A WHILE.’

Zoya gave the man a nervous sideways look. Sid Lal, though her father’s childhood friend, was a multi-billionaire and extremely powerful. Not used to being crossed.

The bulky bodyguard continued to stare at her impassively and silently. She stuttered, ‘Yes, yes, we were just about to drop in…right now, actually…Rohan! Noor! Ansh! Come, fast.’ – the last in a semi-shout.

They appeared so quickly, it was clear they’d been looking for any way to escape from their writhing white nightmare. Ansh’s mother was hard on their heels, a little frown on her forehead.

Zoya widened her eyes and said, ‘Guys! Remember we had that appointment with Mr Lal to discuss…uh…those internships with him? We must go NOW.’

Rohan gave Zoya a look, mouthing silently, ‘WHAT! We had decided NO.’ She indicated the bodyguard with her eyes and shrugged helplessly.

Nirvana Aunty stepped in, protesting, ‘No, no, you can’t go yet. Just one quick dip in the worm pool…’

Urgh! At the mention of the wriggly horror movie inside, Noor and Ansh chimed in at the same time, ‘Yes, Zoya, let’s go NOW. Mustn’t be late.’

Zoya put on her most persuasive face. ‘Aunty, I mean Nirvana, it is Very, Very Important that we go. Career Prospects and Growing Up and all. Look! Mr Lal has even sent an escort to fetch us.’ The foursome went up to the intimidating bodyguard, and tried smiling brightly as he glowered down at them menacingly.
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As they walked along towards the driveway of the resort, the bodyguard rumbled, ‘Let’s not forget the little elephant. Mr Lal told me to make sure.’ Rohan and Ansh gave each other apprehensive looks. Sid Lal was only interested in Elfu when he wanted to send them all back in time. This was NOT a good idea. What DID He Want?

Noor saw their expressions and hissed at them, ‘Two words. Worm. Spa.’ Rohan recoiled and began marching swiftly towards the shed where Elfu was kept.

Elfu let out a loud, happy harrumph as he smelt his human pals approaching. He jiggled his ears excitedly and kept rubbing his trunk over the children’s heads.

As the children walked silently from the resort to the neighbouring estate, their apprehension grew. Zoya quietly raised an eyebrow to the others, indicating the steady flow of people driving and motorbiking up the driveway towards Sid Lal’s long Portuguese-style mansion.

Oblivious to the tense undercurrents, Elfu was just happy to be out and about, wandering around with his buddies. Though this particular human in the front did scare him a bit. What was that dark thing on his face? Elfu started imagining how he would look with fancy sunglasses. Hmm. As his trunk snaked out to pluck the intriguing toy from the human’s face, ‘We are here,’ rumbled Elfu’s almost-victim.

They all came to a stop.

There stood Sid Lal. And he did not look happy.
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