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This book is for my mother and father who made me believe that books are the most precious possessions, and to my daughter Bambi who helps me find meaning in the mundane. This is also for the millions of Indians who challenge the odds in their daily revolutions.
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Author’s Note




‘At least we tried,’ says Animesh Mitra, the cult literary Naxalite who came from small-town Jalpaiguri to Calcutta and got sucked into the ‘revolution’. Released from jail after the Left Front came to power, Animesh is paraplegic due to severe torture and comes out of the prison to find his partner Madhobilata waiting for him. She is a struggling schoolteacher and lives in a one-room shanty with their six-year-old son Arko.


– Samaresh Majumder, Uttoradhikar, Kalbela1 and Kalpurush (a searing account of Naxal Bengal of the 1970s)





When I was growing up in the 1970s and ’80s, Bengali literature, to which I was more exposed than perhaps that of any other language, had two fundamental themes – Partition and the Naxal uprising. The novels and accounts I read then left an indelible impression on my young mind about the need for a revolution and ‘class struggle’ – that had begun as it were in Naxalbari where peasant guerilla movements were organized as a means of capturing power. Led by the revolutionary communists, the idea of the working class claiming power and changing the world appeared immensely seductive to the peasants. They were then referred to as Naxals and as a group, believing in the ‘annihilation of class enemies’ and Chairman Mao’s ideology, they were later rechristened as Maoists.


I have spent most of my working life so far studying the lives of people in what we casually refer to as ‘conflict zones’. The Adivasis living along what the government calls the ‘Maoist corridor’ and the eight states referred to as India’s North East are among them. I gathered that the people in the Maoist corridor are marginalized in every way, and have only themselves and their spoken words to indicate who they are. Ethnographers and anthropologists will have different perspectives and methodologies when trying to interpret these people. As a journalist and chronicler, I approached them through a completely different route.


For a broadcast journalist, writing a book is like editing a film with an abundance of visual footage from where one must choose the sequences and the points of view to tell the story. I was sure whose story I would be telling – Claudio’s of course – but I also had to ponder deeply to understand the questions, the whys and wherefores surrounding the Adivasis which led to Claudio’s crisis.


In 2011, I was appointed Chair, Internal Security, and Senior Fellow at the Institute for Defence Studies and Analyses in New Delhi. I wanted to pursue field-based research to see what the state response has been towards long-running insurgencies in India, the CPI (Maoist) being one of them. My view was that in the absence of a national policy to address such insurrections, the state has been engaged in a protracted ad hoc mechanism of dealing with the resistance without really addressing the problem. To study this, I visited Koraput and Malkangiri in Odisha. I also wanted to explore the dynamics the Adivasis have with the extreme left-wing Maoists. I was certain that viewing Adivasis as Maoists or Maoist sympathizers is a stereotype we have perpetuated and that Maoists have only found Adivasis a convenient and vulnerable group to help sustain the party.


When I reached Malkangiri, I was confronted by monuments of Maoist control – brick-red three-storeyed tombs of ‘Maoist martyrs’. Several such monuments dot the landscape. Maoist signposts and welcome plaques were common sights. This is what the then Indian prime minister, Dr Manmohan Singh, may have meant in his address at a chief ministers’ meet on Naxalism in 2006 when he said, ‘They are trying to establish “liberation zones” in core areas where they are dispensing or claiming to be dispensing basic state functions of administration, policing and justice. It is a cause for great concern that civil administration and police are periodically absent in some of these areas.’


On the ground, the Maoists are seen as opportunists. They are very organized. For example, they raise issues of development but at the same time they vehemently oppose any developmental activity. Their organizational strength has been tested at various levels. A beleaguered police force has no confidence to take them on. The police believe that areas such as Koraput and Malkangiri will continue to be safe havens and the Maoists will not launch major offensives as long as they are allowed to operate in an administrative vacuum. The government seems okay with that.


In 2012, I had the extraordinary opportunity of joining an excursion into an Adivasi settlement in Odisha to follow the story of two Italian men abducted by the Maoists operating in the area. In that impossible trek through the jungles of Kandhamal, I found the anchor to the stories I had been researching and trying to tell.


The idea of the book came a year later when I was touring with my first book Che in Paona Bazaar, in which I tried to weave a series of real-life stories from a conflict zone to connect some dots that defy all stereotypes. I was thinking of the dots in the Maoist–Adivasi resistance, a story that is as old as I am today and a story with which I have literally grown up.


In the course of my research at the Nehru Memorial Museum and Library in New Delhi, I was going through reams and reams of pages on the Maoist/Naxal ‘uprising’ and tribal resistance, but couldn’t identify a definitive study that explored the protracted Maoist movement woven with the Adivasi struggle and its reality. I imagined that if I pegged the hostage crisis I was a part of in the larger Maoist movement, it could perhaps provide an on-the-ground understanding of ‘tribal militancy’ and the Maoist ‘revolution’ that is still ‘unfinished’.


In that sense, this book is part reportage, part personalized ethnography and part memoir. I didn’t choose Kandhamal, it happened to me. I chose Koraput and Malkangiri because of their strategic importance given how they blur the Odisha, Jharkhand, Andhra and Chhattisgarh borders and this is where the Maoists find their roots. I wanted to see these places as an integral part of larger political and historical institutions but from the ground, up close and intimate.


In this book, I have tried to describe the kinds of experiences we have had in our coverage of the hostage crisis not only from my point of view, but through the many parties involved in it: the hostages, the inhabitants and the Maoists themselves. I believe the conversations and arguments provide a fresh window to the tribal world, the conflict within and a war that has been studied in isolation for years.


Every story or history has multiple realities: what really happened and the various perceptions of what happened. It has facts and figures – sometimes incorrect – and then images and words wherein the facts and figures find their place. Unfortunately, much of what is known today is through mass media that records real-time stories and shapes perceptions. It is like a self-generating cell that spreads through the body polity. As a journalist reporting conflict, I felt I had the power to tell the story the way I wanted to and thus create the image I wanted to project. This is dangerous because the limits of depiction and the language of mass media deny the unimaginable and unspeakable. It may repudiate the thread of history in picking and choosing the story and the location according to its own liking. For instance, a masked Maoist carrying a gun would invariably be an Adivasi man or woman – that is both correct as well as incorrect. The recognizable image is indeed erroneous, but to point out the error would require an understanding of how this image was created and how it has sustained itself.


It would be useful to refer to the February 1856 issue of The Illustrated London News which featured sketches of the ‘Suppression of Santhal Insurrection’ of 1855–56 by Captain Walter Stanhope Sherwill,2 a revenue surveyor of the British government in India, that created the perception of Santhals as criminals. The visual discourse on counterinsurgency has often been mediated by coercive agents of the state and later, after the suppression of the insurgency, passed on by the same agents to more popular forces such as mass media.


Halfway through the book, I returned to my fieldwork in the Koraput–Malkangiri area of Odisha, travelling through India’s ‘liberated zones’. I had started my work imagining that the Naxal movement was only a story of splits and mergers, with violence as its guiding principle, but in that journey I was absorbed by the utter deprivation of a people whose own history of resistance was conveniently appropriated by the Naxals. These people had lost the ability to speak for themselves and, if they did, it was seen as dissent that needed to be crushed by both sides wielding guns.


Past and present are juxtaposed in this narrative of a hostage crisis, the fifty-year-old Maoist/Naxal movement and the tribal resistance which spans over 200 years and one that is a continuing story. It is not a book of history or ethnography, but a preview of an India that is perceived as very remote and primitive.


When I decided to revisit Naxalbari, West Bengal, in 2014 to meet Shanti Munda – the only surviving ‘comrade’ of the ‘uprising’ – my then fourteen-year-old daughter asked me about the significance of the place. I told her and she was curious how such an important milestone finds no mention in her history book. This is more than an oversight, because the Adivasi story is only referred to when a bomb explodes or an ambush kills and security persons are sent in to dominate the conflict zone.


The world has changed out of measure and the revolutionary literature I was steeped in has since moved in new directions. However, the stereotypical representations of the Adivasis have only deepened. The exploitation has become institutionalized and the Maoists have sustained their business of violence because of this. There is no change in the horizon but it may be useful to put these facts into perspective to understand why the heartland of India’s geography is the source of the longest conflict between the people and the state.




Prologue


He does not seem to accept defeat easily and wants to play another game but that too ends in the same manner. In a rather comical and puerile way, he then tries to change the pieces on the board, claiming strange rules.


There is little conversation between the two chess players now. One’s face is taut, striving to appear in control, and the other victorious but indifferent. The chessboard is perched on a dead tree trunk lying on the ground. Both players straddle the trunk, with cotton towels over their faces to keep away the harsh sun and the buzzing flies. Around them people carry on with their chores, paying no attention to the two men in their forties, battling it out with their respective armies.


Someone comes up and wants to share something with him and he finds another excuse to restart the game, saying he has been distracted. He catches my friend making a move while he is talking and says that it is against the rules. He recasts his strategies and castling moves. The gun by his side is of little use in trying to protect his kingdom on the chessboard. In three moves my friend throws his horseman out and advances the army towards the palace gates. The gunman’s elephants are not good enough to defend the gates and give way to an unstoppable brigade. This is the third successive defeat he is on the verge of suffering and each one makes him more irritable. But he will not go down fighting. He gets up before the game is over and announces that it is time for him to get some work done, indicating that if he continues he would have surely defeated my friend.


•


It is surreal. In the middle of a jungle in Kandhamal in Odisha, where it is unbelievably hot and humid, two men – an abductor and a captive – are engrossed in a game of chess. The hostage is winning repeatedly and the captor is frustrated with defeat after defeat. The captive’s life hangs on the whims of the captor whose existential crisis now is about losing chess matches to a man he holds prisoner. He feeds the hostage fruits and cashew nuts and bread and butter with mashed potatoes, bartering their lives for his demands. And he hates to lose.


The hostage belongs to a different world, thousands of kilometres away, and the captor is the commander of an armed underground left-wing extremist party that has been fighting the Indian security forces for years. Held at gunpoint with no certainty about his life, the hostage challenges the captor to this series of games and hands out a humiliating defeat.


While they are at play, hundreds of people are searching for them. Television networks are playing up the news every day – of the ‘abduction drama’ and ‘hostage crisis’. Negotiators are having endless sessions with the government authorities. Security forces are planning their next move. But here, under the scorching sun in a burning forest, where there is danger of an attack every moment, the chess players play on, oblivious to their surroundings.




PART I




23 March 2012


A bustling market where townspeople meet to discuss life and other mundane things over tiny cups of tea, flat rice with gram and vadas with sambar. A tar road leads from the intersection towards the forest guest house, one of the few landmarks of the town. The place has hardly any accommodation to offer to the more than forty journalists and photographers camping in the township. In one of the alleys is a house where we have been staying for the past one week. Kailash Dandapat runs an NGO, Jagruti, from this house. Dandapat is a middle-aged man who is very hospitable and helpful. He avoids political discussions but is always enthusiastic about sharing any other information.


He had put us up in a very hot room with two single beds and a narrow strip for a bathroom. The house is a one-storey concrete structure with a large dormitory and two other rooms. The backyard has a well, a garden of jackfruit and mango trees, and a vegetable patch. Across the fence are fields where the paddy is growing. Beyond the fields the hills start rising.


For days, we had made the small room he had given us our home. Three people could be under mosquito nets on the two beds, while the one sleeping on the floor had to cover his face with a sheet to escape mosquito bites. The temperature goes up to 48 degrees and there are regular power cuts for long hours. This is the ‘suite’ in the house; the other hall is like a dormitory accommodating scores of other journalists who had arrived after the news of the abduction. None of them have ever heard of this place nor did they have any idea what to do once they got here. So they just waited for news of the release. In these areas, one doesn’t venture out much without the permission of the Maoists themselves.


Mornings are early because nights are insufferable and the only cool air is an hour before sunrise. It is during this early morning hour that the town market temporarily livens up with gossip from the district headquarters on local development and contractor funds. The night bus from Bhubaneswar also arrives during this time. Rows of food stalls serve hot sambar, vada, dosa and various other snacks including kheer. The food is served in bowls and dishes made of siyali patta, leaves, the only cash trade the tribal villagers engage in. They make leaf bowls and dishes and bring them to the market every day to earn a little money.


A few hundred feet from the market is the police station where Claudio and Paulo had registered their arrival before they disappeared. They were apparently warned of Maoist activity in the region. But Maoist activity is not some flag march of a uniformed army that carries on all the time so they ignored the cautionary message and proceeded. There is nothing, absolutely nothing to indicate that there is danger ahead.


In Glass Garden, the only restaurant in the town, journalists gather for lunch and early dinner. The way the food is served is interesting: bowls of paneer, chicken, vegetables, fritters and dal come in a huge tray which is placed in the middle of the table. The man at the counter looks like his father in the photograph on the wall behind him, garlanded with withered flowers. They do brisk business here. The Italian abduction is not a matter of interest, neither is Maoism. But two kilometres away the soundscape changes if you were to venture out. There are no signposts, no landmines or even police patrol but the dissonance with the rest of the world is what strikes one at first.


Daringbari is infamous for poor cell phone connectivity. The network comes once a week and the blame is laid on the state machinery that prefers it to be a blind zone so that Naxal communication is affected. And recently, cables were snapped while road construction work was going on and therefore it has become a zone of no communication. Within the town limits, the insiders and outsiders engage in speculations about the abduction and release of two men about whom people know very little. A lot of the talk is about why they were in such a nondescript part of the country. Some say they were sent by Indian intelligence agencies to spy on Maoist hideouts. Others say foreigners come to sexually exploit tribal women. While one man who claims deep insights into the developments orders another glass of tea and nods his head twice to dismiss all opinions; he pronounces, in a tone of finality, that the Maoists staged this abduction with the help of their Italian comrades to escape from the heat of police operations and get some of the comrades freed.


Daringbari is also known for snow during winter, a rather curious climatic phenomenon given Odisha’s terrain. It is a township that is somehow lost in itself, a tea break for long-distance travels across the state. Its anonymity helps the Maoists to operate with little or no administrative disruption. This is probably the first time the town has been witness to so much activity, with hordes of media crew all over the place.


About fifteen TV outside broadcast vans of various local and national networks have been hounding us for almost a week, assuming that we have news from the jungle. Each time we step out, we are tracked. Yes, we are hopeful of news reaching us first, but not a word has come to us in almost a week now. The morning holds a very good chance, so we quietly prepare ourselves, mostly keeping indoors so as to not give away our excitement.


By noon I ask one of the team members to fetch a few essentials we may need. Our preparations involve a few oranges, bottles of water and some dry fruits. These are not the usual precautionary steps that anybody should follow in such circumstances, but in the absence of any mandatory guidelines we take things casually, possibly putting ourselves at grave risk. The indication we had received was that the hideout was quite close by and it would take all of four hours to return with the news.


Around 3 p.m., the missive arrives and we discreetly step out of that hot, insufferable room and drive out in the red jeep as if to grab some lunch in Glass Garden. Instead of getting off we veer into an alley and through the back lanes of a row of houses to arrive at the road adjacent to the police station. It would take us to our destination. As the vehicle moves up an incline we are spotted by a motorcycle-borne man who slows down a few seconds but then speeds in the direction he was headed. We ignore the warning sign.


Though it is March, it is a scorching summer’s 4 p.m. The villages look half deserted and hungry. The homes are shanty and it is an unlikely hour for city vehicles to travel on this road. The narrow stretch across the ghat meanders through pine trees and arrives at ginger fields. The last shop on this route is a dhaba that agrees to serve us some scrambled eggs and rice-based hard balls. There are no other customers. The charcoal fire heating our tea is now an ember; perhaps it’s time for them to shut down.


Before we can even finish our meagre lunch, a convoy of the TV outside broadcast vans accompanied by many other vehicles arrive with almost a vengeance. The man on the motorcycle must have carried the news to the eager crowd of people on the prowl. We have been caught and now we can no longer proceed. We pretend to shoot the dhaba, speaking to the owners and locals around, going about our business as it were. We say we want to do a story on turmeric and ginger. It is not convincing at all and we give in, admitting that yes, we have information but clearly that is going to be of no use since we are now exposed and therefore we are aborting the operation. Our planning was flawed but this is the best we could have done under the circumstances.


After attempting to impress upon the several crews of journalists that it is ridiculous to follow a Maoist trail with an entourage of four-dozen men, we pretend to give up on the opportunity and start driving back to the base, though not before promising that if we manage to get any information we would share some of it. At an intersection, we take a U-turn and this time nobody chases us. This is our final chance and we find ourselves back on the trail we were meant to take towards the hideout. We are already late and that is not good.


We reach a culvert and wonder if this is where the red jeep is supposed to halt, open its bonnet and wait for further signs – they had specified that it should be the red jeep only. There are two culverts on the way and there is no way to determine where to halt. A private contractor is supervising road construction in an area where nobody ventures without prior approval of the people in control. Instructions here are given in bits and pieces but followed very carefully.


After a long wait we spot a man twirling his cap around his finger and sauntering towards the vehicle. But he walks past without giving us any signals. We get down, restlessly pacing around a half-constructed community centre and some houses with curious onlookers, though it is not advisable to be out in public in this way. Information about outsiders in these parts travels very fast.


A little later, almost camouflaged against the sparse forest, two tribal men in torn clothes discreetly signal us to follow them. One of them is in a lungi and a holey vest, the other in dirty oversized trousers and a torn red T-shirt, his face half covered with a red chequered cotton towel. One is tall and the other short; one won’t smile, while the other can’t stop grinning.


A few paces along the track and the road is no longer visible behind us. Ahead, the forest appears broken. The men stop and hand over a thin stick no longer than six centimetres. Without uttering a word, they indicate that the stick be broken in the middle. It is a hollow twig that snaps easily. We look at them, puzzled, holding the broken stick. One of them indicates where to look: inside one end of the stick is a piece of rolled paper tied with a thread. The paper is a letter welcoming us to the jungles with a brief warning that the number of people should not exceed six and no one should have followed or seen us. We were six; my colleagues Sampad Mahapatra and Biswajit Das and then Sandeep Sahu, Subhrakanta Nayak and Dayanidhi Dash. On our way up here, we were indeed spotted but we let that pass. As soon as the note is read, the taller of the two guides takes the paper back and chews it up, leaving no evidence.


We are now walking on uneven, trackless terrain, with burned and slashed vegetation. It feels as though we’ve entered the heart of the forest almost immediately. The heat is intense. Both the guides move ahead as the flat land suddenly meets a steep slope that one can cross only by running down. Each of us has been given a stick to help us walk on the rough terrain. At the base of the slope is a grove of prickly plants which we negotiate to emerge in a clearing with a water body. There are no human or animal or bird sounds. It is still and dull. With the sun about to set, the walk is now uphill.


Drinking water is already running out. The plan was to return in four hours but now it seems a remote possibility. The guides will not speak and so there is no way of knowing how long this will take. After two hours of traversing that uneven surface, everybody is weary and thirsty. I hold back a few oranges I had carried in my backpack. One crew member has high blood pressure and his legs are giving up, the other has an excruciating backache. I feel it is a suicide mission to go on further.


The light drops with one stroke and the unprepared crew can now barely walk. With the tight-lipped guides unwilling to give us a breather, the camera lights come to the rescue showing us the path ahead. There is no hint of a breeze, no light source in the distance, and the only sounds are the crackle of dead leaves beneath our feet and our heavy breathing. Tired feet trip on the incline and people fall over each other, but there is no time to sit and rest. One must walk. This is a cattle track where the animals walk on a horizontal line on the slope. It appears that we are nearing the edge of the forest but at every turn we take there is more darkness ahead. The heat seems to be increasing and the body surrendering to the sapping walk. If there was an option we would have abandoned this trek and returned. Now it is too late.


Every minute is stretched in time and every unwilling step seems to extend the route further.


At last, the forest clears out. Ahead, enveloped in pitch darkness, is probably a paddy field. The land is now flat and the earth is softer. Tired bodies throw themselves on the damp grass experiencing an almost hallucinatory effect. Are we really where we are? Where are we? Did we walk all evening or was that just a delirious dream? There is not a drop of water to drink; the oranges had to be given away to others. But there is little respite. The guides won’t let us rest and recover, saying there is a village nearby and any sound at this hour of the night will wake them up. Alarmed villagers could mean news travelling out. The tungsten camera lights had to be put out lest we are identified. So we are led through pitch dark marshy land and it is as bad as walking blindfolded.


We walk through streams and trees and fields rising up and coming down like a bumpy road leading to the dark sky. An unknown force pushes the walkers ahead and there is no turning back; one must move on. The guides are now using a slim torch with blue illumination, the kind used in the villages. It is the last lap of the journey, or so one is told.


In batches of two, people are being taken through a grove. Sandeep, a fellow journalist, is familiar with this terrain, but being unwell, is finding it difficult to carry on. However, there is no option but to move forward. Sandy’s cell phone plays a few Kishore Kumar songs to overcome the eeriness. The battery dies out and it is the forest night sounds again. Glowworms keep us company. We are no longer trying to keep up any enthusiasm; we are not even looking at each other, leave alone talking. We know this has been a huge mistake.


Finally, there’s a village where everyone rushes for the well. Buckets full of water are poured on the head and hands to cool ourselves down and everybody takes turns to quench the last few hours of thirst. The sensation of water on skin and the knowledge that we are amongst people is reassuring. We are seated on the verandah of a school and there is hardly any conversation. The legs are numb and the bodies stretch themselves to regain some equilibrium. The village is asleep and one of the guides is now replaced. The shorter of the two stays on and a brash young boy joins in. He does not appear friendly and is used to giving instructions. He probably has a gun on him.


We are now huddled into one mud-baked room with some farming implements and hanging clothes and a cooking corner with the remnants of dinner. Its owner, a village schoolmaster, we are informed, has gone on leave. It is dark and we are now allowed to switch on the camera light.


A dinner of dal with potatoes and rice has been served and strict instructions have been left by the new guide to sleep early. Before daybreak the journey must resume. After dinner, the plates are taken away and some water provided to wash our hands in the backyard.


With just a couple of hours left for daybreak, fidgety bodies try to get some rest though they are angry at the breach of promise; the four-hour journey has already become eight and there is no clarity on when and where this would end. The crew can hardly talk but sleep does not come easily with extreme exhaustion. Cigarette smoke should not carry to villagers because apparently the residents do not know of the presence of strangers. The half night is spent tossing about, filled with uncertainty.


*


24 March 2012


Before daybreak, the village is already waking up as the guides force the crew to start moving. In the haze of the dawn, the village looks like a smoky watercolour about to burst into activity. Most of the houses are barely holding their walls together. A woman is pounding rice on her verandah and another two are drawing water from the well. They pretend not to notice me. We must not be seen by anyone, but surely, they know who we are and why we are here.


A herd of cows leave early for grazing, moving in the direction from where we arrived last evening. In the morning light, the area is no longer as frightening as it had seemed when we were forced to walk in the dark. The trees now appear in rows and and the undulating terrain with the paddy fields and streams is rather pretty. Night has its own invincibility and the mere inability to see through the darkness makes it terrifying. The team takes the road that travels below the village. It is unlikely that the villagers did not sense our arrival and departure. The police surely will have informers amongst them as well, hence the cautious movements to escape notice.


It is downhill now. The terrain is slightly different and daylight brings some hope. The team stops at a large stream to wash and defecate and freshen themselves up before another unending walk. There is a clearing with stone benches for traveller to rest. It is a serene morning and the sun rises from a range of hills, a tall tree silhouetted against it.


Unlike yesterday’s journey, this one is along a track used by villagers but precarious for outsiders not used to such terrain – narrow ridges between massive boulders hanging halfway into nothing. The sticks are ornamental swords to motivate the team members but of no use on the slippery ground. With nothing to eat or drink and a steep rocky mountain to cross and half the crew feeling sick, the journey is getting increasingly worrying. The guides are not happy with the slow progress of the crew but they say nothing. We pass by haystacks, ramshackle huts and burned grass. An odd villager is seen walking by but carefully bypasses our route perhaps to avoid any conversation with the guides. Nobody likes to talk to guns.


After hours of tumbling up and down there is some flat land and a dirty stream from where the plastic bottles are refilled. I have given up hoping for anything at all – water, food, a story or even our safety. These areas are mined and it feels as though we are being constantly monitored by invisible eyes to ensure we are not government agents. The guides still haven’t revealed how far we are going and how long it will take. How long can we hold on? It is an utterly frustrating, insane situation to be in. Caught in a time warp, these self-styled guerillas live with their own outdated notions of changing the world. They have no idea what they want or where they are headed. We all rant in our heads but we know we have brought this upon ourselves.


The three sick team members are given a thatched shelter to catch some sleep while the rest carry on. A knee-deep stream has to be crossed. But the flow of water is strong. At one point while I am halfway across the water trying to balance on the wet rocks, the guides disappear with a warning that the police may be ahead. They have spotted the marks of canvas shoes on the dusty village road. There is a possibility that we have been followed. Villagers would have seen us driving and the convoy of journalists who came after us could have given the police some leads. It is also possible that some of them may have gone back and reported our movement to the police. Either way we could be in real trouble.


We are told to keep walking and if confronted by the security forces we would have to make up a story. It is unlikely they would believe our story. One look at us and they would know we don’t have a clue where we are. Quite often security forces target journalists in conflict zones alleging that we help the cause of the militants. Many have been intimidated and even killed. If we are caught here they could easily shoot us, saying it was an encounter.


With no sign of the guides, we decide to catch some rest against the rocks by the stream. The weariness, hunger, heat and thirst are almost too much. There is no evidence of police anywhere. The nearby village is not surprised at the presence of strangers or maybe they are trained to not react to new faces. I go around the village looking for the guides and filling some more water from the bore well pump. Villagers notice me but they look the other way. I walk like a zombie and now nothing matters as long as I can get some sleep. Every fibre of the body is resisting any further walks. The mind is lifeless. I want to throw myself in the dirty stream and just lie there. Only flowing water can cure me now.


One of the guides emerge from nowhere and lead us a few paces across the stream into a clearing.


At last two young men in lungis carrying guns can be spotted, indicating the destination must be close. They have charpoys and they serve a welcome drink of glucose water along with biscuits. There is no hurry in their movements but this is surely not the place where we were supposed to have reached the previous evening. The men appear pleasant but there is little communication so the uncertainty continues. They keep smiling with an air of authority that can only come from the guns hanging by their side.


My body slumps over the charpoy in weary numbness. But, uncomfortable amidst these people, I sit up though I can’t help reclining intermittently. The men talk amongst themselves, move towards the forest and speak on the radio; this exercise continues for some time till they all start looking stupid to me. I am just watching them inertly. I want to throttle them, take their guns and tell them it is not a joke, but I can barely move.


I try speaking to them but we don’t understand each other. We try to impress upon them the urgency of meeting their commander or whoever is their head as well as bringing up the rest of the team who were left behind. Some food would help, we tell them. But it is hard to determine whether the men have understood us. They just smile stubbornly. After several minutes of anxious radio messages, the three of us are led up a hill track that winds through ancient boulders and dead leaves. Two other men with guns and faces covered are sitting on guard and there is nothing else to disturb the hot and humid air.


Patience has already run out but that is of little help in trying to convey the urgency. I’m not even sure whether we have reached our destination. I kick the leaves, as I have been doing through most of our torturous journey, and look around. It feels like we’ve been taken captive and are searching for ways to escape, with the captor sadistically enjoying our predicament. There is absolutely no doubt in my head now that this is a bunch of dangerous, sadistic and masochistic people who have created a make-believe kingdom exploiting the timid villagers.


The two men who had received us with biscuits and sugar water arrive with big pots on their heads – food has finally come. Some barely edible rice, dal and some vegetables are served. With deathly hunger, however, this makes for a sumptuous lunch. Water comes in camouflage flasks and nobody wastes a drop of water here. Food and water are very scarce in the arid jungle.


After lunch, I lean against a huge boulder to try to get some rest. It is afternoon and we have spent almost twenty-four hours in the custody of these men without a clue of the people we are meant to meet. Just then, I spot a middle-aged man in army fatigues walking down. He has a digital camera, a gun, a radio set with a long antenna and even a laptop. Two uniformed women are accompanying him, black meshes covering their faces. He speaks in hushed tones, a scarf concealing much of his face. He is hardly convincing, or even intimidating, but has an air of being in charge of the make-believe kingdom.
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