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      Praise for Tiger Hills

      ‘An epic and extraordinary debut from an astonishing new talent’

      Daily Express

      ‘If the summer requires a must-read blockbuster, this debut should fill the beach-bag nicely’

      Independent

      ‘With great skill, Sarita Mandanna inserts the reader into Southern India in the late 1800s and captivates us with her saga
         of a strong-willed girl making difficult choices that will change her life … I was hooked up to the very last page, and reluctant
         to have to leave this fascinating world’
      

      Lalita Tademy, author of Cane River

      ‘Sumptuously lyrical prose unfurls this utterly engrossing epic tale that’ll seduce you from page one and hold you in its
         arms, breathless until the last word’

         Easy Living

      ‘Simply magical … Quiet, heartbreaking and lyrical, Tiger Hills has everything you want’

       The Week, India
      

      ‘An extraordinarily imaginative novel with prose that catches in the heart like poetry’

      Leila Meacham, author of Roses

      ‘Sarita Mandanna has written a blockbuster of a debut novel’

      Herald Sun, Australia
      

      ‘Compelling reading … Mandanna has, with Tiger Hills, established her reputation as an author. Hers is indeed a remarkable first novel’

      India Today

      ‘[A] sensuous, dramatic and deeply moving tale … A rip-roaring success’

      Herald

   
      Sarita Mandanna belongs to the stunning landscapes of Coorg. Her family history extends for centuries through these hills,
         famous for their coffee plantations and often described as the ‘Scotland of India’. Tiger Hills is her first novel.
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      For my grandparents
      

      Kambeyanda Dechi & Muddayya and 
Charimanda Seetha & Biddappa

   
      
         Through all of time, its rise and its fall;

         
         the heart stays blind, yet sees truest of all

         
      COORG PROVERB
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      Chapter 1
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      Muthavva knew her seventh child was special, had known from the very day of her birth, the day of the herons. It was a clear
         day in July. With almost two months to go before the baby was due, and the sowing season upon them, Muthavva had put off leaving
         for her mother’s home. She made her laborious way to the fields instead, and was standing ankle deep in the flooded flats
         when she heard a rustling. She looked up, shading her eyes against the sun and rubbing the small of her back. A flock of herons
         wheeled overhead. In itself, this was not unusual. There were herons to be seen in every field in Coorg, the flash of their
         wings startling against bright green paddy. But in all her years, Muthavva had never seen as many as were now slowly descending
         upon the flats. A hundred birds, maybe more, flying wingtip to wingtip, casting the sun-drenched fields into shadow. The fluttering
         of their feathers drowned out the croaking of frogs, the cawing of crows, even the incessant racket of crickets.
      

      
      Muthavva could no longer hear her brother-in-law’s voice carried on the wind as he called out instructions to the labourers
         hired to help with the sowing, his words muffled by the steady beat of wings. The birds circled slowly, lower and lower, executing
         a final sharp turn to land by her feet. Muthavva stood surrounded, still absently massaging her back amongst a sea of silent white. And then, without warning, the
         herons took wing again. Up they soared on some secret cue, all around her, showering her with the glittering droplets of water
         that rolled off their wings and the tips of their feet. At that instant, not one moment sooner or later, Muthavva felt a gush
         of warm liquid on her thighs. Her daughter was here.
      

      
      The mountains. That is what the dead must notice first, Muthavva had always believed. That very first time, when they rose
         from the funeral pyres, slipping through ash, borne by the wind high into the clouds. And from there, that first, dizzying,
         glorious sight of Coorg.
      

      
      It was a tiny principality, shaped not unlike the knitted bootie of an infant, and tucked into the highest reaches of the
         Sahaydri mountains that girded the country’s coastline to the south. The far side of the mountains was bounded by the ocean,
         dropping abruptly into the glittering blue of the Arabian Sea. The way down the cliffs was so slippery, so fraught with loose
         rocks and sharp-edged shingle, that only the most money-hungry traders were foolhardy enough to attempt it. They assembled
         twice a year at the edge of the bluffs, in time to meet the Arabian ships docked below, with baskets of captured monkeys whose
         feet they had painted red with betel juice and lime. They would release the monkeys over the cliffs, driving them down towards
         the sea with a great banging and bashing of drums; as the monkeys jumped terrified from rock to rock, they left behind a map
         of tiny red footprints for the traders to follow. Even so, each year there were those who fell, men screaming as they spun
         through the air, finally smashing onto the rocks far below.
      

      
      Turning inland, the silver flash of the Kaveri river, ribboning the olivine mountains and parcelling Coorg neatly in two like
         the halves of a coconut. To the North, the undulating hills of bamboo country, softly rounded, dotted with towering arches
         of bamboo and slender knots of trees. Blackwood and ironwood, dindul and sandalwood, eucalyptus, benteak and rosewood, interspersed
         with breezy glades where grasses shimmered in the sun. The Scotland of India. That is what the many white folk in Coorg called
         it, this part of the land that reminded them so much of Europe. They had set about civilising the central town of Mercara,
         rechristening its streets Tenth Mile, Queens Way and Mincing Lane. They clustered their estates about the town – coffee plantations
         sprung from Ceylonese beans that had rapidly taken root in this virgin soil. Their planter bungalows lay in a series of rough
         circles around the town. Low slung, red roofed and diamond paned, replete with verandahs, croquet lawns and racquet courts.
      

      
      In stark contrast, the Shola forests of the South. Wild, untrammelled tracts of pipal, cinchona, ebony, toon and poon, crowding
         in on themselves, adorned with club moss and lush, unscented orchids. Tangles of thorned underbrush erupted between their
         trunks, vast, laboriously spun cobwebs bridging the exposed corrugation of their roots.
      

      
      Here and there, scattered almost evenly between the North and the South, the local villages. A velvet patchwork of jungle
         soil, moist, fertile and dark as the night sky where the forest had been hacked away. Peridot swathes of paddy flats lining
         the wetlands by the streams. The sprawling, golden-thatched homes of the Coorgs, each with its designated wetlands and grazing pastures and the telltale wisps of smoke that rose from their hearths into the trees.
      

      
      Finally the forest, at the base of the mountains. The thickly knitted toe of the bootie, forming a protective cover over the
         tip of Coorg that jutted out towards Mysore. This was dense jungle, simmering with a dangerous, compelling beauty, marked
         only by the faintest of trails. Only the Coorgs knew the jungle trails well, them and the charcoal-skinned Poleya tribals
         who served them.
      

      
      The trails had always been jealously guarded, especially in the old days when Coorg lay under siege. The sultans of Mysore
         had tried for generations to bring this stubbornly independent principality under their dominion. The internecine warfare,
         the abductions, the forced circumcisions and mass executions had only served to unite the Nayaks, patriarchs of the eight
         most prominent families in Coorg. They had banded together, bidding the clans under their jurisdiction to stand shoulder to
         shoulder against Mysore. The Coorgs resisted the sultans, digging in their heels and clinging to their land like the copper-coloured
         crabs that burrowed in their fields.
      

      
      When the British and their John Company had finally overthrown Mysore, the Coorgs had rejoiced as one. In the peace treaty
         that followed, Coorg was ceded to the British. They had taken the measure of this little province, looked appraisingly at
         its mist-laden hills and salubrious climes so well suited to the planting of coffee. They took note of the Coorgs; tall, fierce
         hotheads who thought nothing of looking them in the eye and speaking as one man to another. Wisely they had been patient,
         pushing their agenda with polite, manicured resolve. Eventually, fifty years after they had taken Mysore, the British were formally welcomed into Coorg.
      

      
      Still, despite these days of peace and the syenite roads that the British had carved, skirting the edges of the forest to
         connect Coorg with the neighbouring provinces, collective memory ran deep. There was a band of armed and able-bodied Coorgs
         always stationed at the bend overlooking the entrance to the forest where the road from Mysore met the mouth of the trail.
         The Nayaks shared responsibility for manning this post, each staffing it with men from the clans under his dominion for five
         weeks at a stretch except for the three months of the monsoons when the trails were rendered impassable by mudslides and trees
         felled by lightning.
      

      
      Today, the lookout post was quiet. Men lay snoring in the rough bamboo and burlap machan while Nachimanda Thimmaya kept watch.
         The afternoon wind picked up, gusting through the branches overhead and scattering dried leaves through the machan. Thimmaya
         shivered, drawing his tunic closer about him. If only he had picked the white cowrie shell this year, curse his luck. When
         Pallada Nayak, the village headman, had announced the date of the cowrie picking, Thimmaya had gone especially to the Iguthappa
         temple, offering its all powerful deity, Iguthappa Swami, a whole two rupees, money he could scarcely afford. He had sacrificed
         a fowl to the ancestors and yet another to the veera, the ghosts of the valiant. Leaving nothing to chance, Thimmaya had even
         propitiated the wood spirits with a hefty bundle of pork and rice left in the forest. The day of the picking, when the priest
         had extended his closed fists towards him, Thimmaya had sent up yet another fervent prayer to Iguthappa Swami. But no, he
         had pointed at a fist and the priest had opened his palm only to reveal a black cowrie; Thimmaya had been selected once more, three years running, to man the post.
      

      
      This year was especially hard. It was sowing season and every available pair of hands would be needed in the fields. Muthavva
         should be in her mother’s home, not bending over the paddy, not when her belly swelled round and full with another child.
         It had been a difficult pregnancy, the dribbles of blood in the early weeks, the pain in her back as her stomach grew. His
         brother Bopu had offered to take his place at the lookout post, but Thimmaya had refused. Bopu had his own family to feed,
         and besides Pallada Nayak would not have approved. He sighed. If the price for cardamom fell again this year in Malabar, the
         family would have to tighten their belts.
      

      
      He was sitting there, lost in his thoughts, when he started. Someone was running through the jungle calling for him. ‘Ayy.
         Who is it?’ he shouted, grabbing his matchlock and peering through the branches.
      

      
      The runner came into view and Thimmaya recognised him with a pang of alarm. It was one of Pallada Nayak’s cattle hands. ‘What
         happened?’ he asked tersely, jumping down from the machan.
      

      
      ‘The child …’ gasped the Poleya, wiping the sweat from his face. ‘The child is coming.’

      
      Thimmaya’s face tightened. The baby was not due for many weeks, wasn’t that what Muthavva had said? Why had the pains started
         so early?
      

      
      The men crowded round him as he laced his sandals and tucked his dagger into his cummerbund, slapping his shoulder and telling
         him not to worry. He barely heard them, all his energy focused on reaching his wife as soon as he could. He loped off along the trail towards the Pallada village, the Poleya struggling to match his pace. ‘Please, Iguthappa Swami,’
         he prayed, over and over. ‘Please.’
      

      
      He reached the village just before nightfall, and went first to the Pallada house to pay his respects. The evening lanterns
         were being lit, casting the Nayak in silhouette as he strode up and down the verandah. ‘Ah, Thimmaya, have you come?’ he said,
         pleased, as Thimmaya bent to touch his feet. ‘It is good, it is good,’ he said, ‘now go to your wife.’ Thimmaya nodded, unable
         to speak. ‘There is no cause for worry,’ the Nayak reassured him. ‘All is well.’
      

      
      Thimmaya nodded again, his chest still tight with foreboding. He touched the Nayak’s feet, then hurried towards his own home,
         yet a good six furlongs away. It was dark by the time he got there, the lamps had been lit, the dogs fed and let loose for
         the night. They rushed barking towards him as he stopped at the kaimada, the ancestor temple in the courtyard. ‘Ancestors
         of the Nachimanda clan,’ he prayed, passing his palms back and forth over the flickering lamps. ‘I will sacrifice a fowl to
         you, please let my woman be well.’
      

      
      And then his nephews and his son were running out to meet him, and his mother, laughing, her arms extended. ‘Uyyi! You have
         come, monae.’
      

      
      ‘Muthavva?’

      
      ‘She is fine, they are both fine, monae. Come in and see your pearl of a daughter.’

      
      They brought hot water from the fireplace for him to wash his hands and feet and then he headed for the bedroom where Muthavva
         lay flushed and spent upon their cot. His mother put the baby in his arms. He gazed down at his wriggling daughter and the
         knot in his chest came finally undone, dissolving into an emotion so strong he had to blink to stop the tears.
      

      
      Muthavva never told him about the herons that had heralded the baby’s birth. The labour had started so quickly, the pains
         had been so insistent that her brother-in-law had hoisted her onto his back and run all the way home from the fields. The
         baby in such a hurry to be born that the midwife had barely been summoned before she thrust her way into the world. As the
         women bustled about, looking for the brass gong to announce the birth of a girl child, and the servants were sent to distribute
         puffed rice and bananas in the village, Muthavva made up her mind. She had birthed six babies before this child. Six healthy,
         squalling boys, of which only the oldest, Chengappa, had survived infancy. She touched her finger to the tip of the baby’s
         pert, perfectly formed nose. This daughter, she knew in her heart, was special. Why cloud her birth with talk of omens or
         portents? No, she decided, she would tell nobody about the birds.
      

      
      She did, however, once. After the ritual forty days of cleansing were over, when Muthavva untied the cloths bound tight about
         her abdomen, arose from the birthing bed, and was deemed able to perform her household duties once more, the family took the
         baby to the village temple to have her horoscope drawn. The old priest reached for his manuscript of tattered pipal leaves
         wrapped in orange silk and passed down through generations from father to son. The child would have marriage, he predicted,
         and progeny. Money was in her fate too. But … and here he fell silent. Muthavva and Thimmaya looked anxiously at one another.
         ‘What is it, ayya? What do you see?’ Thimmaya’s mother asked, anxiously clutching the baby closer until she squirmed in protest.
      

      
      ‘Nothing … it is nothing … and yet …’ The priest fell silent once again and consulted his leaves. He looked up at the worried
         faces around him, as if debating what to say. ‘It is nothing,’ he said finally, even as he fished about in a dilapidated wooden
         box. ‘Here.’ He pulled out an amulet. ‘This will protect her.’ The amulet had a powerful mantra inscribed upon it, he advised,
         it would protect her from the evil eye. Best she wear it at all times. Shushing their concerns, he smeared vermilion on their
         foreheads and tied the amulet around the baby’s arm with black thread.
      

      
      They touched the feet of the priest and prostrated in front of the idol. They had made their way outside, blinking in the
         sudden sunlight when, exclaiming that her earring was missing and that it must have fallen off during the reading, Muthavva
         hurried back inside.
      

      
      ‘Ayya?’ she called softly, her eyes taking a minute to adjust to the cool darkness of the sanctum sanctorum. The priest was
         clearing away the debris from their pooja, and he looked up, mildly irritated.
      

      
      ‘Yes, child, what is it now?’

      
      She told him about the birds she had seen that day, the unnerving precision of their manoeuvres, as if they had come to herald
         the baby’s birth. What did it mean? What had he seen in the leaves? Was there something he had not told them, some awful fate
         that awaited her daughter?
      

      
      The old man sighed. Who could say what they meant, the birds? It was said that when a king cobra happened upon a sleeping
         man and, instead of sinking its fangs into his flesh, fanned its hood instead, to shelter him from the sun, then that man would someday be king. The herons … maybe they foretold
         something, maybe they did not. Who could read the mind of God?
      

      
      When Thimmaya went to see Pallada Nayak the next day on his way back to the outpost, the Nayak generously excused him from
         the remainder of his lookout duty. It was only fair to Muthavva, he said, and besides, it was sowing season, and Thimmaya
         had another mouth to feed. The Nayak would send his youngest son in Thimmaya’s place.
      

      
      The paddy that year was so bountiful that Thimmaya was able to buy two milch cows with the gold it fetched him; the cardamom
         prices were the highest they had been in six years. The family sacrificed a cockerel to the ancestors for blessing them with
         a daughter who brought with her such good fortune. They named her Devamma, after Thimmaya’s great-grandmother, but called
         her Devi, their very own Goddess.
      

      
      Muthavva never entirely forgot the herons. She kept the amulet firmly tied around her daughter’s arm, surreptitiously scanning
         the skies each time she took the baby outdoors. As the months passed, however, and nothing untoward happened, she relaxed
         her vigil. The birds had been a figment of her imagination, she told herself, the phantasms of a pregnant woman. She was entirely
         too preoccupied to notice them the night of Gauramma’s wedding.
      

      
      The village had been abuzz for weeks. It was an excellent match; Pallada Nayak’s daughter was marrying the third son of Kambeymada
         Nayak, from the village that lay two hundred furlongs to the south. The latter was one of the wealthiest men in Coorg, with
         fifteen hundred acres of wetlands, several hundred more of cardamom country and multiple coffee estates. Even his tobacco spittoon, it was rumoured, was made of solid
         gold. Nobody had actually seen the spittoon you understand, but then which Coorg in his right mind would openly display such
         treasures for the Poleya servants to covet? Besides hadn’t the old man commissioned a fabulous walking stick just this past
         month in Mercara, carved from the finest rosewood and inlaid with ivory? Ah, the village concurred, it was a lucky girl who
         entered the Kambeymada family, and who better than their own gentle Gauru?
      

      
      Pallada Nayak spared no expense for the wedding. The moon rose high over the village green as liquor flowed freely and cauldrons
         of wild boar, chicken, mutton, vegetable and egg curries were hauled from the open air kitchens. The two shifts of musicians
         played without a break, Thimmaya and the other men dipping and swaying to the wail of their trumpets. The groom had arrived
         and he and his family were being feted and fed. Women bustled about in shimmering silks, their faces rendered even more alluring
         by moonlight. Jewels glowed against their satiny skins. Wide adigé collars of uncut rubies banded their necks, and ropes of
         golden-beaded jomalé, and coral pathaks with hooded cobra pendants, their ruby eyes flashing fire. Half-moon kokkéthathis
         of seed pearls and gold swung at their breasts. Bangles, elephant headed, gemstone studded, plain and filigreed, were slung
         about their wrists, diamonds sparkling in seven starred clusters from their ears.
      

      
      Muthavva sat with the other nursing and pregnant women, exempt from hostessing chores. Children were running about, her own
         boy no doubt getting up to mischief somewhere in the melee. Thimmaya’s mother would keep an eye on him and see that he was fed. She was content to sit here and listen to the chatter, the relaxed weight of her sleeping
         daughter in her arms.
      

      
      What a pretty bride Gauru made, the women sighed, a trifle large, it was true, but who could deny the sweetness of her face? He
         was a lucky man, her husband, and … ‘Uyyi!’ they exclaimed as a pack of laughing boys came hurtling through the crowd and
         collided with Muthavva.
      

      
      ‘Is this any way to behave?’ the women scolded, as the boys sheepishly untangled themselves. ‘Do you have pebbles for eyes,
         can you not see where you are going? See now, you have woken the baby and made her cry.’
      

      
      ‘Sorry, we are sorry,’ they apologised, backing away.

      
      One of them though, barely ten or eleven years old, stood his ground, gazing at the bawling Devi. ‘By all the Gods, she is
         loud!’ he observed, his golden-brown eyes dancing with amusement. ‘It is a wonder my ears can still hear.’ Before Muthavva
         could object, he reached with a grubby finger to touch Devi’s cheek and, flashing an engaging, dimpled grin, disappeared into
         the crowd.
      

      
      Shushing Devi back to sleep, irritated that she hadn’t scolded the boy more thoroughly, Muthavva never saw the flock of herons
         that rose silently from the trees, silhouetted against the moon as they passed over the green.
      

   
      
      Chapter 2

      
      As the first girl to be born into the Nachimanda family in over sixty years, Devi was the obliging object of adoration of
         the entire household. Chengappa and her cousins waited on her every whim, hoisting her onto their shoulders as they paraded
         about the village green, climbing the wild mango trees in the courtyard to pick her the ripest, most sun-kissed fruit and
         stuffing their pockets with little gifts for her – the velvety plumes of jungle fowl, wild honeycomb wrapped dripping in pipal
         leaves, and the purple stones to be found occasionally half buried in the forest floor.
      

      
      Devi had only to frown and her grandmother Tayi would come running, bribing her with salted gooseberries and cubes of jaggery
         until she deigned to smile again. Tayi rolled out dozens upon dozens of flaky, multilayered chiroti, frying them golden and
         dredging them in powdered sugar as treats for her darling. When the family realised that Devi was fond of fish, come rain
         or shine, Tayi would be at the weekly shanty, so early that the vendors would still be setting out their wares. She would
         exchange weighty baskets of plantains from the grove behind the house for still-slithering sardines, stuffing them with coriander
         and tamarind and crisping them in sizzling pork lard for her angel.
      

      
      Tayi would seat herself on a reed mat, her legs extended out in front of her. Placing Devi upon her soft, comfortable shins, she would massage Devi’s hair with shoe-flowers steeped in coconut oil. Her gnarled fingers worked rhythmically upon
         Devi’s scalp as she recounted endless stories about Devi’s grandfather, the war against the sultans, and the veera in the
         lane who made the dogs bark and the trees shiver with no seeming explanation. ‘You are my precious flower bud,’ she would
         tell Devi, ‘my sun, and my moon, along with all the stars in the sky.’
      

      
      No one, however, was more smitten than Thimmaya. He doted on his daughter, insisting that hers must be the last face he saw
         before heading out for the fields, otherwise nothing would go quite right. When the Kandahari gypsies came down from the Frontier
         mountains to Coorg to sell their horses and shawls they heard about the new girl child and came sashaying up to the Nachimanda
         house. It was customary for every Coorg girl or woman to sport a tiny tattoo on her forehead, a pretty, blue-green dot. The
         gypsies offered to tattoo Devi’s forehead. ‘Ah, I have been looking out for you,’ Muthavva began, but Thimmaya winced. Unable
         to bear even the thought of the brief discomfort his daughter would have to endure and ignoring the agitated counsel of the
         women of the house, Thimmaya bucked tradition and sent the gypsies on their way.
      

      
      ‘Why are you after, my princess?’ he would chide Muthavva as she berated a mud-streaked Devi for being as dirty as a Poleya.
         ‘Let her be, she will leave us soon enough for her husband’s home,’ he would admonish as she shouted at Devi to be still as
         she braided her hair.
      

      
      ‘You are spoiling this girl,’ Muthavva would warn, but even she would smile as Devi tucked her head in her mother’s lap, grinning
         up at her. ‘Donkey child,’ she would scold, bending down to kiss the top of her daughter’s head, fragrant with sunshine and the wind in the paddy.
      

      
      When Devi was five, a scandal gripped the village, setting tongues wagging for weeks. Pallada Nayak’s daughter Gauramma returned
         to her grandfather’s home. She arrived one afternoon with neither warning nor escort, her young son on her hip. She offered
         no explanation, saying only that if there was no place for her here, then she would go elsewhere, she did not know where,
         but never would she return to her husband’s home.
      

      
      Her mother wept; her aunts cajoled and castigated. Pallada Nayak hurried with two of his sons to the Kambeymada home, bearing
         with them five sacks of fragrant red kesari rice, a cartload of plantains, two haunches of salted venison and a gold-threaded
         cummerbund that one of Gauru’s aunts had been saving for her own son’s wedding. Kambeymada Nayak was polite but firm. The
         girl had left of her own accord, he pointed out, stroking his moustache. She would have to return on her own as well.
      

      
      ‘What do we do?’ her aunts lamented to Tayi, Muthavva and the other village women who had come to commiserate. ‘She simply
         refuses to listen. And look at the child, it’s affecting him as well. Four years old but he hardly says a word, just clings
         to his mother’s pleats all day with his thumb in his mouth.’
      

      
      Gauru gave no sign that she had heard, tranquilly rocking her son back and forth in her lap as she sat on the kitchen stoop.
         Devi, bored and fidgeting, pulled a face at the little boy. He turned away, burying his face in his mother’s neck. Devi composed
         her features before Muthavva saw her and boxed her ears, but she continued to watch the boy out of the corner of her eye. When he peeped at her again, she pulled the
         most horrid face she knew, the one Chengappa had made her practise: nostrils flared, tongue protruding and eyelids turned
         inside out. The boy looked at her gravely and then turned away again. Fascinated by his steadfast refusal to engage with her,
         Devi sidled over to Gauru.
      

      
      ‘Is he your baby?’ she asked finally.

      
      Gauru nodded.

      
      ‘What’s your name?’ Devi asked, but the boy pretended he hadn’t heard and sucked his thumb noisily.

      
      ‘Devanna,’ his mother answered for him, pulling his thumb gently from his mouth.

      
      ‘Why doesn’t he talk?’

      
      ‘He will, when he has something to say.’

      
      ‘They are saying you shouldn’t have come back.’

      
      ‘This is my home,’ Gauru said simply.

      
      This, Devi understood. She too loved her home, Tayi who made her hot ottis with the faint imprints of her fingertips still
         embedded in their edges, the roan cow, the bitch mongrel with her warm-bellied puppies, her brother and cousins and Appaiah
         and Avvaiah and Tukra the Poleya servant boy and the frogs that sang in the fields and the mango tree in the courtyard and
         …
      

      
      ‘I will never leave my home,’ she said stoutly. Gauru smiled and ruffled Devi’s hair.

      
      The weeks passed and the family slowly gave up hope that Gauru would return. Pallada Nayak decreed that she and her son should
         be given a room in the Pallada house for as long as she wanted, but otherwise he completely ignored his daughter. Her uncles
         spat disgustedly into the mud as she passed and her cousins slapped their foreheads. They were doomed, they moaned, for who would want a bride from a family in
         which the women left their husbands so shamelessly?
      

      
      Tayi visited the Pallada house as often as she could; the Palladas were related to her after all, through a cousin twice removed,
         and she felt the pain of her kin deeply. ‘Which parents would be happy,’ she brooded aloud, ‘to see a grown daughter ruin
         the family name in this fashion, abandoning her husband’s hearth and refusing to return?’
      

      
      ‘But, Tayi,’ piped up Devi, ‘Gauru akka missed her own home.’

      
      ‘Be quiet, donkey girl,’ Muthavva said automatically. Devi rolled her eyes elaborately behind Muthavva’s back. What was all
         the fuss about? She liked visiting Gauru akka, she gave her all those saris to play with. And Devanna was her friend, was
         he not? For, not one to be put off by an initial rebuff, Devi had set out to bedazzle him with a vengeance. The child had
         stood little chance; it was not long before he, like everyone else, had succumbed to her charms.
      

      
      Tayi tried talking to Gauru. ‘The boy seems to be doing well,’ she said one day, as they watched Devi and Devanna playing.
         Gauru smiled.
      

      
      ‘Have you considered reconciling with the boy’s father?’ Tayi probed. ‘He is your husband, Gauru. And Devanna, his only son …’
      

      
      ‘Leave it be, Tayi, there’s no point.’

      
      ‘But, kunyi,’ pressed Tayi, ‘as a wife, you have a duty to your husband. And think of your child. You must never come between
         father and son. Whatever disagreements exist between the husband and wife, why should the child suffer?’
      

      
      Gauru did not reply, her eyes filling with tears. Softhearted Tayi searched hastily for a change of subject.
      

      
      ‘Uyyi!’ she exclaimed. ‘Will you look at this granddaughter of mine, she has got into your saris.’

      
      Gauru looked over to where a silk-swathed Devi was parading in front of Devanna. She smiled tremulously. ‘She likes to wear
         my saris and jewels, the only things she doesn’t like are my bangles.’ On cue, Devi picked up a double kokkéthathi and put
         it about her, the necklace reaching to her waist. Devanna clapped delightedly. They watched as Devi draped a veil over her
         head, tripping over its sequined ends. ‘I like having her visit, it does Devanna good.’
      

      
      Tayi affectionately patted Gauru’s arm. There was plenty of time, she thought to herself, she would pick another moment to
         talk sense into the girl.
      

      
      Two days later, Gauru jumped into the family well. The servants found her when they went to draw the morning water, floating
         face down, her waist-length hair fanning about her like the tendrils of a water lily.
      

      
      The Nachimandas went to the Pallada house along with the rest of the village to offer their condolences. ‘Not that she deserves
         it, the hussy,’ huffed the village, ‘but we owe it to Pallada Nayak.’ The body was laid on a reed mat in the courtyard and
         people paid their perfunctory respects. When it was time for the cremation, there was a to-do. Where was Devanna? It was the
         son’s duty to light his mother’s pyre. Where had that child hidden himself now? They hunted throughout the house and courtyard,
         the servants dispatched even as far as the fields to look for him. Pallada Nayak bellowed angrily for his grandson but of Devanna, there was not a sign.
      

      
      Devi slipped her hand out of Muthavva’s grasp and went to find her friend. She knew the secret places where adults would not
         think to look. She searched in Gauru’s closet, already bare of saris, behind the copper water-vessel in the kitchen and in
         between the lantana bushes, and finally found him lying on his back under the chicken coop.
      

      
      She squeezed in beside him. Devanna ignored her, but Devi knew instinctively there was no need for words. She scrabbled in
         the dirt until she found his fingers. She took his hand firmly in hers and there they hid, complicit in their silence as the
         adults shouted themselves hoarse. They had to cremate Gauru without Devanna, a cousin lighting the pyre instead. And still
         they lay there, the two children, arms intertwined, amidst the mud and chicken droppings, as the afternoon lengthened and
         the funeral drums fell finally silent.
      

      
      Pallada Nayak had the servants fill in the well and plant a banana seedling on top of it. There was no mistaking his tone
         as he addressed his daughters-in-law. ‘What’s done is done. Manage the house with the water from the stream for now; I have
         summoned the water diviner who will find us an alternative source of water until such time as the well is purified. There
         will be no more ill talk of Gauramma or her boy.’
      

      
      The Kambeymadas came to take Devanna home, but plagued by a vague but persistent guilt, Pallada Nayak suggested that it might
         be better for all concerned if the boy were raised where he was, under the care of his maternal grandmother. He would return
         to the Kambeymada home when he was older. It was a convenient arrangement. Devanna’s father readily agreed, with the caveat
         that he would send a monthly stipend of fifteen rupees for the upkeep of his son. He married again shortly thereafter, a plump, pretty
         girl from his own village who promptly set about bearing him a brood of children. His visits to Devanna grew infrequent, although
         it was made clear that the Kambeymada house awaited its son with open arms; Devanna could return whenever he chose.
      

      
      Devanna took his mother’s death as might be expected. He started to wet his bed, waking in the middle of the night whimpering
         for her. The women of the house would stroke his arm, sadly telling him that Gauru had done the best thing she could; her
         death mitigated the shame she had brought on the family. ‘Our raja kunyi, our king child,’ they crooned as they tried to get
         the boy to sleep again, but the only thing that quieted Devanna was the promise of a visit to Devi in the morning. It happened
         so frequently, and he was brought to the Nachimanda house so often, that it wasn’t long before Tayi suggested that it might
         be easier if he simply stayed there. A mattress was laid down for him, alongside the other boys in the house, and here he
         slept peacefully through the nights. Gradually, Devanna stopped asking for his mother altogether.
      

      
      They became a staple sight in the village, the pale-skinned firebrand and her scrawny worshipper; if Devi had fascinated him
         before, Devanna now clung to her like a bedraggled puppy. Devi, in turn, was his guardian and protector. No child dared look
         askance at Devanna or poke fun at him if Devi was around. ‘You good for nothing louts,’ she would howl, launching herself
         on the offenders, kicking, scratching and boxing until they begged for mercy. The Nachimanda household also accepted this latest plaything of Devi’s, absorbing the boy into its fold.
      

      
      Still too young for the village school, both children frolicked all day long, roaming the fields and the adjoining woods with
         Tukra and the other servant children as they took the cattle to pasture. The Poleyas taught them to craft slingshots from
         the fibrous bark of the bairi tree and darts from porcupine quills; they led them to the secret places where the juiciest
         mulberries and thickest mushrooms grew. They showed them the sticky honeycombs in the hollows of the kabba trees and the sun-swept
         rocks where fantastic jewel-hooded king cobras mated at night, or so it was said. They taught them to find the grassy burrows
         where wild hares lived and to catch crabs using loops of chicken gut for bait.
      

      
      The crab stream lay at the foot of the fields, a body of rippling water that looked sometimes blue and sometimes the palest
         green, depending on the light. Devi and Devanna would wade into its shallow end as tiny red, green and yellow frogs, each
         no larger than a coin, hopped, alarmed, out of their way. The water lapped warmly at the children’s shins as they lowered
         a rope of intestine into the water, a pink end held firmly in each of their hands. They would wait, grinning in anticipation,
         as the stream shone around them, the gleam of its surface broken now and again by a movement from some underlying fish. The
         crabs would scuttle towards the intestine, digging their pincers into its length. Then Devi and Devanna would lift it from
         the water, together, in one fluid movement, the crabs clinging unawares, like gems along some strange, pendulous necklace.
      

      
      The rains came. Tayi simmered mutton bones seasoned with onions and peppercorns for hours over the fire to make warming bowls of broth. Mushrooms sprouted around the trunks of trees and the trail that led to the Nachimanda house turned
         into mud. Devanna was content to stay indoors, warming his feet by the fire and playing games of cowrie shells and marbles,
         but Devi fidgeted non-stop, going time and again to the windows to stare out at the water pelting down, slipping out to the
         verandah to thrust a hand into the rain despite Muthavva’s exhortations not to get herself wet.
      

      
      Finally, the clouds dispersed. The transplanting season with its long days and backbreaking work drew to a close and the hunting
         season began. Devanna sat on the verandah of the Nachimanda house, hunched over a pile of bark from the kanni tree. Thimmaya
         was taking Devi and him on the hunt the following day, but first he had set them the task of making wicks for the ancient
         matchlocks. Devi had soon run off but Devanna had continued to work steadily. He rubbed the strips between his palms, twisting
         them into wicks, taking pleasure in the feel of their knobby woodiness and the faint smell of smoke from the kitchen hearth
         where they were hung to dry.
      

      
      He sat back on his haunches and contemplated the growing pile. This part of the hunt, he enjoyed. He could sit absorbed like
         this for hours on end, making sure that the wicks were rolled to exactly the same length and thickness. The cat sunning herself
         on the verandah stretched against his legs and he reached forward to gently scratch her head. It was the hunt itself he hated.
         The noises the dying animals made, the frantic pleading in their eyes, the smell of blood and the crunch of cartilage as the
         men skinned and quartered the kill. Suddenly restless, Devanna looked out towards the fields, wondering where Devi had gone.
      

      
      They set off early the next morning. Thimmaya strapped Devi to his back with an old sari of Muthavva’s and one of the older boys hoisted Devanna onto his shoulders. They proceeded
         silently through the jungle that surrounded the village, keeping a watch out for snakes and the inch-long, rust-coloured scorpions
         that inflicted such mind-numbing agony that even grown men had been known to pass out from the pain. Devi’s brother, Chengappa,
         suddenly raised his hand and the party came to a halt. ‘There,’ he whispered, pointing.
      

      
      Devanna’s heart began to pound. Turning his head away quickly, he fixed his gaze upon Devi. She was very still, nostrils flared
         with excitement, neck craned forward the better to see. He stared at her, forcing his mind to think of nothing else, not the
         musket that was being raised, nor its sights locking on to the target. There was a sudden, shocking crack, an orange flash
         of gunpowder. The jungle came alive, monkeys screaming in the branches overhead, birds taking frightened wing, cawing and
         calling as they fled. Devanna slowly exhaled.
      

      
      The men usually gave the younger children the privilege of reaching the downed animal first. This day too, Devi won. ‘I am
         the bal battékara,’ she panted, exultant as she stroked the warm flesh of a spotted deer. ‘I am just as brave as the hunter,
         I was quickest to reach the kill!’
      

      
      When the hunting party returned to the village, smug and a little bloodstained, Muthavva cried out in horror like she always
         did. ‘Uyyi, just look at this child. Iguthappa Swami, why can’t she behave like a girl instead of a little ruffian?’
      

      
      Picking up a pair of tongs, Tayi plucked some of the glowing embers from the kitchen hearth and placed them on a bell-metal
         plate, adding a fistful of rice from the cooking pot and a dash of water. Quickly sprinkling the fizzing ash-water over the children’s heads to thwart any malevolent spirits
         that might have accompanied them from the jungle, she thrust the platter at Muthavva. ‘Here, quick,’ she told her daughter-in-law,
         ‘finish purifying the rest of them and the game before any pisachi take root.’ With Muthavva distracted, Tayi whisked Devi
         and Devanna into the stone-paved bathhouse, away from Muthavva’s wrath. Pouring pots of steaming water over them as they squatted
         giggling on the floor, she sang to them in her tuneless voice.
      

      
      
         The beautiful girl is finally here

         
         Come to visit her near-and-dear,

         
         Rubies glittering about her neck

         
         Anklets shimmering like the sun,

         
         The beautiful one has come,

         
         Drenched in a rainstorm she has come.

         
      

      
      Devi scrunched her eyes closed as the water streamed down over her. To Devanna, she seemed just like the rain-soaked beauty
         of the song.
      

   
      
      Chapter 3

      
      A year went by, and another. The banana plant on the filled-in well sent out whorls of fan-like leaves, then a thick purple
         tuber that unfurled to reveal row upon row of fragrant white flowers coiled tightly within. These in turn dried and fell to
         the ground, leaving the plant covered in bunches of tiny green fruit. When the bananas finally yellowed and ripened, the plant
         was chopped down and the well reopened. Its waters were now deemed to be purified and once more fit for human consumption.
      

      
      That same week, Pallada Nayak came to see Thimmaya. ‘As you know Thimmaya,’ he said, peeling one of the loose-jacket oranges
         that Muthavva had brought out to them, ‘I have enrolled Devanna in the missionary school at Mercara. Shouldn’t I do at least
         that much for the boy, give him a good education? But look at the stupidity of this new generation, the fool keeps crying
         like a girl!’
      

      
      He thumped his walking stick on the verandah to emphasise his disgust. Really, the boy was testing his patience. Devanna kept
         pleading to be allowed to attend the village school with Devi, but the Nayak was bent on following through with his plan.
         It was over four months now since the boy’s father had been to visit. Was Devanna not good enough for him? So what if the
         Kambeymadas were filthy rich? The Palladas were well off too, were they not? The insulted Nayak was determined to fashion Devanna into one of the best-educated young men in all of Coorg; he would sculpt the boy into the
         pride of the Kambeymada clan. Now if only Devanna would show more sense. The Nayak had cajoled and reasoned, even resorted
         to a good thrashing now and again, but the boy would not stop his whining.
      

      
      ‘Cheh …’ he mused absently, spitting out the seeds of the orange into its peel. Thimmaya nodded sympathetically, wondering
         what all this had to do with him. ‘Harrh.’ The Nayak sat up and, clearing his throat, decided to come to the point. ‘Thimmaya,’
         he said briskly, ‘why don’t you enrol Devi kunyi into the school as well? No question of fees of course, I will see to all
         that. Let the children go together and maybe then Devanna will settle down.’
      

      
      Thimmaya was pleased. His angel would go to a fancy school, learn to speak English just like the white folk. He quickly gave
         his consent, but Muthavva was horrified. As it was, the girl was a handful, would he spoil her even more by sending her to
         that newfangled school? Who knew what devilry they would fill her head with? Would he have his only daughter forget their
         own ways? ‘Why,’ she whispered in an agony of embarrassment, ‘people say the missionaries don’t even wash their bottoms!’
      

      
      Thimmaya burst out laughing. ‘Where do you pick up such nonsense, woman? If you’re so worried, send a brass pitcher along
         with Devi, she can carry it with her to the toilets there.’
      

      
      It was Tayi who brokered peace. When had education ever harmed anyone, she asked. Devi was fortunate to be given the chance
         to attend such an expensive school. ‘It is the Lord’s grace,’ she said, ‘that our child is getting this opportunity for a modern education. One must move with the times.’ And what were they here for, the elders of the household? Was it not their
         responsibility to ensure that Devi grew up well versed in the Coorg traditions? ‘Don’t worry,’ Tayi reassured Muthavva, ‘you
         and I, we’ll see to it that she learns all our customs, and the seven shastras too.’
      

      
      The two children were enrolled in the first year at the mission school. The novices directed Thimmaya to the piece goods store
         in Mercara where he bought two yards of Cannanore checked cotton. ‘Cheh,’ said a scandalised Tayi when Thimmaya brought these
         to her with specifications for a half-sleeved shirt and pinafore. She cut up an old sari, attaching generous lengths to the
         shirt until its sleeves flapped over Devi’s wrists. She then added a broad swathe of fabric to the pinafore so that its hem
         swirled modestly about her ankles. The missionaries were so pleased to have the pretty little girl, only the fifth to have
         enrolled in the entire school, that they overlooked the liberties Tayi had taken with the uniform.
      

      
      With Devi by his side, Devanna stopped snivelling and discovered a vigorous aptitude for school. He soaked up his lessons,
         like dried beans in a thunderstorm, immersing himself in his books like a fish dancing through the floods. He mastered the
         alphabet, learning to read effortlessly, much to Devi’s annoyance as she struggled syllable by syllable. He quickly grasped
         the labyrinthine principles of mathematics while the other children were still muddling through multiplication and division,
         able to solve sums almost quicker than the teachers could write them on the blackboard.
      

      
      His teachers were unstinting in their praise, pointing time and again to the quality of his homework and his impeccable cursive
         handwriting as a benchmark for the rest of their students to aspire to. At first the class bullies whipped around as soon as the teachers’ backs were turned, glowering at
         Devanna and, sotto voce, promising him a thrashing when school was out. Devi, however, soon put an end to that. Eyes flashing,
         she would mouth silent abuse back at them until, awed by her vituperation, they returned meekly to their books. It wasn’t
         long before they left off taunting Devanna altogether.
      

      
      Teacher’s pet Devanna may have been, but nobody doted on him more than Reverend Gundert, the head of the Mission.

      
      Hermann Gundert had arrived in Coorg over three years earlier. Three years, five months and sixteen days to be exact. When
         the authorities had suggested he start a mission in Coorg, Gundert had known it would be a waste of time. The Coorgs were
         stubborn, toddy-loving sybarites, too attached to their pagan ways to change. They called themselves a Hindu race, but just
         as they had defied the Mohammedan sultans of Mysore and their efforts to convert them, the Coorgs had adroitly sidestepped
         the reach of the Brahmins. They picked and chose among the traditions of the Hindu faith, refusing to budge from their own
         primitive beliefs in their ancestors and the spirits of the land. When they had contrived to pass all the major milestones
         of their lives – to be born, named, married and have their last rites performed with not a Brahmin in sight – what hope had
         the Christian Church? Nonetheless, Gundert had acquiesced. After more than a quarter of a century in India and having requested
         to be transferred every third or fourth year, there were few places left for him to go.
      

      
      He had gone about setting up the mission with his usual efficiency, successfully petitioning for and appropriating the land adjoining the Mercara church. Then he plunged into learning
         about the Coorgs and their land. He spent hours picking the brains of local Europeans, sifting through their opinions: charming,
         but somewhat boorish; militant, best to keep a certain distance; hotheaded, but honest to a fault; a handsome race and winsome
         women. He visited the local library where he read the accounts of the judges, soldiers, administrators and other upholders
         of the Empire who had happened upon Coorg. He employed a tutor to teach him the local language and held lengthy discussions
         with the mission staff and the town residents. Gundert maintained extensive records of these conversations, distilling all
         that he had heard and observed into a series of notes.
      

      
      ‘Note 1: The race is a handsome one of unknown origins. They constitute a highland clan, free from the trammels of caste,
         with the manly bearing and independent spirit natural in those who have been, from time immemorial, true lords of the soil.
         They stride about with a confidence that is most becoming. I have often been approached by them, demonstrating a frank, open
         curiosity in my antecedents and in a refreshing departure from the obsequiousness so readily found elsewhere, with no hesitation
         in taking my hand in a grip as firm as any I have experienced.
      

      
      ‘The men are far taller than the average Indian male, with an impressive breadth of shoulder and width of chest. They are
         generally lithe and muscular, with an ease of movement, brought about no doubt by an active life spent cultivating their landholdings
         and hunting in the forests. The hair is thick and curly, the nose often hooked, the eyes beguilingly well shaped and clear,
         and many of them possess grey- or green-coloured irises. The pigment of their skin varies, with only a few among them displaying the brown tint to be generally
         seen elsewhere in this country, most being coloured a becoming olive with many so light skinned as to almost pass for European.
         Their dress is especially attractive, the black tunic, or “kupya”, accentuating the well-shaped back and the strength of the
         arms, the V at the front emphasising the abundant curls springing from the chest in an unbridled proclamation of virility,
         the wide sash and the ornamented dagger drawing the eye inexorably to the slimness of the waist and hips.
      

      
      ‘Indeed, one might wholeheartedly echo Sir Perry in calling them the most alluring and attractive race of men that one’s own
         eyes have happened upon in many years.’
      

      
      (Refer Sir Erskine Perry: ‘A Bird’s-eye view of India, with extracts from a journal kept in the Provinces, Nepal, etc.,’ circa
         1855.)
      

      
      His comments on the women were markedly more succinct.

      
      ‘Note 2: The women might be deemed attractive, were it not for the unfortunate habit of chewing betel, especially amongst
         the older matrons, which renders their teeth and lips a vivid shade of crimson. They appear healthy and robust enough of figure,
         however most are disadvantageously drawn to the distressingly garish colours of wardrobe that are similarly favoured by their
         sisters elsewhere in India.
      

      
      ‘Note 12: There is a distinct social hierarchy, with great respect accorded those older than oneself. The touching of an elder’s
         feet is a sign of respect and an opportunity to receive the blessings of one who has lived for a longer time. Every older
         male must necessarily be referred to as “anna” (pronounced un-nah), or elder brother, and every older female as “akka” (uk-kah). The labourers and the servants must address
         their masters and mistresses, irrespective of age, as anna or akka. All mothers-in-law are called “maavi” (maavee), and fathers-in-law
         “maava” (maa-vaa). The truly old are considered universal grandparents, being referred to by all as “tayi” (tah-yee) or grandmother,
         and “thatha” (thahthah) or grandfather.
      

      
      ‘Note 36: Akin to other highland races, the Coorgs share an unshakable sense of kinship. Each person owes allegiance to his
         or her family, and each family is bound to every other family and to the land. One is born first a Coorg, and only then an
         Indian or even a Hindu. Nonetheless, there is a vast pantheon of heathen Gods to whom they pray, the two most powerful being
         Lord Iguthappa or Iguthappa Swami, the God of the hills, and Ayappa Swami, the God of the jungle.’
      

      
      The Coorgs had been hospitable to a fault, Gundert’s visits invariably setting off a great fluster and flurry of activity
         within their homes as the women rushed about, hastily stoking the kitchen fire, donning fresh saris and a slew of ornaments
         in his honour. He would be received on the verandah with much warmth by the men, where a host of children with suspiciously
         clean faces and freshly slicked-back hair hung on to every word of the ensuing conversation. They plied him with food and
         drink, but as soon as he broached the topic of conversion, the Coorgs would turn haughty and distant, telling him in no uncertain
         terms to stay out of their private affairs. When he persisted, they looked at him incredulously, and then, acknowledging perhaps
         a kindred obstinacy, they reacted with amusement. They placed the crucifixes and rosaries he gave them with great ceremony among the
         other knickknacks displayed in their homes – giving of course a wide berth to the nooks where their own Gods were installed.
         They then saw him off with reciprocal gifts of their own – sandalwood statuettes, a handsome pair of deer antlers, jars of
         hog-plum preserves – cheerfully bidding him to visit again.
      

      
      After a year of diligent labour, his only converts had been a gaggle of traders from the neighbouring states who had now settled
         in Coorg. Of the Coorgs proper, there had been only one, a drunken good-for-nothing, attracted by the promise of land and
         an offer to settle his debts. The Reverend christened him Madappa John, but any hopes of him spearheading more conversions
         soon dissipated. John had promptly been disowned by his family and his own wife had refused to have anything to do with him.
         He had gone back to his evenings at the local toddy shop, and soon after, went missing, never to be seen again.
      

      
      The Reverend decided to change tack, realising that the younger generation was the key to the success of his mission. He gave
         up all overt preaching, restating his primary objective as the establishment of a school in Mercara. The Coorgs had shown
         an immediate if cautious response, as the wealthier families began to send in their children in dribs and drabs. The quality
         of teaching was unquestionably better than anything else in the region, and as the months passed and they realised that their
         children seemed to be in no imminent danger of contracting Christianity, they had slowly gained confidence in the school.
         It was only a matter of time, the Reverend knew, before the rosters would be full. It was then that he planned to introduce Bible study classes into the curriculum, possibly even a weekly Mass.
      

      
      The Reverend paid keen attention to his students. They were the hope of this country, its future, and he took his duty of
         educating them, of civilising them in the finest traditions of the Western world, to heart. He set high standards, no tougher
         than the ones he set for himself. Woe betide the child who came unprepared to Hermann Gundert’s class. ‘No,’ he would state
         flatly. ‘Nein, you are incorrect.’ The hapless student would make his or her way to the front of the class where the Reverend
         would make them stand in a corner.
      

      
      It was strange, the students marvelled among themselves, that despite the fact he never took a cane to them or made them squat
         holding their ears until their muscles screamed like some of the other teachers did, it was the Reverend’s punishments that
         seemed the most unbearable. ‘It’s the way he looks at us,’ they shuddered, ‘with those blue eyes, the colour of the afternoon
         sky.’ It was the way he spoke to them, the controlled, almost too low pitch of his voice, the refined precision of his disappointment,
         that reduced even the most callous bully to tears.
      

      
      Gundert could never quite put his finger on what it was that first drew him to Devanna. Had it been a snippet he had heard,
         something the teachers had said about the boy’s mother, God rest her soul, having taken her own life? But no, it couldn’t
         have been that. Committing suicide was almost a way of life here, if one might pardon the pun. Gundert had discovered to his
         dismay, soon after he had arrived, that the Coorgs seemed to view taking their own lives as an honourable solution to a wide
         range of issues. Not a month passed without the news of someone or other having held a gun to their heads, swallowed their diamond rings or taken a fatal leap into a swollen river.
      

      
      It had been something else. There were other children more personable than Devanna, but there had been something about his
         pale face and apprehensive eyes that had made Gundert linger as he read out the roll call that day. He had contrived to sit
         in on some of the classes, noting with pleased surprise the boy’s obvious intellectual prowess. When the mathematics teacher
         set the class an especially complicated set of sums that Devanna proceeded to solve in his head, without even needing to put
         chalk to slate, it had sealed the matter for good. Gundert took the child under his wing.
      

      
      When Pallada Nayak summoned him, Devanna stood before his grandfather, trying not to tremble and wondering what he had done
         wrong. To his astonishment, the Nayak thumped him on his back, guffawing that things were obviously going well at school since
         the Reverend had sought the Nayak’s permission to give Devanna extra lessons twice a week. It was clear that Devanna had been
         blessed with the Nayak’s brains, quite unlike the rest of his dull-head brood.
      

      
      Devanna could scarcely believe his ears. The Reverend had asked for him. Him!

      
      They sat across from one another, the greying Reverend and his protégé, in the rosewood-panelled study, poring over texts
         from his personal collection. Devanna loved the feel of those books, the creaminess of the paper, their grainy, gilt edges
         and the naphthalene smell that rose from their pages, tickling his nose. He enjoyed the guttural sound of the Reverend’s voice
         as he read aloud. Devanna could not understand all of the words, but the poems conjured up pictures in his head, wonderful
         images of green meadows and stone paths and flowers the like of which he had never seen, flowers with names like cro-cus-es and i-ris-es and daff-o-dils, that sounded
         to him as beautiful as one of Tayi’s songs.
      

      
      The Reverend was reading aloud one afternoon when something fell from between the pages of the book. Devanna bent immediately
         to retrieve it, noting curiously the ridged indigo stamp upon its back, ‘William Henderson & Sons, Photographic Studios. Madras, circa 1861’. He turned over the calotype. A much younger Reverend was laughing out at him. He stood beside another young man of stockier
         build, who seemed equally amused, struck a pose with a hand on his hip and the other thrust into the lapels of his jacket.
         ‘Who is he Reverend?’ Devanna asked timidly, as he placed the calotype on the table. Gundert continued to read as if he had
         not heard, then stopped suddenly, midway through the poem.
      

      
      ‘Olaf,’ he said curtly, picking up the calotype and slipping it back into the book. ‘The man you asked after, his name was
         Olaf.’ Glancing out of the window at the fading light, he shut the book with a snap and abruptly called an end to the lesson.
         Hurt by the Reverend’s brusqueness, Devanna silently gathered up his slate and left.
      

      
      Gundert sat alone in the classroom, the book still clasped in his hands. He ran his thumb slowly across its leather binding.
         Olaf. How many years had it been since he had said his name out loud? Olaf, beloved Olaf. Olaf and he, the best of friends,
         soulmates forever, running carefree through the woods. How beautiful Olaf had looked, the wind in his hair, laughing as his
         kite soared into the blue.
      

      
      Brothers in all but blood.

      
      It was later, when the first fuzz stippled their cheeks, that their world had begun to shift. Olaf was suddenly no longer as interested in their fishing expeditions, not even when old
         man Uwe came home with the largest trout anyone had ever seen in those parts. No longer as keen to go rabbit hunting or to
         romp in the woods with their dogs, Olaf preferred to lounge about the village square, inspecting the women passing by. ‘Her,’
         he would whisper to Gundert, nudging him sharply in the ribs each time a particularly nubile young thing appeared. To his
         pleasure, Olaf discovered the opposite sex found him equally attractive. He grinned at them, doffing his cap and winking cheekily,
         and was rewarded with blushing confusion, sidelong glances and, once or twice, even a wink back that turned his bones to soup.
      

      
      Hermann was disgusted. It infuriated him when the girls simpered coyly back at Olaf, the assessing looks they threw towards
         the breadth of Olaf’s chest filling him with revulsion. He stared them down coldly if they made the mistake of turning in
         his direction, and they soon left off making any overtures towards him. He had tried talking Olaf out of this new obsession.
         He put down the girls that Olaf fancied, pointing out the thick ankles of one, the long hairs matting the arms of another.
         Olaf was not to be deterred. ‘Oh, stop your griping,’ he said good-naturedly. ‘Go on, get one of your own, why don’t you,
         and taste their many pleasures.’
      

      
      ‘I have no intention,’ Hermann archly informed him, ‘of doing anything quite so crass.’

      
      Too proud to demand his friend’s attention, Hermann masked his hurt each time Olaf brushed him off, raising an eyebrow, or
         shrugging noncommittally when Olaf said he was too busy for him. ‘It will pass,’ he assured himself. ‘This is only a phase.
         Olaf will soon tire of these … these trollops.’ Soon it would be just the two of them again, Olaf listening drowsily in the afternoon sun as Hermann read aloud, Heine’s Rhampsenit
         perhaps, or even the Gods of Greece. But he knew, deep down, that he was losing his friend. He watched despairingly as Olaf
         caroused his way through the village, listened with feigned excitement as Olaf recounted each tryst, his own heart twisting
         with jealousy and dark, incomprehensible longing.
      

      
      The Church had been his succour. Hermann had always liked attending Mass, he enjoyed the coolness of the alabaster carvings,
         the angular pews and the contained lilt of the choir. He had always been a little in awe of the brothers, of the pristine
         whiteness of their robes and the inherent purity of their abstinence. Now he found himself drawn even more to the serene interiors
         of the local parish. He began to spend hours there, when the ache inside him grew unbearable and shame coated his tongue in
         a thick, inarticulate fuzz. He sat unnoticed in the shadowy recesses of the church, watching silently as petitioners trickled
         in with their unknown pleas for grace. In the stoic acceptance of one, the copious tears of another, the muttered recriminations
         of a third, Hermann seemed to find a temporary solace of his own.
      

      
      
         Christus, du Lamm Gottes, der du trägst die Sünde der Welt, erbarm dich unser.

         Christ, Lamb of God, you take away the sins of the world, have mercy on us.

      

      
      When the mission authorities had come to visit the village, seeking new recruits, Hermann had realised with a small frisson
         of shock that they were calling out especially to him. The Lord had in his infinite mercy shown him the way. He had left almost immediately for Basle to be confirmed, much to the
         distress of his parents. ‘Why?’ his mother had wept, ‘Why the Church when there is so much here for you? This land, the manor,
         all of it yours, why must you leave?’ Hermann had remained silent, denying the confusion that swirled within him, leaving
         without even bidding Olaf farewell.
      

      
      He had returned nearly two years later, collected and remote. He was ordained, trained in English, botany, history and the
         rudiments of medicine, fully equipped to spread the word of the mission across the seas. It was to be a brief visit home,
         a succinct farewell to his parents before he left with the mission for India. Word of his visit had spread rapidly through
         the village, however, as every bit of news did, and Olaf had come to visit. The old, verboten feelings began to stir at once
         within Hermann, shaking themselves free from the silt, surging through him with a force that had jolted his moorings.
      

      
      It was a morose and dejected Olaf who sat before him, jilted yet again and nursing a broken heart. Hermann listened distractedly
         to his outpourings of woe. He knew his friend well, knew he would bounce back soon enough from this latest episode. Hermann
         sat there, the very picture of composure, while Dante marched through his head keeping time with the ticking cuckoo clock:
      

      
      
         You shall leave everything you love most:

         this is the arrow that the bow of exile shoots first.

      

      
      Hermann’s eyes travelled hungrily over Olaf’s face, committing to memory the barely noticeable scar by his temple from when he had tripped in the woods, the amber tips of his eyelashes that turned bright gold in the sun.
      

      
      And suddenly, inspiration had struck.

      
      He had leaned impulsively forward, urging Olaf to travel with him to India. ‘Think about it,’ he pressed, ‘the mission needs
         volunteers. Spend a year there with us and when you return, it will be as a hero.’ He had suppressed the brief twinge of conscience
         by telling himself that he only had Olaf’s best interests at heart. They did need volunteers in India. The travel would give Olaf an opportunity to expand his horizons, pun unintended, to broaden his
         experience and get over being jilted.
      

      
      The plan, crazy as it was, appealed to Olaf’s fickle heart. India! What adventures they would have, Hermann and he. How Margarethe
         would weep when she heard that Olaf had left, how she would rue the day she had spurned him.
      

      
      They were soon on a steamer bound for Madras. Olaf climbed onto the railings enclosing the deck as the hazy shoreline finally
         hove into view. ‘India,’ he shouted. ‘Magical, ancient India!’ Hermann had stood by laughing, the taste of salt-spray on his
         lips, luxuriating in his friend’s excitement. ‘Hermann, you and I, we will change this country forever,’ Olaf declared, his
         eyes shining. ‘What stories we will tell upon our return. How will Margarethe ever be able to resist me?’
      

      
      They had the calotype taken not two hours after they had docked, giddy with youth, intoxicated by the smorgasbord of smells
         and sounds, spurred by Olaf’s enthusiasm and the large sign outside the photographer’s studio that said they took all manner
         of European currency.
      

      
      Tuberculosis, the doctor at the Our Lady of Mercy hospital had said dispassionately, not a month later. He saw it all the time. Hermann had wanted to claw his hands away as the doctor
         prodded at Olaf’s body, but he steeled his voice instead, courteously thanking the man for his time. He barely stirred from
         Olaf’s side all those weeks, cradling his beloved friend in his arms, murmuring words of comfort or contrition, he would never
         know which, into the sweat-soaked rankness of his hair. He had watched helplessly as Olaf deteriorated: the pfennig-sized
         clots of blood and mucus, the discharge that turned the golden lashes a sodden, muddy brown, the confusion rampant in his
         voice as he called out for his mother, for Margarethe.
      

      
      When Olaf died, Hermann knew, he knew without a doubt, that it was he who had killed him. As surely as if he had taken a pistol to his head. Olaf had come to India
         only at his urging, had died this awful death because of the desires snaking unspoken within Gundert’s weak, despicable heart.
      

      
      
         Hermann, you and I, we will change this country forever.

      

      
      Gundert had thrown himself into his work, as if determined to fulfil those sunny words singlehandedly. The young missionary
         was tireless, preaching the gospel, setting up schools, lobbying the local authorities and recruiting converts, working late
         into the night and rising earlier than anyone around him. No matter, though, how much he gave of himself, no matter how often
         he denied himself sleep, eventually the dreams would begin again.
      

      
      The church spire silhouetted against a clear spring day, and look, there were their kites waltzing in the air. ‘Hurry up Hermann,’
         Olaf would cry, racing through the forest, pine needles crunching under his feet. ‘Wait Olaf, wait for me,’ but Olaf charged on. No matter how fast Hermann ran, no matter how he begged, Olaf was always just ahead, just out of reach,
         laughing as he disappeared around the bend. Gundert would awake trembling, his hands still reaching towards a ghost long slipped
         through his fingers. He would stumble to the chapel, and there he would kneel, the name of the Lord on his lips, begging forgiveness
         over and over, until daylight began to bleed once more from the stained glass of the chapel windows.
      

      
      That morning, he would ask yet again to be transferred.

      
      Thunder boomed in the skies outside, startling Gundert out of his reverie. How long had he been sitting here? He slowly opened
         the window and put his hand out into the dark. It had started to rain some time earlier, and was now hammering down into his
         open palm. A blast of cool air whirled through the windows, tinged with wood smoke and jasmine and the faintest whiff of dung.
         A jackal howled in the distance, the sound carrying then fading in the wind.
      

      
      Gundert thought of his mother, of her fingers fluttering in distress upon his face like the wings of a bird, tracing his every
         feature as she bid him farewell. He thought of Olaf, cemented permanently in a land he had barely known, of the certainty
         he carried within himself that he too would be buried here one day. Brothers forever. He thought of Devanna, of the innocent purity of his face, the innate, inexplicable chord the boy had struck deep within
         him.
      

      
      For the first time since Olaf’s passing, Gundert felt peace stealing into his heart. The Lord had given him another chance
         with this boy, a surrogate son to call his own. ‘Rest in peace, Olaf,’ he whispered, the breeze snatching the words from his lips. ‘Mein Schatz, mein Liebling, farewell.’ He stood there a long time, until the novices came searching for him,
         the rain slashing at his face as he stared at the deluge outside, lightning forking and crackling, the skies weeping all the
         tears he had been unable to shed.
      

      
      Gundert intensified his mentoring, drawing a list each Saturday of the ground he was to cover with Devanna the following week.
         History and geography, language and literature – each month he raised the bar a little higher, and each month Devanna eagerly
         followed, blooming under the Reverend’s tutelage. The other Nachimanda children gathered curiously around as Devanna helped
         Devi with their homework in the evenings, and soon he began to teach them the alphabet too. He showed them the atlas that
         the Reverend had lent him, pointing out Germany and England and the numerous archipelagos that lay to the East. He taught
         them the poems he had learnt that week; ‘Ahostoff goldun daffadils’ they parroted, infusing Devanna with confidence.
      

      
      Suddenly it didn’t matter that he never did win any of the races that were conducted each year in the freshly ploughed, water-logged
         paddy fields or that he would never be the first up the mango trees or that he had never been the bal battékara at a hunt.
         Even the village bully sidled up to him one day, asking if he could learn some Inglis? Devanna flinched instinctively before
         he realised there was to be no box on the ears that day.
      

      
      Noone was more proud than Devi. Things shifted between the two; with Devanna no longer needing her constant guardianship,
         she began instead to look to him. When three baby cuckoos fell from their nest, squawking pathetically under the mango tree,
         it was Devanna she sought out, confident he would know what to do. When Muthavva fussed and scolded, he was the one she complained to; he would hear her out patiently,
         such a quizzical expression on his face that Devi would invariably catch herself mid-tirade and begin to giggle. When they
         ran barefoot through the fields, it was Devanna who knelt gently by her feet, picking out the thorns that sometimes breached
         her soles; he was the only one who didn’t laugh and tell her she was being silly when she confided just how much she hated
         bangles of any sort at all.
      

      
      When Devanna came to look back upon his life, it was these years that would seem to him the most perfect, the most untainted,
         suffused with the warm glow of memory.
      

      
      The time when a jackal had got at the chickens. Two of the hens had hatched their eggs and the courtyard was filled with the
         buttery fluffiness of their chicks. Devi and Devanna were woken one morning, however, not by cheeping but by a stream of abuse
         coming from the chicken coop. They ran to see what the commotion was about and peeped curiously from behind Thimmaya’s back
         as he stood cursing at the carnage. The jackal had killed willy-nilly, leaving a mess of half-chewed birds, entrails and bloody
         feathers in its wake. When Devi spotted what was left of the chicks, she started to cry. Thimmaya swung her into his arms,
         kissing the top of her head and telling her to be a brave Coorg, but although she swallowed her tears, she remained pale and
         subdued.
      

      
      Tayi packed wedges of raw mango dipped in salt with their lunch as a special treat and Muthavva fastened her silver anklets
         about Devi’s ankles for her to wear all that day, but the tears kept welling in Devi’s eyes. Devanna tried to cheer her up
         as they walked to school. ‘Look, Devi, look at those flowers,’ he said, pointing out a bunch of orchids spilling from the branches of an athi tree; ‘See, Devi, there,’ a spider’s web in the damp grass, dew drops glistening amidst its threads.
         The brilliant flash of a kingfisher, the bubbles in the paddy tanks that promised a fat fish lurking below, none of these
         were able to lighten her mood. Tukra, the servant boy accompanying them, even broke into a ridiculous dance, stomping on the
         ground with arms akimbo, knocking his knees together, leaping into the air and smartly clacking his heels, but Devi did not
         so much as smile.
      

      
      Then Devanna had a brainwave. ‘Let’s give the chicks a funeral.’

      
      She looked at him. ‘A funeral? What do you mean?’

      
      ‘Leave that to me,’ he said, improvising, ‘it will be a very special funeral, that’s all I can tell you.’ Devi brightened
         at last.
      

      
      Later that afternoon, they gathered the children of the Poleya servants by the banks of the crab stream. Devanna constructed
         a rough raft from twigs and banana leaves as Tukra watched agog. They dug out the mangled remains of the chicks from the rubbish
         heap and wrapped the stiff little bodies in the tufts of silk cotton from the pods that lay scattered on the ground. They
         lowered them gently into the raft, and then, scattering marigold petals over their silk cotton shrouds, her lips moving in
         silent, fervent prayer, Devi set the raft adrift.
      

      
      It twirled slowly in the eddies by the bank for a few moments. Devi bit her lip anxiously, watching. Then, as if following
         the shafts of sunlight piercing through the clouds, the raft, twisting back and forth, began merrily to pull away downstream.
      

      
      Devi watched raptly as it sailed away, watching until the last bit of silk cotton shroud disappeared over the horizon. It was then that she turned towards Devanna.
      

      
      He would never forget the way she smiled at him, her face luminous, seeming to be lit within by one, twenty, a thousand golden
         suns.
      

   
      
      Chapter 4

      
      The miniature raft that the children had set adrift spun down the stream intact, belying its flimsy construction. It sped
         past the village boundaries, ferrying its fragile cargo through the rolling hills that surrounded it; through groves of timber
         bamboo and open glades dotted with pink touch-me-nots; into and beyond the next village, neatly avoiding the pigs rooting
         by the banks. On it floated, past elegant knots of silver oak and rosewood, as the sun set and the stars came out. Through
         the night and into the dawn it journeyed, by herds of grazing bison and spotted deer, past sweet-scented bushes of wild rose
         and seven-layered jasmine and down over a waterfall where the stream poured into a fast-flowing river. It swirled through
         the green waters, gathering speed as it turned sharply into the jungle abutting the Kambeymada village. Here a stray eddy
         caught it and it was swept down one of the tributaries, finally coming to rest against the far side of a watering hole.
      

      
      The tiger crouched by the edge let out a low growl. It watched for a while as the raft continued to bob and then, sniffing
         the air suspiciously, the tiger slowly approached. It hooked the boat with one massive paw and nosed the stiff chicks. Losing
         interest, it sneezed, and splashing across the stream, made its way into the silent, gently steaming jungle. Its stomach distended
         from the hunt of the previous night, the tiger padded towards a patch of ferns sprouting under a shady pipal tree. It rubbed its face against the tree trunk, raising
         a muscular leg to further mark its territory with a jet of urine. Satisfied, it settled itself upon the ferns, and soon fell
         asleep.
      

      
      Some distance away, in the neighbouring village, the hunting party was preparing to set off. The trackers had returned earlier
         that morning, bearing good tidings. The ground was covered with hoof marks, the jungle flush with game. They were gathered
         now in the village green, along with the marksmen, the dog bearers and the Poleya drummers, squatting on their haunches as
         they mapped in the mud the routes they would take. The party would approach the selected area in a rough circle, the marksmen
         fanning out at one end with the best shots among them given the choicest spots. The drummers and the dog bearers would circle
         around to the other end, using the dogs and the drums to flush out the game.
      

      
      Each man checked once more the knives slung in his cummerbund – the short, sharp peechekathi at the waist and the heavier,
         broad-bladed odikathi at the back. The marksmen gathered up their guns as the village priest raised his hands to indicate
         the auspicious hour was upon them, and with a great cheering and banging of drums the party set off.
      

      
      Kambeymada Machaiah was near the head of the now silent column, maintaining a steady pace as he hacked through the underbrush
         with easy strokes of his odikathi. The site of the hunt was still some furlongs away, but they were making good time. How
         he had waited for the hunting season to begin. All through the transplanting season and the monsoon he had bided his time,
         itching to try out the percussion cap rifle he had bought in Mercara earlier that year. It hadn’t taken the trader long to convince him. The gun had belonged to
         an English soldier, he claimed, who, having finished his commission, was returning to England. Machu had picked up the rifle,
         gauged its heft in his hands, held it to his shoulder and lined up the sight. It was unquestionably a fine weapon, but no,
         it was entirely too expensive. Come, come, said the trader, this little thing? And what was money for the Kambeymadas anyway?
         This was a mighty weapon, meant for a mighty marksman. Who more worthy than Kambeymada Machaiah, winner of no fewer than five
         shooting contests in his village although he was no more than – twenty? Twenty-one? Ah, this gun was destined for him, it
         was almost as if it had been made for him and him alone. Hold it close to your ear and you could almost hear the barrel thrumming
         his name.
      

      
      Machu had laughed out loud at such blatant oiliness, but pleased by the flattery and carried away by the gleam of its barrel,
         he had bought the gun, quite forgetting even to bargain. It had lived up to its promise at the coconut-shooting contest earlier
         that week, just as he had known it would – a single shot, the coconut had exploded, and Machu had fortified his standing as
         one of the most redoubtable shots in the village.
      

      
      It would be a good hunt today, he could feel it in his bones.

      
      The party split up at a gently sloping hillock, the drummers and the dog bearers pushing on to skirt the base and a section
         of the forest beyond. The marksmen, meanwhile, spread out in a line around the summit, each man within sight of his neighbour
         to avoid being caught in the crossfire. They crouched silently in the damp grass waiting for the drums to start, chewing on
         the jaggery ottis that the women of the village had made especially for the hunt. Machu was stationed under a nandi tree, amidst a cluster of wild cardamom.
      

      
      The trackers had chosen well, he thought, picking at a cardamom pod, crushing its seeds between his fingers and releasing
         their warm scent into the air. There was a natural clearing in the tree cover just beneath where he sat, offering him a prime
         view of any game that might head his way. He squinted up at the sun. Another fifteen minutes or so, he calculated, for the
         drummers to reach their positions. The morning drizzle had ended, revealing a clear, beautiful sky. He shifted restlessly
         in the grass, feeling the warmth of the sun drifting across his shoulders.
      

      
      He glanced at the tree above him, scanning its branches for pythons. ‘Nothing, thank Ayappa,’ not that he had really expected
         any, but … and then he froze. He shut his eyes and slowly opened them again, but no, it was no mistake. He stood up and motioning
         to the tracker behind him, pointed silently at the tree. On its trunk, several feet above, were ten gouge marks.
      

      
      A tiger had stood exactly here, not long ago, rearing up on its hind legs to sharpen its claws on the bark.
      

      
      The tracker shook his head in wonder at the height of the marks, the span of the claws. The beast must be huge. He dropped
         on all fours, peering at the underbrush. ‘It must have moved later this morning,’ he whispered to Machu, ‘we didn’t see its
         spoor during our scout.’ Machu’s heart began to pound. A tiger. It had been years since a tiger was last hunted in Coorg.
         Ayappa Swami, let it come his way. A tiger, felled by his bullet, he would be a hero forever.
      

      
      The drums started up, shattering the quiet, joined a moment later by the frenzied barking of the dogs. The jungle stirred. There was a rustling in the underbrush and the marksmen took aim. A wild dog shot out and then another, yelping in
         fright. The hunters lowered their guns and waited. There was a distant thundering of hooves, getting closer and closer, so
         loud now it almost drowned out the drums. The marksmen lifted their guns in anticipation, but just as suddenly the sound swerved
         off into the distance. The herd had wisely turned aside. The men cursed and spat into the grass, but Machu remained silent.
         He wasn’t even watching the clearing, his eyes glued to the trees instead. A wild boar hurtled into sight. Machu saw his cousin
         take aim, out of the corner of his eye he saw the flash of gunpowder and heard the squeal of the boar as it fell. He noted
         with a strange detachment the men racing towards the animal to claim first privilege. The drums grew steadily louder but he
         stayed still. And then there it was.
      

      
      A bone-jarring, spine-crushing roar, shocking the marksmen, silencing even the drums for a terrifying instant.

      
      The jungle erupted. Animals scurried through the underbrush, monkeys gibbering in fright as they bounced up and down the vines.
         The drums started again, tentatively, as masses of parrots and mynahs burst from the trees, shrieking their warnings. Machu’s
         pulse quickened. This was what he had been waiting for. The tiger was on the move. The birds were flying frantically away from the slope, which could only mean one thing: the tiger was headed directly towards
         the hunters. Let the beast be caught in his sights, ‘Bless me Ayappa Swami, let it be my bullet alone that downs it.’
      

      
      He raised the gun to his shoulder, staring into the jungle. The drums grew louder still. Another deafening roar, making the
         hairs stand up on Machu’s neck, raising gooseflesh all along his forearms. And there it was, a liquid pour of orange and black, moving swiftly, gaining ground in vast leaps and bounds as it charged into the clearing.
      

      
      ‘Praise be to you, Ayappa,’ was Machu’s first thought. ‘What a magnificent creature.’ He dropped to one knee, the tiger firmly
         in his sights. ‘Hold, hold, stay steady, NOW.’ The gun coughed ineffectually, thudding against his shoulder. ‘Son of a whore!
         Not now, don’t fail me now.’ He slammed back the breech and fired again. The bullet flew out of the gun this time, but the
         stuck breech had shifted the focus of the weapon. The bullet sped, off by a fraction of a millimetre, sailing left past the
         tiger’s ear to slam into its shoulder instead. The beast stumbled, righted itself, then raced on. Machu knelt, frozen in horror.
         He had missed. Kambeymada Machaiah, ace shot of the village, had missed. They would whip his legs with thorned branches as penalty for
         missing his target, whip him like a rank amateur.
      

      
      The drums filled his ears, or was it his heartbeat? He heard guns being reloaded all around him, saw a barrel being raised
         to his right. Another second and the tiger would pass by, be lost to him forever. ‘AYY …’ he shouted, jumping to his feet
         and pounding after it. His odikathi was in his hand although he had no memory of sliding it from his cummerbund. He dashed
         down the slope, gravel flying under his feet. ‘Son of a whore, where are you running, AYY.’ The tiger whirled around to face
         him, eyes ablaze. ‘What perfection,’ Machu thought again. Time slowed. The jungle was a green blur, he was vaguely aware of
         the other hunters trying to take aim, but he was now in their crosshairs. It was only him and the big cat.
      

      
      The wounded tiger crouched, muscles rippling beneath striped, massive shoulders. For an instant they stared straight at one another, man and beast. Machu was filled with a wild, primeval fury. The sky above, the ground below seeming to meld
         together as the blood rushed to his head. The past, the future, name, identity, all falling away unimportant, his energies,
         his very being locked in on one elemental equation: the hunter and the hunted.
      

      
      The tiger roared again, deafeningly loud, and then, almost before he saw it move, it sprang. Machu moved with an ancient instinct,
         the blood of his ancestors in his veins, the veera singing in his ears. ‘Swami Ayappa!’ He leapt too, in that very instant,
         towards the cat, coming up just under its breast.
      

      
      Massive paws, the size of his head. Long, pointed teeth, Swami Ayappa, he had not known they could be this long. Fetid, foul-smelling
         breath. Orange, such a vivid orange, the colour of the sun as it rose above the fields, smeared with the soot of the night.
         Clutching the rifle by its barrel, he smashed its butt upwards against the tiger’s jaw. The beast swerved slightly in mid-air.
         Machu dropped to his knee, unnoticing as it smashed into a rock. The tiger was going to fall on top of him. Those claws. His other hand rose, the same graceful motion with which he cored the colocasia plants that sometimes clotted the fields.
         The sun, glinting from the blade of the odikathi, the fur, such a bright orange, of the tiger. Past skin, through flesh, his
         blade sinking deep. ‘Mine!’ Machu gasped, ‘You are mine!’ The warm gush of blood, the weight of the animal, pushing down on
         his blade. The splatter of putrid stomach juices across his face, those paws swinging towards him, and still he dug the odikathi
         in, deep, deep into the tiger’s guts. You are mine. They crashed to the ground, the tiger falling across his chest.
      

      
      The jungle came sharply into focus for an instant and then everything was dark.
      

      
      The day after the tiger hunt, much to Devanna’s consternation, Pallada Nayak paid a visit to the Mission. He sailed into the
         classroom, oblivious to the Reverend’s purse-lipped disapproval. ‘Ayy Devanna, there you are monae,’ the Nayak called cheerfully.
         ‘Why are you sitting like a nervous mouse, at the edge of your chair, on only half your buttocks?’
      

      
      The Nayak turned to the Reverend. He had come, he boomed, on behalf of Devanna’s father to invite the Reverend to a very special
         celebration in the Kambeymada village. A nari mangala was going to be held there, for the first time in almost three decades.
         Since Devanna’s presence was required, he would not be attending school for the remainder of the week. Offering no further
         explanation, the Nayak then whisked Devanna away.
      

      
      When Devi returned home that evening, pouting because Devanna had been allowed to leave his classes in the middle of the day
         but not she, Thimmaya ruffled her hair, amused. ‘How would you like to attend a tiger wedding?’ he asked.
      

      
      ‘Tigers get married? Where? How?’ asked a startled Devi, all petulance forgotten. Thimmaya laughed, telling her she would
         have to see for herself, they were going to a tiger wedding in Devanna’s village the next day.
      

      
      ‘Tayi, did you hear, I am going to a tiger wedding!’ Devi ran into the kitchen. ‘A tiger wedding, a tiger is getting married
         and he has called me to his wedding.’ Devi sang all that evening until an exasperated Muthavva shouted at her to be silent.
         ‘A tiger wedding …’ Devi sang on sotto voce, ‘what does she know, I am going to a tiger wedding …’
      

      
      *
      

      
      She was up before sunrise, needing none of the usual cajoling to get her out of bed. She wriggled impatiently as Muthavva
         braided her hair and lined her eyes with lampblack, leaning from the window to call out to the sleepy Poleyas who were hitching
         the oxen to the cart in the mist-filled courtyard below. ‘Ayy, did you hear I am going to a tiger wedding? Tukra!’ she yelled
         as she spotted the servant boy, ‘Are you coming too?’ Tukra dolefully shook his head. ‘Oh … Well, don’t you fret,’ Devi called
         again, ‘when I come back, I will tell you everything that happened, minute by minute.’
      

      
      ‘Will you stop distracting the servants and let them finish their work?’ Muthavva scolded. ‘Stand straight or your plait will
         be all crooked.’ Finally the cart was loaded, Tayi had finished her morning prayers and Thimmaya, the children and Tayi set
         off for the Kambeymada village. Devi pestered them with questions all the way. Why hadn’t anyone told her about tiger weddings
         before? Did fish and birds get married too? Did the tigress have to wear a sari?
      

      
      ‘You’ll just have to wait and see,’ her brother Chengappa said grinning, ‘and you’d better be nice to the bride or she will
         eat you alive.’
      

      
      Thimmaya smiled as he listened to the banter. It was good they had left early, they would be in the Kambeymada village by
         dusk. Some of these stretches were notorious for wild elephants and he did not want to risk an encounter. He let his fingers
         drift over his matchlock. They would be fine … and elephants or not, he would not have missed the tiger wedding for anything.
         When was the last time a tiger had been hunted in Coorg? Twenty years ago? Thirty? Even earlier?
      

      
      They arrived at the Kambeymada village a little past sundown. The sky was a swollen, luscious purple, like an overripe jungle fruit, its skin rent here and there to reveal the
         first of the stars. The young men of the village stood at the entrance to the green welcoming the guests, and women flitted
         about like fireflies, filling and refilling the brass urns of water afloat with fragrant rosebuds and tulasi. Devi perfunctorily
         splashed some of this perfumed water over her face and hands as she searched excitedly for Devanna, but it was too crowded
         to see very far.
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