
        
            
                
            
        

    

[image: image]






S. Owley



 



   
THE MAGIC OF HOBSON-JOBSON




[image: Penguin logo]
PUFFIN BOOKS












Contents

About the Author

Dedication

Prologue

1. Jaadu’s Prediction

2. Hobson-Jobson

3. Alone in This World

4. Grief

5. Twickenham 3.01 p.m. to Durjipore Souks

6. It’s Hobson-Jobson—Anything Is Possible

7. Yama Forest

8. Balsam and Ela

9. The Inkling Room

10. The Tannycatch

11. The Prophecy

12. Merman’s Charpoy

13. The Waterfall of Faces

14. The Mutchaan

15. The Second Task


16. The Peerless Race

17. Century Forfeited

18. Shaitana

19. Full of Promise

20. A Good Enough Mother

21. The Rogue Wave

22. Volcano Brim

23. The Final Question

24. Forget-Me-Not

Copyright Page







PUFFIN BOOKS

THE MAGIC OF HOBSON-JOBSON

Soyna Owley is a member of the Society for Children’s Book Writers and Editors, British Isles. This is her debut novel.

She lives in London with her family and keeps a jar of mint humbugs on her desk for when writer’s block strikes.







To all Rhodesian Ridgebacks and the people they own, and
 especially to my dear heart Cedric whose flight is eternal.






Jungles, fakirs, dancing girls, prickly heat,
 Shawls, idols, durbars, brandy-pawny;
 Rupees, clever jugglers, dust storms, slipper’d feet,
 Rainy season, and mulligatawny …

—George Franklin Atkinson, Curry and Rice on Forty Plates, 1859






Prologue

Before the Beginning

Kulwant Rana Maternity Hospital,
 The Commonwealth Island of Durjipore,
 Union Territory of Bharat Ganarajya (Republic of India)
 26 January 2000
 1400 hrs.

‘The solar eclipse is a bad time to be with child,’ the old woman murmured, clucking her tongue as she stared out of the window, her eyes raised to the heavens.

‘Don’t worry, Banu auntie.’ Maya smoothed the wrinkled cotton of her green sari over her bump. How strange that she would be having not one baby, but two, at the same time.

She mulled over the names she and her husband had chosen. If they were boys, they would have Parsi names, like their father, who belonged to the ancient Zoroastrian community. If girls, they would have Hindu names, like hers.

A fresh bout of pain interrupted her thoughts. She turned over on the narrow hospital bed, breathing in ragged gasps as she shifted the position of her swollen belly, now damp with sweat. A diya flickered on the bedside table, casting long shadows. Outside, her husband, Regent, paced the corridors like a captive panther in a hunter’s pit.

‘It’s almost time. May Garuda bless you with sons.’ Banu patted a stray silver hair back into the tight bun knotted at the nape of her neck as she invoked the name of the legendary celestial bird revered by Durjiporians.

Almost time, Maya thought. She grasped the bedrail and raised her head to look out of the window. The solar eclipse hadn’t started yet. A shining waterway twinkled back at her and she smiled as a catamaran floated by, looking cheery in a coat of green. Oh, wasn’t she just the luckiest woman in the world? Mad with love for her husband and her unborn children. She had prayed fervently at her shrine that morning, washed all the deities’ feet with fresh milk and honey and strewn newly-budded marigolds and jasmines before leaving for the hospital. Soon, she would look over this shiny web of waterways as she nursed her babies. Like her, they would grow up here, on this beautiful, forgotten island. They would travel to school by catamaran, marry and some day, have children of their own. Yes, then another generation would be born on this small land, nestled quietly in the Bay of Rhunnjee, forgotten by both its past and present owners.

The British had come to these islands as traders and then ruled India for nearly two centuries. All six Commonwealth Islands, including Durjipore, still retained many English customs and a unique style of Anglo-Indian cooking. Their present owner, India, seemed like a distant cousin that the Commonwealth Islands felt increasingly alienated from because of its bustling progress in the modern world.


‘Don’t look outside!’ Banu cautioned, interrupting Maya’s thoughts, her voice almost a hiss. ‘How many times to tell you?’

There was a loud knock. Banu glared at the intrusion, her crisp blue cotton sari rustling as she moved.

‘Banu?’ Regent’s voice echoed as the door creaked open. ‘The doctor was supposed to be here twenty minutes ago.’ He stood in the doorway, a tall man in the pale orange uniform of the Durjipore police, his shoulders blocking the light.

‘Regent, get out. Men aren’t allowed in here.’ Regent’s feet shuffled at Banu’s admonishment and then went silent.

‘Is your husband the first man in Durjipore to become a father?’ Banu muttered, wiping Maya’s forehead with a damp towel. Durjipore tradition dictated that ‘confinement’—the process of giving birth—was to be attended only by women. Regent had initially been incensed at Banu’s insistence on observing this outmoded tradition, but had relented on Maya’s pleas. After all, Banu was Maya’s last living relative.

Banu took Maya’s hands into her trembling ones. ‘Please, beti, Maya, don’t touch your belly for those few minutes when the sun is black,’ she said, her lips pale, her wrinkled skin like crushed, tea-stained velvet.

‘You really believe in those old superstitions, auntie?’ Maya asked, but moved her hands away from her abdomen. She shot a covert glance at the window. The sun became a ripe, half-eaten peach as the sky darkened.

‘Maya, this is old island culture, not some silly superstition,’ she said, kissing the top of Maya’s head. ‘May the protection of the Ressuldars be with your children, every minute of their lives.’

Maya smiled. Whether you believed in them or not, the notion of magical forest folk who protected Durjipore brought a feeling of comfort to even its most sceptical citizen.

‘The doctor is on his way,’ Regent’s voice called as he knocked on the door.

‘Remember … no touching the womb. The eclipse is upon us. Now, let me manage Regent.’ Banu left the room, shutting the door softly behind her.

Maya watched the moon pass in front of the sun from her window, unable to tear her eyes away.

I really shouldn’t. Bad for the babies or not, it’s bad for the eyes, she thought, averting her gaze as the moon moved to blot the entire surface of the sun. When she looked up again, a feathery halo of flames was all that was left of the golden orb, and a deep purple curtain of twilight descended on everything in sight. The birds twittered and an uneasy wind blew outside, scattering leaves in its wake.

A small contraction quivered through her body. She quickly grabbed the bedrails. She would not touch her belly. She hated to admit it but the superstition scared her. The contraction passed and she relaxed but then, without warning, another bigger bolt of pain throbbed through her. Reflexively she put her hand on her abdomen. Banu burst through the door, Regent behind her.

‘Maya, hai! What have you done?’ She slapped Maya’s hand off. ‘If you hadn’t come around like a raging ox, I could have prevented it,’ she said to Regent.

‘Stop that superstitious nonsense.’ Regent rushed to Maya’s side. ‘Nothing’s going to happen.’

‘Regent, leave, now! Have you no respect for our traditions?’ Banu shouted.


Maya screamed as another contraction shuddered through her. There was a knock at the door.

‘He’s here. The doctor’s here,’ Banu said.

Eight hours later, Maya stirred and looked at her newborns, who lay swaddled in a crib by her bed.

‘Congratulations, Deputy Inspector Foxwallah! Two perfectly healthy Durjipore boys. Mother is doing fine.’ Dr Mohandas’s black, curled moustache twitched as he shook the new father’s hand. How happy Regent looked!

‘How will I tell these two rascals apart?’ he said, smiling.

‘You’ll have no trouble,’ Dr Mohandas said. ‘They might look similar but their personalities are already unique. The older one, he’s a bit timid. His brother—bold as a langur.’ He nodded at Banu. ‘You can examine them now.’

Banu scrambled to the crib and removed the swaddles. She bent her head, counted each twin’s fingers and toes, and looked up with a smile.

‘Every digit intact,’ she declared, picking up the older twin. ‘Thank the planets they’re not affected by the eclipse. By the vermilion on my forehead, I swear this one looks just like his father.’ She rocked the baby gently until he opened his eyes. ‘This is the older one, no? Farook? A name fit for a prince.’

Banu put Farook down and picked up his twin. ‘My precious ruby, Floyd,’ she cooed. The baby opened his eyes and the woman stifled a cry, almost dropping him.

Maya felt her insides go cold.

‘His eyes … they are pied,’ Banu whispered, her face as pale as wax.


Maya picked up her son and looked into his eyes. One was blue and the other brown. She felt a mix of emotions. An overwhelming need to protect this tiny creature … and a fear like she had never known.

‘How many times did I tell you, Maya?’ Banu wailed. ‘Don’t touch your belly during the eclipse! Now look what’s happened!’

Regent’s mouth had thinned and was white around the edges. He folded his arms across his chest and tapped his foot on the floor. ‘Banu, really. His eye colour was decided a long time ago, by his genes.’

‘Oh no. No one listens to Banu,’ Banu sobbed softly. ‘As old as an owl, and as stupid, they say I am.’ The old lady put her hands on either side of her head. ‘But you will see. He is inauspicious!’
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Jaadu’s Prediction

Spring Festival of Hobson-Jobson
 The Commonwealth Island of Durjipore,
 Union Territory of Bharat Ganarajya (Republic of India)
 Present Day

Floyd cursed himself. Why had he disobeyed his own motto? A.E.C. Avoid Eye Contact. His right eye was as brown as a ripe almond; his left was blue, bright as the Indian Ocean on a summer’s day. Not a good thing in a superstitious country like Durjipore, where people would blame anything or anyone for the fact that the island was slowly sinking into the sea.

He should know better by now.

‘Unnatural eyes. Unlucky boy,’ Jaadu, the old soothsayer, said. A bony hand darted out from under a tattered sleeve and Floyd suddenly felt his chin in a tight, throbbing grip. Jaadu’s eyes darted over Floyd’s face with the expertise of a mother monkey examining her young for lice.

Floyd twisted his face away, and shot the soothsayer a withering glare. Behind the old man, Ma exhaled softly and shuffled her feet.


‘Misfortune harkens,’ the soothsayer intoned.

Floyd clenched his hands and took a deep breath. Misfortune indeed. The purple velvet tent, with its mirrored walls, felt like a giant jewellery box. Their family had barely avoided death-by-elephant-parade by diving into the tent, only to be stuck with this Jaadu character. Myrrh-scented smoke pouring from a bronze floor-pot made the air hot and hazy, but it still smelled stale. And now, by gum, Papa, Ma, his twin Farook and he would be trapped for goodness-knows-how-long.

‘Are you okay, Floyd?’ Farook asked, his forehead crinkled with worry.

‘Yes, fine,’ Floyd mumbled. Even though they were only fifteen minutes apart in age, Farook acted like he was years older. Freakishly alike, they were thirteen years old, five foot-seven, with white teeth, wheat-coloured skin and treacle-shiny hair. Indistinguishable, except for the left eye. Why, oh why couldn’t both his eyes be like Farook’s?

Outside, delighted shrieks arose as the ceremonial elephants trumpeted, thudding along the narrow path the Foxwallah family had just escaped from. Gondolas carrying costumed revellers would have started their float down the congested waterways that riddled Durjipore.

It was Burra Din, the first day of Hobson-Jobson—a festive fortnight when, it was said, ancient legends came to life and magic older than even Durjipore was revealed. A cloak of golden happiness settled upon everyone during this auspicious time.

Almost everyone.

Jaadu the soothsayer hunched closer to take a second look at Floyd’s face. Floyd squeezed his eyes shut. He could hear Ma’s breathing getting heavier. His pulse quickened. This crackpot soothsayer was stoking her fears—not that she needed any confirmation that he was unlucky.  

‘I need air,’ Ma gasped. Floyd opened his eyes to see Papa rubbing Ma’s back. Ma’s petite frame was bent, and her neck was hollowed. Her breathing droned like a thousand mosquitoes. Farook rummaged through Ma’s purse, pulled out her inhaler and handed it to her. She puffed, two quick ones, and her breaths became more even.

Floyd swallowed the leaden lump forming in his throat and clenched his fists. All her tension was because of him, because of his stupid eyes. He looked at her and a wave of love washed over him. A hundred mirrors on the tent walls reflected the thoughts that flitted across his face. Ma was so pretty, so vulnerable somehow, despite her ferocity. She looked stellar tonight in an orange silk sari. Her waist-length black hair was tied in a knot at the nape of her neck, to which she had pinned a small bunch of fresh jasmine flowers. On her right forefinger sparkled a single ring with her favourite stone—a light green peridot that someone, no doubt an astrologer, had told her would keep bad luck at bay.

Papa walked over to the entrance flap of the tent and parted the folds.

Relief. Floyd gulped in the fresh night air and just as the flap of the tent fell, he caught a glimpse of elephants in gold brocade saddles, their painted trunks swaying between pearl-encrusted tusks. The ceremonial march was going strong and the Foxwallahs were still trapped. 

‘Special charms could most definitely change the sahib’s fate,’ Jaadu pronounced. Floyd glared. Jaadu’s sarcastic use of the word ‘sir’ was a potshot at his age. ‘Only a small sum of eight tolas,’ Jaadu continued with a greasy smile. On the floor, his bright green parrot tried to spread its wings, rattling its dull copper cage.

‘My son’s fate will be determined by the choices he makes, thank you very much.’ That was Papa—sceptical Deputy Inspector Foxwallah wouldn’t believe any of this hoodoo. Papa turned to Jaadu and drew himself up to his full height, looking every inch the deputy chief of Durjipore police. ‘And, no we don’t want any charms or readings. We’re just biding our time here.’

Floyd exhaled. Good for you, Papa, he cheered inwardly.  That was Papa for you. Handsome, strong, always setting things right.

‘Ki hai? You don’t trust the stars? That too during Hobson-Jobson!’ Jaadu exclaimed, and blew a mouthful of pungent smoke into Floyd’s face. ‘When the planets churn and the heavens themselves are confused, one must take precautions.’ He took a drag of his peppery beedi and blew more smoke at them.

Floyd coughed and turned away.

Jaadu tutted. ‘I warn you. Only an official reading can help.’

‘So, Mr Jaadu, is Floyd really unlucky?’ Farook asked, with a tremor in his voice. Floyd felt his irritation rise. Farook was like Ma, quite superstitious.

Jaadu released his grip and turned to Farook, narrowing his eyes. ‘Your brother is unlucky, very unfortunate. But his eyes also tell of great courage.’

Farook pulled at Floyd’s sleeve.

‘What now?’ Floyd said.

‘Floyd, ask him,’ Farook whispered. ‘You know, about the visions …’ Farook’s voice trailed off.

Floyd’s irritation drained out of him, leaving behind a cold fear. His heart thudded against his ribs so hard it was a wonder the tiny tent didn’t tip over. Farook had promised he wouldn’t bring this up, ever.

He grabbed Farook’s shoulder and turned him around. ‘Shut your gob.’

Farook’s shoulders sagged. ‘Floyd, please. We should—’

‘I knew I shouldn’t have told you,’ Floyd hissed.

‘Okay, okay,’ Farook said, pushing Floyd’s hand away.

Floyd’s heart still hammered from Farook’s whisper. If Ma found out about the visions, his life would consist only of a series of visits to astrologers. No more cricket practice in the evenings—some astrologer would definitely deem that highly dangerous—that too, just as he had perfected his right-handed off-spin bowl.

The visions had started exactly a month ago, right after the Twickenham inter school cricket tournament. Every time he looked at a watery surface, he saw her—a shadowy female with a sinister smile.

Other children had had those visions too.

Right before something bad happened to them, a voice inside him whispered.

Children were being kidnapped all over Durjipore. It had started a year ago, a few at a time, but now the disappearances were more frequent.

The trumpeting elephants broke his thoughts as they continued to thud outside, making the tent jiggle.

‘Could you please put that foul cigarette out?’ Deputy Inspector Foxwallah glared at Jaadu.

Jaadu smeared his beedi into a pot, billowed the final cloud of smoke towards the velvet ceiling and grinned at his captive audience with long, yellow teeth.


‘Curious thousands have come to see Hira, the miraculous parrot, part the curtains of the cosmos,’ Jaadu said, and bowed. ‘O Garuda, great celestial bird, if any word Jaadu speaks is untrue, may your fearsome beak gouge out my heart.’

The parrot flapped its wings. ‘Sahibs and sahiba, or if you prefer, I say in English, sirs and madam, have your kismet revealed,’ it screeched.

‘Hobson-Jobson rolls around every year, along with these scruffy soothsayers and their mangy parrots,’ Papa said, rubbing Ma’s back. Her hair had come undone and spilled over her back. The sprig of jasmine flowers lay on the floor.

Ma, now recovered, gave them a fierce look, abruptly ending the merriment. ‘Obviously all of you think I’m mad to even worry about this sort of thing,’ she said.

Floyd felt a slow burn rising in his chest. How could he convince Ma not to worry?

He forced himself to stare into Jaadu’s eyes. He would confront this liar. Yes, he would end Ma’s fears.

Floyd turned to Jaadu. ‘Read our cards,’ he commanded, his pulse racing. Papa’s eyebrows flew up.

‘No—’ Ma gasped, her brown, fish-shaped eyes wide.

‘I’m not unlucky.’ Floyd tried to convince, straightening his shoulders. Oh yes, you are, a small voice inside him said. Remember Raoul Shah? The quiz star who was struck with measles a day before the inter-school competition, causing their school to fall to fourth place. Raoul had had all his immunizations too. He’d met Floyd the day before. And what about that time when Aryaa, the school’s star gymnast, broke her arm on a field trip when she was paired up with Floyd, right before the Commonwealth Island Games-Junior (CIG-J)? Bad things kept happening to people around him. It was a miracle no one had noticed. Except for Ma, that is. Every such event had been followed by a meeting with an astrologer, a faith healer or a clairvoyant, all of whom had looked at him gravely and pronounced that he was indeed the unluckiest boy who lived in Durjipore.

Papa put his hand on Ma’s arm and nodded. ‘If Floyd wishes,’ he said, breaking Floyd out of his reverie.

‘Ah, the pied-eyes-wala sahib is not afraid,’ Jaadu said. He pulled out a pack of dusty pink and gold cards from his sleeve, shuffled them rapidly and laid them on a rickety table.

In spite of himself, Floyd felt a thrill pass through him.

‘Twenty-seven cards, each one a prophet.’ Jaadu emphasized each syllable. ‘Hira will now choose one.’

Hira clawed its cage open and fluttered up, perching on Jaadu’s forearm. ‘Grand Hira, your instrument, Jaadu requests you to read the cards,’ said Jaadu with a flourish of his hand.

Floyd held his breath. The parrot waddled over to the deck, plucked a card with its bright orange beak, then clambered over to Papa’s feet and screeched. Floyd smiled. This would be interesting.

Jaadu’s face broke into a smile as he examined the card. ‘Most auspicious, Inspector Sahib. You will receive a big, a very important promotion.’

Papa shook his head. ‘That’s deputy inspector, and not only am I not up for promotion, Mister Jaadu, I’m at risk for a demotion.’ His voice had gone soft, as if he were trying not to choke on his own words. ‘If this glorified pigeon can part the veils of time, pray, ask him why eighty-seven children from Durjipore have gone missing this past year?’

‘Regent, that’s completely out of line,’ Ma said, her delicate features contorted. Papa’s face was stony.


Floyd shivered. For a moment, in this silly tent, they had all forgotten about the pressures of Papa’s job. The disappearing street children of Durjipore, who were being quietly snatched up by an invisible predator, had caused outrage amongst the public, and people were demanding answers.

Every one of those children had had visions a month before their disappearance. Their friends, families and foster parents had all reported that the children had become fearful, even paranoid, and insisted they’d seen a shadowy woman in the waters around Durjipore.

Floyd chewed on his lower lip as his thoughts whirled. Papa had no answers for the people of Durjipore, who felt let down by their police. Yet this astrologer had the cheek to claim he could see the past and the future with the help of nothing more than an oily deck of cards and a shrieking bird.

The parrot then walked over to Floyd and flapped its wings. ‘This one,’ it screeched.

‘Bring the card to Jaadu, my precious petal,’ the soothsayer cooed, composing himself.

The parrot quivered, dropped two cards at Jaadu’s feet and fluttered back into its cage. It tucked its head into its chest and cowered.

‘This is most astonishing, never seen … two cards chosen by Hira? Remarkable indeed. They say twins have special vibrations—no doubt their fates are intertwined.’ Jaadu turned the cards over and went silent.

Floyd felt a chill pass over the back of his neck. Why, Jaadu was shaking like a candle flame. What was wrong with the man?

‘I wish to make something clear. It is Hira, not I, who has the sight. I … I only report what he tells me.’ The soothsayer’s voice was tremulous and he looked petrified.


Ma gripped Papa’s hand, her knuckles pale. ‘Go on, Maharaj,’ she whispered.

‘Aiyyo,’ the soothsayer moaned as he viewed the cards. ‘Aiyyo, Hira. Jaadu never questions your wisdom, but this is most terrible.’ Jaadu’s eye began to twitch and a small puddle of spittle collected in the left corner of his mouth.

Floyd looked at Papa, who mouthed, ‘It’s an act.’

Was it? Jaadu seemed genuinely scared—but why?

The parrot shrieked. Floyd’s hand flew to his mouth at the sight unfolding in front of him, as his stomach slowly bunched into a hard knot. Great Garuda, impossible!

Jaadu rose into the air, jerking like a ghoulish puppet on invisible strings, the whites of his eyes showing like unearthly orbs. He now spoke in a very different voice, one that sounded as if he were at the other end of a long, empty tunnel.

‘A brother leaves …’

Floyd felt his chest collapse. Jaadu’s outstretched arm pointed directly at him.
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Hobson-Jobson

Floyd felt like his feet had grown roots through the grimy carpet, into the ground beneath. How could this be possible? How could it? Jaadu floated phantasm-like, his bare, gnarled feet only inches away from their heads.

‘She comes. The empress of the seas,’ Jaadu snarled, the sleeve of his ragged orange tunic flapping. Out of the corner of his eye, Floyd could see Farook gnawing on a knuckle.

‘Stop it,’ Floyd yelled hoarsely. Jaadu didn’t appear to be listening, and continued in his hollow voice, ‘A flying beast carries him, the summoned one.’

‘Get down, you old scoundrel!’ Papa thundered.

Ma covered her eyes with her hands and whimpered, her small frame shivering.

‘The summoned one must complete the tasks …’ The whites of Jaadu’s eyes glowed. ‘Forest and ocean in terrible conflict as the sun shrouds itself in black …’

Floyd’s neck prickled. The parrot flapped its wings, sounding like wind rushing through a leafy tree.

‘A horrific sacrifice …’ Jaadu’s voice trailed off as he floated to the ground, his pupils sliding back into view.


Ma gasped as Jaadu staggered, grabbing the central pole and making the tent see-saw.

Jaadu stared at them, wild-eyed, clutching his hand to his chest. There was a moment of silence.

Papa clapped his hands. ‘What a show. Very entertaining. Let’s go, boys! Come on, Maya,’ he said.

‘Hai, misery!’ Ma crumpled to the ground. Papa lunged forward, scooped her up in his arms and pushed through the tent. Farook bolted after them.

Floyd threw a handful of copper tolas on the table and stepped outside, trying to push away the thought that scraped at him like sandpaper. This is all because of me. The night’s coolness slapped him softly. His bad luck again.

Ma twisted her delicate fingers as Papa sat her down on a bench and hugged her.

She broke away and wiped her sweaty forehead with her sari pallu. ‘Banu Auntie said this would happen … that he was—’

‘Oh yes, Banu’s infinite wisdom.’ Papa knitted his brows. ‘Really, Maya, the boys turned thirteen two months ago. Nothing’s happened. Durjipore’s still afloat.’

Floyd exhaled for the hundredth time that night and silently prayed. Thank you, Garuda, great celestial bird, for giving me at least one rational family member.

Papa pulled them all into an embrace. ‘Nothing bad is going to happen to anyone. Okay?’ Papa’s shoulder studs were cold against Floyd’s face.

Floyd gulped the soggy air. ‘Yes sir,’ he said, with a shaky mock salute. Papa grinned at him and saluted back. Floyd avoided Ma’s eyes.

‘Regent, what if—’ Ma wiped at her tears with her sari pallu.


‘What if nothing. That old mischief-maker uses every dusty Durjipore fairy tale he can to put on a good show. A battle between the earth and the sea? That poppycock flies about at every Hobson-Jobson.’ Papa’s mouth was a thin line now.

‘How did he fly?’ Farook asked.

Papa hesitated only a moment. ‘These fellows will go to any lengths to separate you from your money. Can we go watch the festivities now? Please?’ He took Ma’s face in his hands and kissed her on each eye.

Flickering diyas floated on the waterways that gave Durjipore its name—Venice of the East. Stringed lights twinkled among fragrant garlands of marigold, frangipani and jasmine. The catamarans unloaded giggling, costumed partygoers at the busy Twickenham Catamaran Stop. People had gone all out for their costumes this year and brought them from various parts of the world. A cowboy’s lasso tripped a hapless whirling dervish in flowing white robes, causing the dervish’s cylindrical Sekke hat to fall with a splash in a nearby waterway. Belly dancers performed the Dance of the Seven Veils nearby.

How light-hearted everyone looked—not a care in the world, Floyd mused. The aroma of roasting naan would normally make his mouth water in an instant, but today the pit of his stomach felt like a cold pebble.

‘Regent and Maya Foxwallah! You do exist!’ A Zulu warrior waved his spear as he approached them, his costume jingling.

‘Alfie?’ Papa said. It was Alfie Pepperwallah, ‘Alfie Uncle’ to Floyd and Farook, head constable of the Durjipore police, dressed in feathers and body paint, holding a spear and shield.

He winked at the boys. ‘Undercover costume,’ he said in a conspiratorial whisper. Floyd looked at Farook, who shook his head and rolled his eyes. Nope. Not convincing.


‘A fennel beer is most definitely in order,’ Alfie ‘Zulu Warrior’ Uncle said. He nodded and called for a beer. A waiter, a giant-sized dragonfly, materialized with a pitcher.

‘Congratulations! Quite unexpected, eh?’ Alfie said. ‘And with the old bulldog gone, this will finally give us a chance to do things the way we want, right, Regent?’

‘Congratulations?’ Papa asked. ‘What on earth for?’ He took a sip of fennel beer.

For some reason, Floyd felt an uncomfortable sensation along the nape of his neck.

‘You mean you haven’t heard? I’m the first to break the news?’ Constable Pepperwallah’s smile faded as he looked at all their serious faces. ‘Chief Tarapore has been transferred. The official word is special operations in Onyxpore, but …’ his voice dropped to a whisper. ‘The rumours are that he just wasn’t the right man for the job. This whole kidnapping thing … nasty business … anyway, no matter. You’re the new police chief, Regent, for all of Durjipore.’ Alfie Uncle slapped Papa on his back. ‘You’ll be reporting to the big man himself.’ He was referring to Colonel Ravi Rana, the chief of the Commonwealth police, an ex-army man known for fixing things. But this situation was confounding even for him, and public hysteria was rising.

Papa avoided everyone’s eyes and nodded his thanks, then took an exceptionally big swig of his fennel beer. Ma sank to a bench, her head in her hands. Papa lowered himself next to her and began talking in a low voice.

Floyd’s spinning thoughts were interrupted by Farook’s whisper, ‘Please tell them, Floyd.’

Floyd’s heart raced. He shook his head and looked away. Farook just didn’t get it!


Farook shrugged again, went up to the bar and came back holding two glasses of mangosteen juleps. ‘Floyd, they need to know what’s happening to you.’

‘I’m fine, Farook. Stop it.’ Floyd sucked hard on his mangosteen julep.

‘I’ve heard you yelling in your sleep, you know.’

‘Just drop it Farook, please.’ Floyd felt a lump in his throat.

‘Okay, Floyd. But you know I’m your bestie. If you want to talk about it, ever …’ Farook’s voice trailed off.

Floyd nodded, but he knew he would never be able to. How could he tell Farook about his nightmares? Nightmares in which Farook died …

Sucking their sour mangosteen juleps, the twins edged into the crowds at Dalhousie Harbour, surrounded by the sprawling greens of Cubbon Park, the venue of the festival. On the edge of the water, a platform had been erected. Here, Rufus Jhaveri, the Nabob, or the Commonwealth Islands’ beloved prime minister, would officiate the holiday. All of Durjipore was thrilled he had chosen their island to kick off the celebrations. It was the first time in decades, apparently, that Durjipore had been chosen to be the officiating site. Some insisted it was to quell fears in the public about the kidnappings.

For now, the platform had eight green-faced Kathakali dancers entertaining the gathering crowds. Even though they were male, they wore puffed skirts and ornate headdresses. Their mudras, combined with exaggerated eye movements, gave grace to the bulky costumes. Fire-eaters moved around them and drummers shook their heads as they slapped leather drum skins.

‘I’ll get us sea straw,’ Floyd said, as the turbaned vendor came around with bales of the island’s famous glowing seaweed that sprouted only for fourteen days of the year, during Hobson-Jobson. No one knew why, but there were many theories about it. The most popular one was that it was a gift from their magical protectors, the Ressuldars, to the people of Durjipore. Floyd smiled at the unlikely couple ahead of him buying a bale. They looked as if they had walked off the pages of his history book—an unamused Queen Victoria and a spry, smiling Mahatma Gandhi. Floyd fished out two tolas from his jeans pocket. The vendor, in a white tunic and a brilliant blue turban with a peacock feather plume, handed him two bundles of sea straw. People applauded as the straw was flung into the lagoon. It hissed and released its faint ghostly light as it hit the water.

Suddenly the drums stopped and the dancers cleared the stage. A collective cheer went up from the jubilant crowd as the portly Nabob climbed on to the platform, his orange silk robes billowing, his gold turban see-sawing. The fire-eaters spat orange and red flames.

The Nabob cleared his throat and spoke into a gold megaphone.

‘Greetings, all! Welcome, welcome. It’s Burra Din, the first day of the auspicious fortnight of Hobson-Jobson! A time of magic and wonder, when anything can happen.’

The crowd cheered, whistling and throwing turbans and scarves into the air. Floyd shivered. Was it the magic of Hobson-Jobson that had caused the soothsayer to go into a trance?

‘Children, do you know why we celebrate Hobson-Jobson?’ The Nabob’s smile made his face look like a cracked pumpkin.


‘WHY?’ the audience screamed in unison. Floyd grinned at Farook. Every year, people willingly pretended as if they were hearing this story for the first time.

‘Generations live and die waiting to see their beloved legend come true. When the Merrows will finally be defeated and stop pulling the island of Durjipore down into the sea,’ the Nabob said, throwing a bale of seaweed into the water. It hissed and glowed green. ‘During one very special Hobson-Jobson, our protectors, the Ressuldars, will help a hero save Durjipore.’

A cheer arose from the crowd. People followed the Nabob’s example and threw sea straw into the water that now glowed in patches.

The Nabob continued, ‘For many years, our beautiful islands had two masters, India and England. They may stake their claim, but we belong to neither and retain our own unique culture and traditions.’

The crowd cheered.

‘We celebrate our individuality every year. We will ALWAYS be our own people,’ the Nabob’s disembodied megaphone voice screeched.

The crowd screamed in pleasure, as they always did when any politician said such things. It confirmed what many felt—that they were different from the great, bustling country they now belonged to. India, it seemed, didn’t care about them. The islands were too small, too remote and too quaint to bother with. There was a comfortable distance between them and no one, at least for now, seemed to want a change.

The Nabob bellowed, ‘Let the celebrations begin!’

Now, as it happened every year, the immortal legend of Durjipore would be sung. The mythical story of the boy who would save Durjipore from destruction warmed everyone’s hearts each year, as they exchanged baskets of fruit and special sweetmeats and rang in the spring season.

On the stage, six dancers in leafy green robes stood across from their theatrical nemeses, six men and women with scales in shimmering purple cloaks. It was time to enact the mythical battle between the forest-dwelling Ressuldars and the water-people, the Merrows. These were mythical ancient beings from the natural world, who had been living on the islands for ages before humans inhabited them. The Ressuldars were the guardians of the islands, and the Merrows, their foes. No one in Durjipore was quite sure what made the Ressuldars and the Merrows such bitter enemies. The most popular story was that the Merrows had stolen a precious treasure belonging to the Ressuldars. In revenge, the Ressuldars had banished the Merrows to a life under water. Since then the angry Merrows kept pulling the islands down into the sea until one day they would be completely submerged and the land-dwellers would have to be displaced to other islands.

‘People of Durjipore, gather now for the song of Hobson-Jobson,’ the Nabob announced. A centaur strummed a giant harp. The song started from the crowd, soft at first:

In a forest, one night grey,

A boy will find himself astray

The anchor, holding a floating firepit, was released. The crowd sang louder. The clanging of sword against shield on the stage was rhythmic. Floyd closed his eyes and swayed to the song.

Away from home he’ll set his gaze

For full thirteen and one half days

Floyd inhaled the acrid smell of the sea straw hitting the water, a smell that flooded him with memories of every Hobson-Jobson, of his entire childhood.


To a mountain he will make his way

The crowd chorused as the crackling fire spat enormous coloured sparks. The water was luminescent with strands of sea straw.

The Merrows he will keep at bay

Ressuldars in his debt will stay

The fire-eaters moved faster, the flames from their mouths roaring as the music reached fever pitch. It was as if the crowd had a single voice.

For safe return to light his way

The sea straw burns like sun-dried hay

The water churned and glowed. Floyd clapped his hands and thumped his feet with the crowd pressing around him. He felt more and more distanced from the mad fortuneteller as he threw himself into the frenzy.

To see that on his course he stays

The water glows, Durjipore prays

On the stage, the robed dancers lifted their shields and swords together and stamped their feet in synchrony.

Rejoice, rejoice with pomp and cheer

For Hobson-Jobson comes each year!

Floyd felt a thrill run through him. This truly was the best time of year!
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Alone in This World

Floyd pulled out a sweet from the stash in his pocket and studied it. Aha, his favourite—a tamarind tucker. He unwrapped it and popped it into his mouth. The sweet and sour taste spread over his tongue as he went back to studying the green board game with the black and white discs.

‘Come on, Floyd. Are you just going to let me beat you?’ Farook asked.

Floyd smiled. Farook was his bestie. There was no one whose company he enjoyed more. They were sitting in the drawing room of their little brick house and playing ‘Othello’, a game that two Englishmen claimed they had invented, both calling the other a fraud. Farook had just nearly demolished him. Floyd placed his white checker and flanked three diagonally placed black checkers, turning them to white. Too late. Farook smiled, neatly placed one black checker at the end of the board and smartly turned all of Floyd’s white checkers to black.

Floyd sighed and looked outside. Too bad it was raining. They could have gone down to the ‘Deeps’, the sunken cricket field, and played a match. There were some advantages to living on a sinking island. Some areas of land had slowly, over decades, become deep bowls that were used for either sports or special functions. It was true that the waterways were becoming more unpredictable and flooding frequently, but as long as the cricket matches could continue, there was no harm done. Othello wasn’t really his thing but at least it was a nice, calm evening. He hadn’t seen any of those blasted visions since the first day of Hobson-Jobson, and Farook seemed to have forgotten about them too. He shook off the image of the creepy woman in the water with a small shudder.

Just then Papa walked in and sank into his armchair. He threw down a copy of the Durjipore Daily. The headline screamed: ‘KIDNAPPED CHILDREN TOLL RISES TO 91’, and below that ‘WILL FOXWALLAH OUTFOX KIDNAPPERS?’ Papa turned the radio on. The soft drone of the shipping forecast filled the room, informing listeners of the conditions at sea all around the islands. Inspector Foxwallah sighed and closed his eyes as he leaned back into his chair.

Floyd smiled. Papa loved the shipping forecast broadcast by the Commonwealth Islands’ Maritime and Coastguard Agency, and listened to it every day at precisely 4.25 in the afternoon, along with his tea. These days, however, even these rituals didn’t seem to provide him comfort. Tensions were running high. Papa was not enjoying his promotion. He had become a media sensation overnight—unusual for a chief inspector. He now had to report to Colonel Ravi Rana. Thanks to the kidnappings, he had been summoned to North Utsira, the defence capital of the Commonwealth Islands, by express ferry three times in the last week.

The mayor of Durjipore, the parliament of the Commonwealth Islands, even the Nabob himself were all quite nervous. After all, what could be a more politically charged issue than disappearing children? The only opposition party, headed by a Kaka Patel, was already crying foul and calling for the Nabob to step down.

Ma and Papa had also been arguing lately—about Floyd. Ma was convinced that the soothsayer’s predictions would all come true and Floyd should be homeschooled. Papa thought she was overreacting.

Footsteps sounded.

Ma walked into the room, holding a tea tray loaded with mince pies and rose biscuits—Hobson-Jobson specials. The tea cosy quivered as she tried to shoo Floyd and Farook away so she could put the tray down. They deftly grabbed a pie each.

Ma ignored them and picked up that day’s Commonwealth Chronicle. That newspaper had also run a piece about Papa’s new position, titled ‘The Fox or the Hound?’

‘How was North Utsira?’ she asked her husband.

‘Tiring, Maya,’ Papa said, rubbing his eyes. ‘They need someone to whip and it’s me. I’ll make the tea.’ He put the paper down, and poured steaming fragrant Earl Grey tea into cups. Farook looked at Floyd, shrugged and bit into a mince pie; his lower lip seemed to have a slight quiver. So much for peace and quiet at teatime.

Ma sat down, plucked the pins out of her hair, as she did at the end of the day, and let her black tresses thunder down her back. ‘I know you think I’m being superstitious, Regent. But it’s not like avoiding walking under a ladder. And it’s not chance, like throwing dice,’ she said, tucking the free end of her sari around her waist. ‘I know an excellent astrologer who can help him. It’s a strange time of year—it always has been.’

‘Maya,’ Papa was pleading now. ‘Let it go. Floyd’s eyes are this way because of a harmless condition. His doctor even has a name for it—heterochromia.’

‘And your promotion, Regent? What about that?’ Ma persisted.

Papa didn’t respond but passed her a cup of tea. She shrugged him off, pulled out the inhaler that was tucked into her sari waistband and took three quick puffs in succession. Farook was trembling now.

‘Stop it!’ Floyd yelled. Every time his eyes were mentioned, Ma’s inhaler came out. How he wished he could pluck his stupid eyes out of his head and insert a matching set instead.

‘There’s no need to shout.’ Ma turned on him now. ‘Floyd, this is serious. What if Jaadu was right and something terrible happens?’

Farook now stood up. ‘Floyd’s been seeing things,’ he burst out. ‘He’s had visions, and … and nightmares. Just like those other children who got kidnapped.’

Ma gasped, her face paling. Papa stood frozen. Floyd could feel his anger bubble up and break. How could Farook be so idiotic? He grabbed Papa’s pen from the table and threw it at Farook. It flew past his shoulder and landed with a metallic clunk on the floor.

Ma had sunk into a chair, her fingers pressed into her temples. ‘We have to homeschool him, Regent. I’m not taking the risk.’

Floyd’s heart sank. ‘That’s not fair. Cricket is just going to start and—’

Papa threw his hands in the air. ‘Floyd. To your room,’ he barked.

Floyd pointed at Farook. ‘But he doesn’t know anything. I just—’


‘Your room. Now!’ Papa slammed his hand on the table and glared at Floyd.

Farook shrugged his shoulders and mouthed ‘sorry’ to Floyd.

‘Whatever,’ Floyd said and burst out of the room. He raced up the spiral stairs, rage scalding his eyes, burst through his door, threw himself on the bed and punched his pillow. Then, sitting up, he pushed aside the green curtains filtering fading light through the old window above his bed. Past the tendrils of jasmine peeking into the frame, a horse-drawn carriage clip-clopped by. In the distance, the Gubernaculum, a network of waterways that criss-crossed Durjipore, gleamed. No motor vehicles were permitted on the sinking island. People could only travel by bicycle, catamaran or horse-drawn buggy. He pushed open the window. The strains of a popular song floated up. Mrs Jussawalla, their neighbour, loved oldies and her radio was always on at this time. The words wafted into Floyd’s room. ‘My name is Anthony Gonzales. Main duniya mein akela hoon …’ How apt. The song was from an old Bollywood movie that had made its way to Durjipore and was repeatedly shown on television. Amar Akbar Anthony, a movie about three brothers separated at birth. The radio sputtered and buzzed intermittently, and then died out.

A few fireflies buzzed up to the window, their tails blinking brightly. There was a slow rumble of thunder, and raindrops heavy with moonlight drenched the jasmine vines.

Tomorrow it would all be over. Ma would never look at him the same way again. Goodbye normal life. Goodbye cricket practice. Goodbye freedom. He flopped on his bed, shut his eyes and listened to the lull of the rain’s steady beat. His thoughts tumbled and drifted into a dream.


Farook was trembling next to him. They were on a ship made of shiny white stone. It floated, unyielding, against a furious wind. They cowered as a wave reared over them like a solid wall, spraying their faces.

Floyd held Farook tightly. ‘It’s okay,’ he said.

It wasn’t. They were on the deck huddled with many—maybe a hundred—other children.

‘I’m thirsty,’ one said.

‘I’m scared,’ sobbed another boy with matted hair.

A large cloaked figure lifted a struggling girl, who looked vaguely familiar. Floyd gasped as she was hurled overboard. He heard more screams and saw an unconscious boy being thrown over the side of the ship. Farook pulled Floyd’s elbow and said, ‘Let’s hide.’

‘No!’ Floyd shouted. ‘We have to stop them.’

‘It’s too late …’ Farook screamed.

It was. The hulking figure stood in front of them. The parched, noiseless scream stayed in his throat as he saw Farook picked up and thrown into the icy-cold water. He knew he was next.

A cracking sound woke Floyd up. There it was again. The round brass clock at his nightstand, with its concave glass, read 4.30. The pounding rain and thunder were quieting. Was that a dog barking? He looked out of the rain-spattered window. A silhouetted figure stood with arms crossed. A large dog stood, statue-like, beside the apparition. Floyd closed his eyes and opened them again, but now the street was empty. How very odd.

Maybe he should wake Farook up. It had been an awful night. Maybe they could talk.

He opened the door to his room and rubbed his hands as the chill hit him. Glass crunched under his slippers. He turned the light switch on—nothing. The storm had caused a blackout.

A soft, flopping noise made his heart thump. His eyes adjusted to the pale moonlight. Imli, Farook’s jewelfish, flapped on the windowsill. Shards of glass glittered on the floor. Floyd rushed to the bathroom, threw his toothbrush out of a tumbler, poured water in it and put Imli in. ‘Poor girl.’

The bed lay empty, the sheets rumpled and tossed aside. The window was broken, the brightening sky framed by the jagged edges of the glass hole.

‘Farook,’ he called.

No reply.

‘Okay. Don’t be an ass …’

No reply.

The soothsayer’s words suddenly popped into his head. A brother leaves.

‘Papa!’ he screamed, feeling faint. ‘Papa, hurry!’
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Grief

‘Floyd? Why aren’t you in bed?’ Papa came running in. His candle threw leering shadows. Inspector Foxwallah had his handheld monitor clipped to the belt of his dressing gown, as always.

‘Farook’s not here.’ Floyd pointed to the bed, his heart thumping.

‘Great Garuda. Is the window broken?’ Papa’s face tightened as he picked up the bed sheets. Floyd’s stomach churned. Blood stained one sheet—fresh, red and sticky. Papa pressed a button on his monitor and it crackled to life. ‘Foxwallah here. Emergency.’

‘Deputy Singh speaking. Sir?’ The words stabbed the air.

‘Kamini. I need you at the house, right away. Make sure the papers don’t hear about it.’

Floyd trembled. Another child kidnapped. This time his brother, the inspector’s own son. Farook was gone.

Because of my bad luck. The thought pierced his heart. His bestie—gone just like that—after such an awful fight, too. He squeezed his eyes and rocked on the heels of his feet, clasping his arms around his chest.


Because of me because of me because of me.

Outside, the sky lightened and the birds began to chirp.

Papa rushed down the stairs, skipping a step at a time. Voices floated up. Ma had woken up. He heard a soft wail and then shrieking.

Two very slow hours later, the doorbell rang. Papa answered it. Deputy Inspector Kamini stood at attention, her hair in a knot at her neck, trim in the pale orange uniform of the DPD. She held a large folder marked ‘Foxwallah’. ‘Chief. Classified emails sent everywhere … All six islands, India, Sri Lanka … even China.’

‘Thanks, Kamini,’ Papa said. His face was drawn, his eyes shadowed.

Deputy Inspector Kamini talked softly but rapidly of searching underwater and across empty fields. Floyd shuddered. What else could one find there but a body? He shook the terrible thought out of his head.

‘Sir, I hate to bother you with this but … the final fingerprint results. We ran them four times and even sent them to a lab abroad.’ Kamini’s voice sharpened.

‘What is it?’ Papa asked.

‘It’s ridiculous. There’s a fingerprint that looks odd … clearly a mistake.’ Kamini’s brown eyes registered confusion. ‘And there was sand found. We traced it to the Souks.’

Floyd shivered. The Souks were the nastiest part of the island—old markets and the only prison in Durjipore were housed there. It was the northern-most point of Durjipore, where the waterways emptied into the sea. Children were told to absolutely never get off at that catamaran stop. There was always news of a crime being committed there, almost once a week.


Papa turned to Floyd. ‘Floyd, I need your help. Please feed your Ma … she’s refusing to eat. Dr Mohandas will be here soon.’ Papa knew how to get curious ears out of a room.

Floyd closed the door behind him but peered through the keyhole.

Kamini showed Papa a photograph. ‘The lab says it isn’t human,’ she whispered.

‘That’s ridiculous,’ Papa exclaimed. ‘Send it back for retesting. And call the elite unit—we need the Souks combed. Garuda knows they’ll find something. That place is a cesspool.’

‘Yes, sir.’ Kamini snapped her bag shut and walked towards the door. Floyd rushed to the kitchen, grabbed the plate and climbed the stairs, three at a time. It was tricky, balancing the plate as he opened the door to Ma and Papa’s room.

Ma squatted on the stone floor, nodding at her rickety bamboo shrine piled with statues of all the gods she loved. Sandalwood incense and fragrant smoke assailed his nostrils.

‘Please eat something, Ma,’ he said, putting the plate of food beside her.

Ma rocked back and forth, biting the edge of her sari, her inhaler on standby. Floyd placed the food on the floor beside her. A fine coating of dust covered all the figurines. She hadn’t even wiped down the shrine she usually cleaned compulsively.

The rotund recipient of today’s invocation, Lord Ganesha, sat cosily on the altar, a mouse at his feet.

‘Om, shreem, dhreem, gleem, gloam, gum Gunnaputha yey,’ Ma’s guttural prayers to Lord Ganesha spilled from her throat, half moans and half words.

Alongside Ganesha the dark-skinned Kali grinned horribly, her bright red tongue hanging like a hibiscus petal in full bloom. Her six arms brandished deadly weapons and a garland of skulls wrapped her throat. Why wasn’t Ma praying to this terrible beauty? She looked more likely to take care of business. Floyd shut his eyes and thought. How would they find Farook? Who would? Then, slowly, like a drop of water hardening into a crystal, the decision formed in his mind.

This was his fault. The astrologer had said so. He would find Farook. He didn’t know how, but he would. He felt a sense of determination suffuse him.

‘My son …’

Ma had spoken at last. He opened his eyes. She was smiling—a smile that made the hairs on his neck feel as sharp as a bed of nails.

‘Farook?’ Ma’s stare was unblinking. She drew closer and covered his blue eye with her hand. ‘Farook,’ she repeated.

Farook. Floyd controlled his tears. ‘It’s okay, Ma. Farook will be home soon.’ He removed her hand from his face and kissed it.

She turned her face away, making a soft, mewing sound.

Floyd shivered. ‘You must eat, Ma,’ he said, pushing the plate of food towards her.

Ma grabbed the plate and threw it across the room, shattering it. Blotches of boiled rice and yellow curry stained the floor. Just then the door opened and Papa entered the room, followed by a grey-haired man in a stiff white coat. Floyd thought he would burst with relief.

‘Hello, Maya. Remember me?’ Dr Mohandas spoke in a calm, soft voice.

Ma looked away.

‘Dr Mohandas would like to give Ma some medicine. It will help, I hope,’ Papa said and jerked his head towards the door.


Floyd walked out, shut the door behind him and hesitated outside. He bent down and squinted through the keyhole. He would surely develop a squint if he kept this up, he thought.

Dr Mohandas was pulling something out of his bag. He lifted it—a syringe. Next, he rubbed a needle with alcohol and took a small bottle of clear liquid out of his pocket. Turning the bottle over with one hand, he pierced the inverted cover with the needle and sucked the liquid into the syringe. Papa held Ma’s arms down as he sat on the bed next to her.

‘I don’t need your poison. I need Farook. You hear me? Farooookkkkk!’ Ma screamed. In seconds, she was making soft, gulping sounds.

‘The grief has been too much, too quickly …’ Dr Mohandas said. ‘She’s not strong enough.’

‘Isn’t there anything we can do?’ Papa’s voice shook.

‘Regent, if I could get Ninipuri, I would give it to her.’

‘A man of science believes in that rubbish?’ Papa raised an eyebrow.

‘Sorry. That’s my desperation talking. This is all so mysterious,’ Dr Mohandas said, and then the voices faded.

Floyd shivered. What was Ninipuri? It didn’t sound real, the way Papa had reacted to it. And, why was there sand from the Souks of Durjipore in Farook’s room? It meant that there was some connection to the outside world, the sea and beyond. What was he going to do? And more importantly, was poor Farook okay? He tried to swallow the hard lump in his throat but it stuck, dry and unyielding.
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Twickenham 3.01 p.m. to Durjipore Souks

Floyd crept down the stairs, careful to skip the squeaky first one after the landing. On the kitchen table lay the day’s copy of the Tranquebar Times.

The headlines screamed: THE FOX FAILS. TOLL OF MISSING CHILDREN RISES TO NINETY-SEVEN. He swallowed the lump in his throat. Farook was now a statistic. Number Ninety-five. There had been two more.

Upstairs, Ma rocked relentlessly in front of her shrine, praying to all the gods in her universe.

‘Maha Kaali, Thuppar Vaali, Maha Kaali …’ her voice floated down.

Good. She hadn’t heard him. He hurriedly packed a stash of tamarind tuckers, two sugar biscuits and a chocolate bar, and put them in his pockets, along with some money.

He ignored the guilty twinge that stung him and shut the back door. He was in the clear—at least for the next four hours. Ma was preoccupied; Papa was at the office. He looked at his watch. A half hour to get to the Souks, another half hour to get back. He could go and return with no one any wiser. He would begin his search for Farook, come back and make a plan for the next day. If he was careful, Ma and Papa would never know.

He blinked in the sunshine. The flowers in the garden seemed particularly colourful today, the leaves greener. Was it his imagination or were the creepers around the house thicker and more flowery than usual?

He closed the garden gate softly and walked by a side canal, jingling the tolas in his pocket. He stepped on to a narrow wooden bridge. The wooden slats swayed under his feet, causing a swarm of gnats to buzz up from the water lilies below. A small bell sounded. The 3.01 p.m. catamaran from Twickenham was getting ready to leave. He ran, tripping over a few times.

A green catamaran gleamed in the afternoon sun like a giant fish waiting to swallow its meal. For only two tolas, one could be chugged to even the remotest parts of the island, along the Gubernaculum. The catamarans were the only mass public transportation allowed on the island. There, he had heard people say, the resemblance to Venice ended. Durjipore was far noisier, more colourful and crowded.

Floyd handed the coins to a harassed conductor with a dishevelled red turban, watery green eyes and sweat rings under his arms. He quickly averted his eyes. A.E.C., he reminded himself. No need to draw attention.

‘Upper deck.’ The conductor waved Floyd away, slapped the wall of their catamaran with his hand and blew on his whistle. ‘RRRRRRRRRIGHT!’ he yelled.

The motor started with a small puff of steam and the catamaran staggered with a splash and sliced through the water. They were on Twickenham Waterway—a busy, long and wide canal that passed through the floating markets and ended at the Souks.

Floyd swayed his way up the spiral stairs, clutching the rail. Silk factory workers on their way home crowded under a faded green canopy, fanning themselves with newspapers as they chatted. A woman unfolded her leftover lunch from its encasing of banana leaves, releasing an aroma of onions and spicy fish. She squeezed lime on it and took rapid bites.

Aha. Floyd spied a space between a diminutive man with a long beard, his nose buried in a newspaper, and a man in a green cape, his face hooded. He squeezed in and leaned back. The man in the cape snored softly. Floyd got a flash of a long, white ponytail and sparkling rings on his fingers.

‘FLOATING MARKETS,’ the conductor yelled. The catamaran sputtered and came to a halt. The Souks were the next stop. Floyd looked at his watch: 3.06. Another twenty minutes or so and they would be at the Souks. He shivered in anticipation. He had never been this far along on that route. The evening vendors were doing a brisk business and their shouts wafted over to the deck.

‘You want pickled cobra? Make you brave and strong … delicious half-hatched quail egg? Good for you, very cheap …’

A gaggle of rafts piled with fruit, flowers, vegetables and fish floated around the parked catamaran. The earthy fragrance of squash blossoms and sweet pomegranates mixed with the sharp aroma of young, green mango pickles.

‘Vultures! Swines,’ the conductor cursed as a small raft bumped against the side of the catamaran. ‘Don’t come so close. You’ll scrape the boat.’ With a long stick, he pushed at a raft piled with dried fish. He screamed another string of profanities at its grinning oarsman, who glided away into a smaller waterway. The customers would bargain from the deck, and then lower a small basket down on a rope with the payment, and the vendor would take the money and put their goods in.

Floyd got up and stood at the deck, breathing in the smells, and looked down at the water. The surface was still, like glass, and as he watched, the murky green water began to clear.

All of a sudden, there was silence all around him.

People were still talking but he couldn’t hear them. All the busy sounds had quietened. Suddenly he saw her. There she was. Clear as day this time—a woman, standing just below the surface of the water, looking up at him. She wore a long, scaly robe and a small, sparkly tiara. Her skin was bluish-white and her silver eyes, like cracked marbles, pierced through him. Her silver dreadlocks cascaded to her hips and she smiled, revealing three rows of very sharp teeth.

Floyd closed his eyes and gripped the rail, his head swimming. When he opened them, the watery apparition had disappeared.

‘Try pamplemousse. Make you handsome for girls …’ a vendor yelled out at him and winked. Floyd smiled shakily, trying to quell his racing heart. This was the first time he had seen her so clearly. Who was she? And why did she keep appearing? Despite the heat, a wave of goosebumps crawled over his body. He sat down on a bench as he tried to compose himself. His heartbeat slowed and he took a ragged breath. A sound made him look around—a whimper. He stiffened. Nothing. He leaned back.

The caped man was still asleep and the other continued to ignore him. There was the sound again. This time, a yelp. He bent his head between his knees to look under his seat and recoiled. A huge brown dog crouched underneath. Floyd jumped up.

The dog crawled out and shook its body; its ears flapped like loose roof tiles on a windy day. Then it stretched and yawned loudly. The size of a small pony, it came up almost to his hip. A long strip of hair ran in the opposite direction from the rest of its body hair and curved perfectly over its spine, ending in a little ‘V’ shape a few inches above its tail. It wore a red collar made of woven leather—a small brass tag showed some strange symbols on it. This dog clearly belonged to someone. But who? And how did it find its way here?

‘SOUKS!’ the conductor yelled hoarsely, and blew into the little whistle around his neck.

The catamaran slowed down, and Floyd gripped the seat. Passengers started getting up from their seats in a flurry. The dog curled itself around his legs. Floyd pulled out a biscuit and the dog wolfed it down.

‘Good boy,’ Floyd said patting the dog on its head. The dog wagged its tail and stared at him.

‘Dogs aren’t allowed on this catamaran!’ It was the catamaran conductor—his eyes bulged and he was waving his hands as he sputtered. ‘How did it get here? I let everyone on myself.’

‘It’s not mine—’

‘A Rhodesian Ridgeback? Not even a Durjipore breed.’ The conductor had an unpleasant look on his face. ‘I’ll turn you in for smuggling in exotic animals, unless you show me the proper papers.’

‘I told you, he’s not mine—’


The catamaran shuddered to a stop and reeled to one side. Floyd slid across the entire length of the bench.

‘Great Garuda. Can’t they be more careful?’ Floyd said, smoothing his shirt down as he stood up. The dog lay on the deck, its limbs splayed, whimpering piteously.

‘EVERYONE OFF. WE HAVE A SITUATION,’ the conductor yelled.

Floyd turned towards the stairs. He felt a grip on his arm.

‘You’re not going anywhere.’ The conductor yanked his arm. ‘You’re under arrest.’

‘What? You can’t … what for?’ Floyd held the deck rail of the heaving catamaran. ‘If it’s about this dog, he’s not mine.’

‘Telling stories, are we?’ The conductor blew his whistle and pulled a long chain hanging from a bar above. ‘He acts like he’s known you all his life.’ The dog growled at the conductor softly, then nuzzled its head against Floyd’s leg.

People gave him curious looks as they disembarked.

The dog sat down, its head cocked. It whimpered and licked his hand. Floyd tried not to imagine the look on Papa’s face when he got home. This was bad. Very bad.

Two men approached. It was the man in a green cape and the short man he had been sitting next to. They flashed their badges. Floyd groaned. Plain-clothes policemen from the Durjipore police department. Of course, they were patrolling the Souks. Now he’d really gone and done it. He felt a cold hand on the back of his neck as his collar was grabbed. He was hoisted up another flight of stairs as the dog followed, barking madly.
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It’s Hobson-Jobson—Anything Is Possible

‘You’ll take him then?’ The short man smiled. He had a long, thin scar across his nose. The dog growled softly.

The man in the green cape didn’t say anything, but his grip on Floyd’s collar tightened.

‘Some kind of jiggery-pokery. I tell you,’ the conductor said, hopping up and down. ‘I checked everyone in. Don’t know how he did it. Those unearthly eyes.’

Floyd glared at him. The man shuddered but continued muttering under his breath.

‘Take the urchin and the cur to the storeroom. We can interrogate him later. I’m starving,’ the short man said.

Floyd’s pulse raced. ‘My father’s the chief inspector,’ Floyd said. ‘I’d like to call him.’

The short man laughed. ‘Now that’s a good one,’ he smirked. ‘Everyone knows the Foxwallah boy was kidnapped. Take him away.’

The caped man pushed Floyd up three flights of narrow stairs and into a small room. The door slammed and he heard the deadbolt being locked. The catamaran started again. The dog whined.

Floyd patted its back and to his surprise, the dog yelped. There were two large bumps on either side of its ridge.

‘Funny. I could have sworn those weren’t there a few minutes ago,’ he said, giving the dog his last biscuit. The dog snapped it up and licked his hand.

The room was filled with cleaning supplies, bleach, cleaner, mops and brooms, all attached to the walls. The evening sunlight shone through two large French windows. In the distance, the waterways twinkled against the darkening sky.

He pushed the windows. To his surprise, they swung open easily. His heart sank as he looked out. It was low tide. There was no way he’d be able to escape; he’d be dashed against the rocks in no time. He turned around and spied a door. It opened into a small washroom. He washed his hands in the sink, dried them and came back into the storeroom.

He paced around the room. Think, Floyd, think. He’d missed his chance to make it to the Souks. He wouldn’t be able to find Ninipuri for Ma and instead, he would be in a heap of trouble with Papa. He paced the room, back and forth, until a realization interrupted his thoughts.

The dog had disappeared.

By gum! Had the silly beast jumped out of the window? Floyd stuck his head out but the dog was nowhere to be seen. He turned back inside, his mouth dry.

Whirr … it sounded like a sheaf of pages being turned at great speed. A slight breeze blew over him.

The breeze was blowing from somewhere within the room.

A gust of air struck the nape of his neck. Something was right above his head. Very slowly, his heart thundering, he raised his eyes to the ceiling.

Floating above him was the dog. On either side of the dog’s body, moving in slow waves, were wings. Huge, reddish-brown, feathery wings.

His skin tingled unpleasantly.

Dogs didn’t fly.

The dog woofed, his wings spread over the ceiling as he looked down at Floyd and glided over by the window, blocking the light. This was impossible!

It’s Hobson-Jobson; anything is possible.

Oh, by all the gods in Ma’s shrine. How could this be happening?

Jumping up, he tried to grab the dog’s paw but the dog threw his head back, barked and flitted away elegantly. Tamarind Tuckers. Now what?

The sound of footsteps came up the stairs.

‘Come down, boy,’ Floyd said, his voice shaking. The dog did a somersault in the air and woofed. Floyd grabbed at him but missed as he sailed over Floyd and licked his ear, then flew around the room, knocking a mop over with a crash. Then he hovered by the window.

‘Get down here right now,’ Floyd said with gritted teeth, trying to keep his voice low.

To his relief, the huge dog lowered himself and landed on the ground on all fours, tottering for a second before regaining his balance. Its wings came from the middle of the ridge on his back.

So the ridge held wings! Those bumps he saw earlier must have been the wings straining to get loose. Could they be real? Floyd tugged at them gently. They held fast.


Floyd looked at the door, then at the dog.

All of a sudden the dog swooped under him, put his head between Floyd’s legs and scooped him up. Now he was on the great beast’s back, holding on to its neck.

‘W-what are you doing, boy?’ Floyd said to the dog, shaking.

As if it were the most natural thing, the dog pushed his tense back legs into the carpet. Floyd’s heart raced. For a second the great canine’s body shivered and then, with a loud bark, it lunged out of the windows, its great wings flapping, and sailed into the evening sky. They were flying.

‘NO! Turn around. Go back.’ Disregarding his pleas the dog climbed higher into the air. Floyd clung to him and buried his face in the dog’s warm, furry neck. Oh, by Garuda. Where was this animal taking him? The air swirled around his legs. Below, the fireworks of Hobson-Jobson crackled and sputtered; colours and sparks whizzed by them and exploded in the clouds.
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Yama Forest

We’re so dead. Dead dead dead.

Floyd squeezed his eyes shut as they flew higher, the dog’s wings cutting through the thin air.

If he’d ever had the slightest doubt that he was unlucky, it was gone.

They flew steadily, clouds streaming past them like escaped stuffing from a down pillow. He trailed his hand through one—it left a wet chill on his arm.

It all felt dreamlike—the criss-cross cobbled streets, the small row houses, the misty waterways and the sleeping catamarans spread out below like a fairy village. A thrill passed through him, despite his fear.

In a few minutes, the air became warmer and smelled of ripe Alfonso mango. They were flying over a glimmering lake. How he wished he had paid more attention in geography class! The dog turned and licked him on his face.

He patted the creature’s head. ‘You are a dog, right?’ he said, huddling into it.

Suddenly, the Ridgeback’s back stiffened and it barked loudly. In the distance, a pinprick of light wavered and then burst into view.

A flame-coloured bird, the size of a small biplane, with deep purple plumage on its head, hovered in front of them. Its silver eyes locked on Floyd as it opened its yellow beak, curved and pointed as a scythe. Floyd gasped. Its shriek was so piercing that he reflexively put his hands over his ears and lost his balance.

He flailed as he plummeted through empty air. The dog swooped under him, staggered from the impact and then climbed the air, its sturdy wings beating. Floyd clutched the Ridgeback’s powerful neck. Great Garuda! What was this monster-bird that moved like oiled lightning?

The bird’s burning feathers, as hot as freshly-hammered iron, brushed the entire side of his body as it swooped by them at terrifying speed.

Floyd felt like he would vomit his beating heart out. ‘Turn around. NOW!’ he yelled at the dog as the bird came at them again.

The bird came towards them. Floyd ducked, but this time instead of going past, it stayed alongside, so close that every feather on its face was visible, its cold silvery eye within a few feet of his own.

Floyd shivered. Was this strange creature a friend or foe? Oh, just swallow us and get it over with, he thought bitterly, squeezing his eyes shut.

The bird flew by them, not making any move. The dog was beginning to pant, his lungs wheezing. Floyd stroked his neck. The poor creature needed to rest.

Abruptly, the dog took a sharp turn towards the bird. Teetering, Floyd flung his arm out and grabbed the bird’s feathers, but immediately let go as a stinging burn shot through his arm. In his tingling palm was an orange feather with a purple tip. It was as long as a cricket bat and the fine down that fanned out on either side could easily cover his chest.

The bird screamed and sliced through the air, dropping several feet in a single breath. It rose just as fast and came at them again. Floyd bit his lip and clamped his legs tight against the dog’s torso. The wind whipped his face. They were descending quickly.

A vast expanse of treetops with bright purple flowers was rushing up rapidly. The trees looked like little umbrellas, all tightly pressed together. The dog whipped towards the huge forest with its low-lying trees, ears pressed back, snout downwards.

Floyd shut his eyes tightly, the wind whistling in his ears.

The colossal bird brushed against the treetops, screaming, but didn’t follow. It couldn’t fit. Thank the gods.

Floyd clutched the dog—they were approaching the ground much too quickly. Branches tore at his arms and leaves whipped his face as they crashed through the treetops. The Ridgeback yelped as they tumbled into a clearing. Floyd rolled over several times and his head slammed against the trunk of a tree, shaking it so hard that its vivid purple blossoms blanketed them, releasing a lavender scent. A jacaranda.

Above, the bird screeched one last time and then disappeared.

The dog whimpered and licked Floyd’s face. The scratches on his face and arms burned.

Floyd spat out a leaf and pulled a jacaranda blossom from his aching ear. He stood up, holding the side of the tree, his head spinning, body throbbing.


‘Where have you brought me?’ he asked the dog.

The Ridgeback limped up. His wings folded over several times and descended into his ridge, like a letter being pushed into an envelope. The ridge zipped along its length from the bottom up in one pure and perfect movement. Now he looked like a beautiful but ordinary dog again.

Floyd put his arms around the dog’s neck. The sky darkened and the moon came out, making the trees silver and the shadows long and grey.

The gravity of the situation suddenly sank in. He had no idea where he was, and what kind of trouble he was in. Without realizing it, he started crying into the great dog’s neck. The animal licked his face again.

Floyd forced his thoughts to be orderly. This was no time to be a cowardy-custard. The dog had probably landed here to escape that monstrous bird. He just needed some water and a few moments of rest. Maybe there would be a stream nearby—Floyd’s mouth watered at the thought of cold, sweet water, and he swallowed his tears.

The dog pulled at Floyd’s jeans and barked, like he was trying to show him something. It ran up to a wall and sat there wagging its tail. Floyd approached slowly. The wall was small—part of a wall, really. It was crumbling and many of the bricks had lost their smoothness. There seemed to be carvings on it. Using the large orange feather with a shaking hand, he brushed the leaves away. His blood chilled as he read the words hewn into the old stone.

In Yama Forest, it is said,

With prudent caution one must tread,

For if one’s cares too quick be shed,

As soon will come what they most dread.


His legs trembled like a spider’s web as the air slowly left his lungs. Yama Forest? Wasn’t Yama the god of death? Where had he landed?

Floyd wobbled, feeling faint. Jaadu’s predictions had been horribly accurate. A brother had left. Hadn’t he said something about flying beasts and a sacrifice? He tried to remember the astrologer’s words, but his mind had emptied itself. Oh, tamarind tuckers.

His thoughts broke as something slithered past his foot. The moonlight threw long shadows everywhere, making it impossible to see clearly. A light glimmered through the trees.

Floyd coiled the huge orange feather under his sweater and walked down a small path towards the light, his heart thudding. What or who would he find? The stocky umbrella pines and the purple jacarandas leered over him like spectators at a cockfight. In the distance, a long howl pierced the air.

A cottage with a thatched roof stood in the middle of a clearing, a flickering torch on its jasmine-covered walls. Its four corkscrew chimneys puffed smoke, vibrant even in the moonlight’s waxy pallor. One chimney curled out a fat spiral of emerald smoke; another blew a stream of shimmering purple. The third billowed mustard smoke, and the last puffed out wispy white rings. A brass knocker adorned a red door with intricate flowery carvings. There were no windows. Oh, where was he?

‘Let’s be quiet. We need to look around before making any moves, okay?’ he said to the dog.

The dog bounded up to the door and, with a push of his paw, opened it. What the blazes was wrong with him?

‘NO. Bad dog.’ Floyd rushed after the dog and skidded to a halt. They stood in the middle of a large room with four burning fireplaces. The entire floor was covered in a profusion of creepers. A single window looked out on to a serene moonlit beach. But there had been no windows visible on the outside of this house. Weird. Very weird.

Fragrant burning mango wood threw coloured light around the book-lined room. In one corner, a dull silver telescope stood on a stand, a black grandfather clock towered in another. Whatever this was, it couldn’t be good.

On one side of the polished wooden floor, amongst the creepers, lay two dog bowls, one filled with water and the other with food. Someone or something was expecting this dog. Floyd shuddered.

‘I’m so not staying here,’ he whispered and tripped over one of the green vines. He righted himself and sat down on a chair.

The dog woofed, drank thirstily from the bowl and jumped on to a gold velvet divan with tasselled bolsters. There was no one else in the room. Armchairs stuffed with sparkling pillows and bright rugs were strewn over the gleaming wood floors, visible through gaps in the creepers—and he could see those vines came from two plants on either side of a marble fireplace. Who would possibly live like this?

The dog’s tongue hung out happily. Clearly this dog wasn’t in a hurry to get back. But maybe if he knew where he was, he could get help.

The bookshelves might have a telephone directory. Gold letters gleamed on the ageing green spines. Floyd trod carefully over the vines and studied the titles.

The large clock let out a series of chimes, startling him. Instead of numbers, the timepiece’s face had twelve brass dogs with elegant silhouettes and markings on their backs, just like—why, like Rhodesian Ridgebacks! He counted ten … eleven … twelve chimes. Midnight already?

A faint fluttering started as soon as the chimes stopped. Wings grew out of the ridges of the miniature brass dogs. The figurines left the clock face one by one and flew gracefully around the room, before returning to their original positions. The ceiling, which had been perfectly ordinary, now glowed a deep orange.

‘Anyone here?’ Floyd called. A movement caught the corner of his eye. The plants were moving—their fronds were twisting! They fused into a thick lump the size of a tree trunk. He backed away, his hand over his mouth.

Without warning, the door he had come through thudded shut. He tugged and twisted the doorknob. It wouldn’t budge. He was trapped. He shivered in spite of the heat from the four fires.

‘Greetings, Yaksha,’ a voice said.

Floyd wheeled around, his heart hammering, but there was no one in the room. The dog tossed his head and barked furiously, his tail wagging.

‘Here,’ the voice said. Floyd turned around and yelled in shock. The voice was coming from the plants. From within the thick green stem, two eyes blinked.
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Balsam and Ela

The writhing plant started spinning and, in seconds, formed a cylindrical lump. The vines curled around it, like a cocoon.

No, this simply isn’t happening, Floyd told himself. Maybe like Ma he had retreated into another world and didn’t know what was real any more. He stifled his sob at the thought of Ma, rocking in front of her shrine, slowly going mad with grief. Oh, what had he got himself into, this time? Was there no end to his bad luck?

The sprouting leaves at the top of the plant collected into a cabbage-sized mass that became a head. By now an entire figure had formed out of the plant, as the last few vines were sucked back into its body.

Trembling, hardly daring to lift his eyes, Floyd glanced up—and instantly wished he hadn’t.

The tallest man he had ever seen—a man with an unsmiling face—stood in front of him, a few vines still writhing on his head. About eight feet, he wore a knee-length frock coat made of moss and narrow green shoes of woven leaf. Stones sparkled on his slender fingers. His long white hair floated around his head, making his olive skin look dark. His eyes were of the lightest green with a hint of gold—the exact colour of Ma’s peridot ring.

With a shake of his hand, he sucked the last straggling vine back into his fingertip, and then bowed three times to Floyd. Floyd clutched his head in his hands, his heart hammering to a furious beat. Avoid. Eye. Contact. Avoid. Eye. Contact.

‘Balsam.’ It was a woman’s voice, and it came from the other plant. Its vines were also fusing together, forming a curvy shape, twisting, as if it was a woman trying to fit into a dress that she had pulled over her head.

The man unknotted a tangle of vines at the ‘feet’ of the other plant. ‘Hurry, Ela,’ he said.

The other plant’s head formed as her vines fused together and clumped into two legs with a pop-pop-pop sound. ‘This gets harder every year.’

The plant materialized into a willowy woman in a tweedy green frock coat. Her golden skin was smooth and the braided hair that hung to her waist was as white as a jasmine petal. An emerald glittered in her nose. Her arms were still a writhing mass of green creepers. One of her legs was twisted and withered. Her green eyes flashed as she looked at Floyd.

Floyd’s heart raced. Oh, by Garuda! These people must be the child kidnappers. What a fool he was! He had flown right into their trap. He tried to remember what Papa had told him to do if he was ever caught in such a situation. Leave as fast as you can. Don’t take anything they offer. Get help.

Floyd wheeled around and hurled himself at the door. To his shock, a long, green vine slithered around his ankles. He fell over, his right shoulder hitting the floor; the cool, smooth bands around his ankles were unyielding.


‘You’ll be sorry,’ Floyd screamed. How brave his words sounded; how jelly-like his insides felt. He cursed the dog again but he seemed unperturbed, lying on the divan, watching quietly. That ingrate … after taking his last biscuit too!

The plant-man came up to him and peered into his face. ‘Yes. It is he,’ he said after a moment. The woman smiled and then, to Floyd’s shock, her braid sprouted small jasmine flowers.

Floyd yelled again, ‘HELP!’

A vine snaked itself around his mouth and two more around each wrist. The plant-woman’s creeper arms held him in a fierce grip. Tears of rage streamed down Floyd’s face. He tried to pry them off his mouth but another twirled around his wrists and fastened them together. He bit the green rope around his mouth, and it sprouted a small lemon that squirted juice at him, narrowly missing his eye.

‘Thanks, Ela,’ the plant-man said. ‘Yaksha, my name is Balsam and this is my sister, Ela. It’s important that you be quiet and listen. We have little time.’

Floyd only managed a muffled cry. What was this strange name they kept addressing him by? If these fiends would let him talk, he could explain that they clearly had the wrong person.

‘Do you agree?’ the man called Balsam asked.

Floyd nodded and his shoulders slumped. What was the use of struggling? His head fell to his chest. The vine budded jasmines and relaxed its grip.

‘Okay, Ela,’ Balsam nodded at the woman.

The vine released a flowery fragrance and slithered back to the plant body. The woman held her wrist in her other hand and stared at Floyd, her green eyes glittering. ‘You almost chewed my hand off,’ she muttered.


Floyd glared back at her. ‘And you very nearly blinded me, madam.’

Balsam put his hand on Floyd’s shoulder and smiled at him. ‘Relax. You’re safe here.’

Floyd crumpled to the ground quietly, head between his knees. He wasn’t expecting kindness.

‘I want to go home. My Ma—she’s not well … and my father, he’s … he’s …’ a soft sob swallowed his words. How he longed to hug Papa, rub his face against the rough khaki of his uniform and feel the cold metal studs against his face.

The dog grunted contentedly by the fire. Floyd looked at him bitterly. Man’s best friend indeed. If he were any kind of a dog at all, he would have attacked this she-plant when she was holding him in a death-grip. ‘That beast brought me here against my will,’ he said.

‘That beast is your companion.’ The plant-man’s voice was gentle. ‘His name is Chutney.’

Chutney got off the divan, ambled over to the dog bowls and munched on his food.

‘I also want to say that I’m glad you’re finally here, Yaksha,’ Balsam continued.

‘You have the wrong person. That’s not my name,’ Floyd replied. ‘You’re not going to get any ransom. Papa won’t bargain with kidnappers, you know. You’re better off just releasing me.’

The two fiends looked at each other and then burst into laughter, their hair sprouting so many yellow flowers it looked like liquid sunlight. Floyd clapped his hand over his mouth.

‘You silly boy. We’re not kidnapping you. We’re on the same team,’ Ela said, the flowers in her hair disappearing. She put a frosty cup in his hand. His parched mouth watered. It smelled delicious—green apples and rosemary. ‘Where am I?’ he asked, not touching the drink. What he wouldn’t do for a mangosteen julep right now!

‘Where you’ve always been. Durjipore, of course,’ Balsam said, pushing the drink towards him. ‘This is Yama Forest. Drink up.’

‘I’ve never heard of it.’ Floyd hesitated. He took a slow, small sip, against his better judgement. His thirst was instantly quenched. ‘And how do you turn from plants into people?’ he wondered aloud.

‘If you insist on being technical, the Commonwealth Compendium Botanica classifies us as Verbiphytes. Vile name, if you ask me.’ Balsam shook his head and rolled his eyes. ‘We prefer to be called Ressuldars, although that’s only marginally better in my opinion.’

‘Balsam, focus, please,’ Ela said. ‘The name they use for us is immaterial.’

‘Ressuldars?’ Floyd exclaimed, his heart pounding. Ressuldars were supposed to be the protectors of Durjipore, the good guys. Could he believe this? ‘Y-you’re real?’ This wasn’t the Durjipore he knew. This one had Ressuldars, flying dogs and soaring giant birds. Despite his fear, a thrill ran through him.

‘Well, I never. How would you like to be asked if you were real?’ Balsam said, with a twitch of his mouth.

‘I’m sorry. I just meant—’ Floyd stammered.

‘You thought we were just Hobson-Jobson fairy tales?’ Balsam smiled and pushed a plate of small pastries towards Floyd. ‘You must be ravenous. You’ll like these—thimbleberry tumbets.’

Floyd bit into one of the pastries and the tart, fruity filling exploded in his mouth—not unlike a mix of mango and strawberries. Thimbleberries? He had never seen a thimbleberry, nor heard of one, for that matter. He chewed away as Balsam spoke, ‘The Ressuldars existed long before people occupied the Commonwealth Islands and surrounding islets. We have always protected these lands.’

Floyd drained his drink and felt his jangled nerves begin to calm.

‘We are the threshold that divides the plant and human world. Maybe you could think of us as highly evolved plant forms,’ Ela said.

‘Some of us are particularly evolved.’ Balsam raised an eyebrow, straightening his collar in a mirror.

‘And you are the Yaksha, the summoned one. You will aid us in protecting Durjipore.’ Ela smiled at him.

‘Protecting Durjipore? You’re mental. Completely cracked!’ Floyd gasped, trying to quash the sob that was welling in his throat. ‘I couldn’t protect my own brother. And my parents must be worried sick about me. Please—I have to go.’

‘Your parents are worried, but they’re okay,’ Ela reassured him.

Floyd sagged and ran his fingers through his hair. ‘And I know you’re telling the truth, exactly how?’

Balsam threw a paper at him. It was that morning’s Tranquebar Times. The title shrieked: SECOND FOXWALLAH TWIN KIDNAPPED. REPEAT ASSAULT IN INSPECTOR’S HOME. NO PROTECTION EVEN FOR THE FOX.

Floyd’s head throbbed. How long had he been flying anyway? There was a picture of Papa next to the article, his face grim and drawn. His statement ordered the kidnappers to return his sons. He looked at the two Ressuldars. ‘Please, could you please let my parents know I’m okay?’


‘It’s much too dangerous,’ Balsam said. ‘They cannot know this, or it puts everyone at risk.’

‘Durjipore is in a state of emergency and no one knows it. The signs have started cropping up, but no one’s noticed,’ Ela continued. ‘Floods, unseasonable temperatures, sinking land patches …’

‘That’s because of global warming. We learned about it in school,’ Floyd said.

‘That’s Shaitana Salamandrin,’ Balsam replied. His face twisted and his eyes were narrow. His hair sprouted deadly nightshade—the black berries falling off the coarse green leaves. Ela cursed as she followed him around, picking up the berries.

‘Shaitana what?’ Floyd asked, his pulse quickening.

Ela pursed her lips. ‘Shaitana is the Merrow chancellor. She has not-so-secret plans for domination of the whole of Durjipore. We believe the Merrow community is responsible for the kidnappings, but that’s not all. We suspect they have other plans as well—plans that will cause terrible destruction.’

‘The Merrows? They exist too?’ Floyd felt a chill settle on the nape of his neck. According to the Hobson-Jobson legend, the Merrows were consummate evil.

‘The Merrows are an ancient, amphibious people. Just like us, they can shift shape and form,’ Ela said, as she threw the berries on the embers of a dying fire. It blazed to life. ‘And now, they covet Durjipore.’

Floyd looked back at her, stunned. The Merrows were real. If the Ressuldars were, then of course, they would be too. ‘What does this have to do with me?’ he asked.

‘You have been summoned by an ancient edict.’ Ela filled a battered kettle with water and put it on fire. She plucked fresh leaves from a potted plant and divided it amongst three cups. ‘You are the Yaksha.’

‘The Yaksha is a helper, summoned to protect the island of Durjipore from the forces of destruction,’ Balsam explained.

Floyd started to laugh. ‘What bloody nonsense. You people are crazy!’

Ela’s eyes turned a calm sage green. ‘For years we have consulted oracles, read tea leaves, and studied sand and bark patterns. Only recently it became clear that the Yaksha would be a human child, a male twin.’ She had an expression of infinite patience, but he could feel the tension behind her words. ‘There were three sets of identical twins born in Durjipore the same day as you. In the end, your eyes clued us in.’

Floyd felt the bile rise to his throat. His stupid eyes again. Of course his inauspiciousness would catch up with him. ‘I hate my eyes. I always have,’ he muttered.

‘They are precious, Yaksha. You will see,’ Balsam said. Chutney walked up to him, licked his hand, then curled down at Floyd’s feet.

Ela continued, ‘Your eyes represent duality, the choice that Durjipore will face—deciding either to flourish or perish,’ she said, pouring boiling water into the cups.

‘The brown eye represents the land of these islands and the blue eye, the waters in and around us,’ Balsam explained.

‘It’s important you understand. If you turn away, no one else can do this and the Merrows will destroy us,’ Ela said, as she passed the cups of tea around.

Floyd gritted his teeth inwardly. How dare these Ressuldars, or whatever they were, sit there, calmly telling him he was a bloody Yaksha responsible for Durjipore? Didn’t they know what his family had just been through? He felt his temper rise. He turned to Ela and straightened his back.

‘I’m sorry you’re going to perish,’ Floyd said. ‘And I wonder why anyone would want to hurt you. Especially since you’ve been so nice, you know, holding me hostage and trying to blind me with lemon juice …’

Ela shook her head. ‘Sorry about that. But the Merrows wish to hurt you much more; you will perish, too.’

Ah, the trickery of these people. Save-the-earth-or-you-die-too? Clever. Very clever. ‘I can’t be responsible for the world’s problems,’ Floyd said, crossing his arms.

Balsam turned to Ela. ‘Why does every schoolboy have to be so clever these days? The cynical self-involvement of these enfants terribles. Never mind that people’s well-being is at stake. Society has raised children like you to be brats, not caring about anything around you.’

Floyd felt the heat rise to his face. ‘I don’t care what you think. You don’t know all that has happened to me. My brother—’

‘You diddling dahlia, I know exactly everything that’s happened to you, in fact more than you know.’ Balsam paced up and down the room, his hair sprouting snapdragons, this time an agitated orange. ‘We’ve had brave comrades surrounding your home after your brother was kidnapped, just to make sure you were safe. We arranged for Chutney to meet you so you wouldn’t go to those godforsaken Souks. And now that I’m acquainted with you and your world view, I question the ancient edict that summoned you!’

‘Balsam, quiet!’ Ela was frowning. The ends of her multiple white braids budded with pensive blue hydrangeas. ‘Go slowly or you’ll shock the boy.’


Floyd felt his temper rise. ‘Don’t you—’

‘And don’t you want to find Farook?’ Balsam said.

Ela’s hair was now sprouting nettles furiously. ‘Balsam, that’s unfair. It’s quite—’

Floyd jumped up. ‘He’s okay? You know where Farook is?’ How strange to hear Farook’s name from the lips of strangers.

‘Balsam, I implore you. The boy must hear of this slowly to understand,’ Ela said. ‘It’s his choice. He cannot be coerced.’

Balsam’s light green eyes stabbed Floyd. ‘My sister is right. The choice is yours to make. But if you want to find your brother, this is the only way.’
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The Inkling Room

Floyd felt hope rise in him like a soaring eagle. They knew about Farook.

‘Okay, I’m listening,’ he said.

The clock struck one. A brass Ridgeback flew out, landed in a spider’s web and flapped, lopsided. After a brief struggle, it managed to untangle itself and flew back into its spot on the clock face. Floyd felt his temples throb. He was getting more and more involved in this sticky situation. Would he be able to emerge unscathed? He ran a hand through his damp, clumped hair.

Balsam’s expression softened.

‘We believe the Merrows took your brother—accidentally. You were the one they were after.’

Because of me. If it hadn’t been for him, poor Farook would be safe at home. His bad luck again.

‘The Merrows are after me? Why?’ Floyd asked, trying to dispel the image of a scared Farook from his mind.

Ela turned to Floyd. Suddenly her hair looked dry and lifeless, as if the sap flowing through her had ceased. ‘Because they, too, know of your existence, that you are the Yaksha,’ she said simply. ‘That you, somehow, are vital to their plans. They want you.’

There. The terrible truth that hung in the air pressed against his chest like a heavy stone. A battered tin kettle boiled thick liquid that spat into the fireplace, making the air humid. It smelled of mud and snails and fresh earth, as if it had just rained.

‘Yaksha, the time to act is near. If you undertake this mission, you have a chance at not just helping your own family, but also saving Durjipore,’ Balsam was pacing again, his hair dropping snapdragons at a rate that made Floyd dizzy.

‘What if I don’t succeed?’ Didn’t these people know about Floyd’s bad luck? How could an unlucky boy like him possibly save the world?

‘The effects on our world will be cataclysmic; they will destroy the earth’s forests, and thus, all of us,’ Ela said, her eyes gleaming with unshed tears, her tone softer.

Floyd blinked his own tears back and nodded. How could he look these people in the eye and tell them he didn’t have the belly to try?

Things were horribly clear. It was up to him to save Farook, and if the Ressuldars were to be believed, help his world, too.

‘Where do I start?’ He tried to sound brave, but the lump in his throat wouldn’t dissolve and a chill settled on the back of his neck. ‘I don’t know what to do.’

Ela nodded, as if she had been expecting this question, and again, small jasmines budded along the length of her braid. ‘We will need divination. The oracle for the summoned one is the Tannycatch,’ she said, making a sour face.

‘The Tannycatch?’ Floyd said.


Ela pulled a book from the bookshelf and opened it. Durjipore’s Magical Creatures, by Jeera Mirchi. She glanced down the table of contents. ‘Swamp-goblins, Tack-Toothed gremlins, Tamarind-imps … here it is, Tannycatch.’ She read out loud, ‘Members of an ancient and savage demonic sect, the Tannycatch are famous for their ability to stretch their necks to outrageous lengths.’

Demonic? Floyd grabbed the book from her and started reading. His neck prickled as the words stared back at him. He turned the page. ‘Irrational and irascible because of their fondness for Ninipuri powder …’

Ninipuri? The Tannycatch used Ninipuri? Dr Mohandas had said the powder could cure Ma completely … His heart leapt with hope as he continued reading.

‘Females, traditionally, are averse to male members of any species and are not afraid to use their elongated necks to strangle them like a boa constrictor when provoked or when they feel they have been treated unfairly.’

He was to meet with a demon, that too, a man-hating one?

‘Only the females have the gift of second sight and are consulted for divinations—usually as a last resort. Interaction with a Tannycatch comes at risk of harm to oneself.’

He wiped the sweat off his upper lip with the back of his hand.

‘A Tannycatch cannot and will not perform divinations unless one is in her presence.’

There was a pause.

‘And there’s no other way?’ Floyd said.

Ela touched a painting on the wall. It swung open, revealing a spiral staircase made of yellow bamboo. ‘The Tannycatch is the only one who can divine the obstacles you face.’

‘Why?’ Floyd asked.


‘She, like all of us in Durjipore, is bound by an ancient edict, the one that summoned you, the one that made us your protectors and Chutney your companion, the cosmic law that says you and only you can save the island in its time of trouble. She’s not going to be happy about it.’ Ela grimaced and her hair gave off a scent of cardamom so strong that they all sneezed. She’s not going to harm you, if you follow the rules,’ she said, her eyes watering.

‘Where is she?’ Floyd asked.

‘Nagapattinam, India,’ Ela said. They followed her behind the narrow stairs, under the light of flickering torches.

‘But that could take ages. It’s the other side of the ocean,’ Floyd said.

‘Shortcut. The Inkling Room.’

Floyd followed Balsam and Ela up the staircase in silence, Chutney close behind. The musty space ended abruptly, with only a small trapdoor above them. A chink of light appeared as it creaked open. Chutney leapt through and they followed. This cottage was full of surprises.

Floyd stopped and stared, dumbstruck. He had never seen anything like this. The room was the size of a cathedral, and its domed ceiling that soared as high as the sky was made of stained glass. It could easily fit over five hundred people. The air inside smelled of sandalwood. A red lacquered staff, with a handle in the shape of a Ridgeback head, hung on a silver chain from the ceiling.

Hundreds of bowls—each the size of a washbasin—in different colours dotted the stone floor. Black circular ones, shiny red square ones, green oblong ones and star-shaped silver ones crowded together, all half filled with water. The room felt alive, as if it were humming.


Every inch of the four walls was decorated with frames. Why, there must be thousands of them! He looked closely. They were doors, hanging one on top of the other, like paintings in a gallery.

‘Watch,’ Ela cautioned. Balsam took the staff off its chain and gently circled the rim of an oblong bowl with the end of the stick. A vibration sounded, growing louder and stronger, finally reaching a crescendo, and abruptly stopped. All the bowls shook slightly, their waters rippling, and the smell of sandalwood became stronger.

To the left, a small blue door in the bottom row trembled and shot open, revealing a meadow with softly waving grass, a cloudless blue sky and a single tree covered in gold leaves. Red owls hooted as they flapped slowly around it.

Floyd gasped softly. The door was a portal into another world. He was seized with a longing to run into that meadow that looked as though it could instantly soothe one’s troubles away.

‘I never get the right door on the first try,’ Balsam said. ‘That’s Om Valley. Lovely place if you want a quiet moment.’

He shut the door and walked over to a sparkling amethyst bowl, running the staff around its edge. A hum, sharp and clear as a shard of glass, was followed by a rattle. A shell-encrusted door near the ceiling slid down and shot open as the others rearranged themselves. Silver light poured out and a misty pink steam floated around its edges.

A low, gravelly voice said, ‘Who seeks counsel with the Tannycatch?’
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The Tannycatch

Sweat gathered on Floyd’s upper lip. Was he really just supposed to walk in through that door by himself and meet with the owner of that hoarse and terrible voice?

‘The Yaksha requests a reading,’ Balsam replied.

There was a cackle, and then a small silence before the voice rasped, ‘Does the human come of his own accord?’

Floyd felt his tongue go heavy in his mouth. I can’t do this. He stood unmoving, the Ressuldars very quiet. Their silence told him that this had to be his choice. Only his.

The door vibrated slightly but remained open. Chutney woofed and licked his hand. Floyd looked into the trusting eyes of the dog and felt his nerves settle.

‘It’s my choice,’ he heard himself say.

Ela nodded and squeezed his hand. ‘Don’t do anything to upset her,’ she whispered. ‘Don’t take anything she offers, except her advice.’

‘And remember, she is duty-bound to do this divination—but only this,’ Balsam said. ‘Don’t make any other bargains with her, don’t take anything, don’t give anything, okay? Just follow our instructions and you’ll be fine.’


Floyd nodded, feeling his heart plummet into his stomach.

Chutney tossed his head and pawed the floor. Floyd walked through the small doorway, the white marble floor chilling his feet through his shoes. The soft down of the feather under his sweater provided warmth. He jumped as the door shut behind him with a soft snap.

A flimsy mist hung in the air, making it hard to see beyond the length of his arm. Alabaster lanterns emitted a ghostly light; the only sound was a thick gurgle of running water and a soft, crunchy sound. Like someone eating a bag of potato chips. Chutney squashed against him.

‘Come forward,’ the hoarse voice cleaved through the chill.

Floyd jammed his knuckles into his mouth to stifle a scream.

A swaying head, covered with matted grey hair like strands of dead seaweed, peered out of the steam. The neck began retracting into a wrinkled old body with six arms. The creature was sprawled on a mossy green rock by a shallow pool. She was the size and shape of a large walrus. Seahorses in iridescent shades of blue flashed among the rocks. A mother-of-pearl bowl, the size of a small bathtub, sat on a bed of coals and bubbled at her feet. To her side, a smaller coral bowl contained several slowly moving black creatures with curved tails. Live scorpions.

Even his nightmares couldn’t have come up with this.

‘The Tannycatch commands you to state your name,’ she said. She picked up a handful of tiny scorpions, threw them in her mouth and crunched. That, then, was the horrible sound he’d just heard. The demon cocked her head at an unnatural angle and her six arms writhed like octopus tentacles, making small splashes in the pool. A small pipe from her mouth led to a bubbling bowl. She removed it and puffed out pink bergamot-scented smoke rings.

‘Um, it’s Floyd. Floyd Foxwallah, ma’am.’ He gripped his hands tightly behind his back, twisting his fingers, willing himself not to faint.

The demon released the pipe and rolled over on the rock, propping herself up on two of her elbows. She dipped two other arms in the water. They writhed slowly, making concentric waves on the surface.

‘And your companion?’

‘My dog, ma’am. His name is Chutney.’

‘Come closer, Yaksha. Let me feel your face,’ she grated. Floyd found himself walking over to her, his legs seemingly moving of their own accord.

The Tannycatch grabbed Floyd’s face, her rough, scaly hand clamped around his chin, the long fingers locking his head. Using another of her six hands, she parted the hair covering her face. Floyd let out a muffled cry.

The face, only inches away from his, was completely eyeless. There was only wrinkled casing where the eyes should have been. There were no sockets to hold the eyes, no lids or eyebrows to cover them and no eyelashes to frame them. Nothing but dry, hanging skin. He tried to move his head but the demon’s grip was resolute.

‘The summoned one, the Yaksha, even you tremble in my presence. You are just another weak male,’ she cackled.

She put a gnarled hand up to his face and, swaying and humming, ran her fingers over every inch. Her fingers felt like raw coconut husks. He tried not to look at the unearthly, eyeless head that somehow still seemed to see right through him. She turned her head towards the bowl.


‘Come, stand here,’ she instructed, releasing her grip.

Staggering, he obeyed. The Tannycatch plucked a long, greenish grey hair from her head and gave it to Floyd.

‘Now pull a hair out from your head and throw it into the bowl.’ Floyd followed her instructions, wincing. The water in the bowl began to sputter.

‘Water is treacherous, mutable and powerful,’ she rasped, rubbing her rough hands together. Her head elongated, rising to the ceiling. ‘I see through water, Yaksha. Now you will see my clairvoyance.’

The water in the bowl calmed and began forming fluid images, as vivid as looking through a window. Floyd gasped. The first image showed Ma and Papa. How happy they were as they held him and Farook—the boys in the image couldn’t have been more than five years old. The image melted into another that showed him and Farook giggling as they put paper boats in a little stream under a giant gulmohar tree, its red blossoms in full bloom. Floyd felt tears well in his eyes. The next scene showed him flying on Chutney’s back to Yama Forest with its strange umbrella trees.

‘The journey begins here, see,’ the demon prodded him with one of her thirty fingers. ‘You are the summoned one, the Yaksha, riding atop your companion—your winged dog.’

Floyd’s heart dropped. Somehow when the Tannycatch called him a Yaksha, it had an air of finality about it. He was the summoned one; he had a destiny to accept.

The water continued to shift and pattern images. Then a young boy’s blurry features sharpened into focus. It was Farook—a thin, scared Farook. Next to him stood a frightened girl, with light brown hair and pale skin. The image became blurred and grainy, like an old photograph, and melted as another appeared. A dark room with rough walls gave the impression of a cave or tunnel. Several boys and girls, all dressed in blue, crowded it.

Then came a familiar image. Children on a ship struggled and flailed as they were thrown overboard by a hulking, shadowy figure. His dream, the night Farook disappeared! Floyd shuddered and looked away. The image melted into the likeness of an enormous flat-topped mountain covered in snow. Almost immediately, the water shifted and spat at them and the image disappeared. Then, for a flash, the image of the woman he had seen in the water at the floating markets. Unmistakably her. Before the Tannycatch could say it, he whispered, ‘Shaitana Salamandrin.’

‘Yes indeed.’ The Tannycatch dipped a wrinkled finger into the bowl and the bubbling smoothed over. She swayed on the rock, her neck twisting slowly, and her six arms still.

‘You have great challenges ahead of you, Yaksha. Why do you undertake this journey?’

Floyd bit his lip. ‘To save my family, my brother … my mother’s ill.’

The demon’s neck shot up to the ceiling and slid down again into her shoulders. She grinned, showing green teeth. ‘Really? Are you absolutely sure?’

Floyd gulped. ‘Yes, ma’am.’ What a strange question. Why else would he put himself in harm’s way? Did she think he was mad?

‘Why, Yaksha, do you want to risk your life to find a brother who may not even be alive?’ she said.

Floyd looked at her and said nothing, but his heart plummeted. Farook had to be alive. He had to.

‘No matter. I’m not one to judge people’s poor choices. Listen now. Your very existence is in danger. You will live happily if you turn away; this balderdash about accepting one’s destiny is for fools. Think about it. You will be the only son. You’ll get all the attention—the attention you deserve. What if you went back, and you or your parents didn’t remember that Farook even existed? I could tell you how to make that happen.’

Floyd’s body went limp and his head swam. He looked back at the images, now showing his smiling parents a few months from now with Floyd, his mother happy, normal.

The image of Farook right before that fateful night popped into his head. Farook was so scared, his forehead wrinkled with worry for Floyd. Sweet, caring Farook.

‘I must find him.’ Floyd swallowed hard, his mouth dry.

The demon didn’t reply, instead smiled again, her neck gyrating.

‘A fool materializes every minute,’ she said and laughed—a short, harsh laugh. She took a deep draw from her bubble pipe and exhaled, enveloping herself in a thick cloud of pink smoke.

‘Please ma’am … he’s alive, isn’t he?’

The Tannycatch chuckled. ‘It is possible, Yaksha. One cannot determine exactly how old these images are. Many dangers lurk in the shadows around you.’ She rubbed two of her hands together and chuckled again.

‘What’s so funny?’ he asked.

‘Yaksha, know this. Every obstacle in your way will be put there by a female of the species. How delectably horrendous—how perfect.’ She laughed again, her neck twisting. Chutney growled.

‘So what do I do now?’ Floyd wanted to know, irritation replacing his fear.


‘Like the heroes of long ago, your mission involves three very difficult tasks. They are tough precisely because they seem easy. You may not even recognize them as you encounter them. The odds are not in your favour. Nevertheless, are you ready?’

No, I’m never going to be ready. ‘Yes,’ Floyd said, his heart beating fast.

‘The first task is to answer a question. It is vital you answer it with truth in your heart. It will save your life, even if it isn’t the correct answer.’ The demon puffed more smoke and cleared her throat. Her neck slithered towards Floyd. Chutney growled.

‘The second task is equally deceptive. You must return something that does not belong to you. If not, the mission you have set out to complete will be futile,’ she warned.

It’s useless to send me, don’t you see? I’m not the hero people want me to be, Floyd wanted to scream. I’m a fraud.

The Tannycatch whirled around on her rock, using her six arms to spin like a top. Her neck twisted on itself like a rubber band. She sighed, untwisted and slapped herself rapidly on the face several times with different hands. ‘That’s so much fun, but it always makes me dizzy.’

Chutney barked once and then sat down, his head cocked to the side.

‘And the third task?’ Floyd whispered, his irritation mounting.

‘Patience. I’m getting there!’ she snarled. ‘The third task will be the most difficult, and the most rewarding. It involves using a gift at the correct time. If you are to have any chance of success, every single one of these tasks must be started by sundown and completed by Surya Grahen.’ She bowed her neck at him.


‘What’s Surya Gr—’

The Tannycatch writhed. ‘You’re very entertaining, Yaksha, with your politeness or fear or whatever it is, but I’m afraid I have to end our time together. The great-grandson of the former crown prince of Punjab comes to visit with his new bride. He hopes she will bear him sons, I’m sure. Always the same problem with our royalty. Sons. “Please, oh please, Tannycatch. Please see if we will have sons,” they beg. What’s wrong with having a daughter, eh?’

‘Nothing. I—’ Floyd started to say but stopped as the Tannycatch turned away from him.

‘Ahhhhhhh. Glorious Ninipuri,’ she sang. Her low, rasping chuckle rang through the room. She pulled out a small ivory seashell and opened it like a purse. Taking a pinch of a glittering pink powder, she stuffed it in her ear and exhaled in pleasure. Her neck rose again and fell back on to her waiting shoulders. Chutney pawed the ground.

Floyd stared at the seashell. Ninipuri. He was looking right at it—and it could cure Ma.

‘What is it, Yaksha?’ she said.

‘Thank you, ma’am. I thank you very much for the divination,’ Floyd replied politely. He shivered but mustered courage to ask, ‘I was wondering if I could possibly buy some of your Ninipuri powder?’

The Tannycatch snorted another pinch of the Ninipuri and exhaled loudly. ‘It’s not for sale, male child,’ she said, with a very unpleasant grin. ‘I bid you adieu. I must get a small siesta in before the prince arrives.’ She retracted her arms and head into her torso and instantly fell asleep on the rock, the shell purse by her side. In a few seconds, she was snoring so loudly that the water in the pond rippled. The shell purse shifted a bit with every snore and jumped a little on the rock it was placed on. He was so close.

Floyd’s heart raced at the thought of what he was about to do next. He could always return it, he consoled himself, or perhaps come back with payment another time. He tiptoed over to the Tannycatch, his heart thudding and his palms sweaty. Slowly, he lifted the purse and opened it. The powder shimmered back at him—there was hardly a teaspoon in there. He had no idea how much was needed but surely if a pinch was all this fearsome demon required, then petite Ma would be cured with less.

He slipped the purse into his jeans pocket and turned around as stealthily as possible, grateful he was wearing sneakers.

He walked towards the door, Chutney by his side, but stopped as he felt a rush of air on his neck. The head of the Tannycatch was at his shoulder, bobbing on her elongated neck.

‘THIEF!’ she screamed, twisting her head in front of him.

Floyd walked faster.

‘GIVE ME BACK MY NINIPURI,’ she roared. Chutney growled.

Floyd rummaged in his jeans pocket and fished out the purse.

The demon took it and felt it. ‘You have broken the rules, Yaksha. You are in my abode, and I am no longer bound to you,’ she hissed.

Floyd broke into a run towards the door but the demon’s head only slid faster and blocked him. The grinning visage bounced like an eerie balloon that was losing air.

Floyd cursed himself. The Ressuldars had warned him to not do this one thing. How stupid could he be?

‘Please forgive me, ma’am,’ he mumbled, averting his gaze.


The Tannycatch cackled, ‘Since you had offered to buy the Ninipuri, you can pay me for it.’

Floyd rummaged in his pockets. There was one squashed tamarind tucker. What could he possibly give a demon? He had nothing.

‘Jade or frankincense?’ she sang as she counted on her thirty fingers. ‘And I am partial to Persian silver.’ Her head rose, disappearing into the steam. Chutney cowered and whimpered.

‘B-but I have nothing to give you,’ Floyd stammered, keeping his eye on the door.

‘No matter. Your companion will suffice. Ridgebacks go especially well with morel mushrooms. I simply love morels!’

‘NO!’ Floyd yelled as Chutney growled and bared his teeth.

The Tannycatch opened her mouth and ran a white, ribboned tongue over Chutney’s back. Chutney yelped and crouched on the floor, his ears pressed close to his head. This demon was crazy and deadly.

Floyd lunged at her and swung. His knuckles caught her in the face. Her head bounced on her neck and bobbed. There was a black, splotchy mark on her face where he had punched her.

‘You miserable male!’ she screamed. Her neck slithered out and began wrapping itself around his neck. He broke into a sweat as she tightened her hold like a boa constrictor. She was going to strangle him like other hapless males that had crossed her. He started to see black spots and his breath faltered.
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The Prophecy

Chutney snarled and jumped on the demon’s back. She flung him aside like a toothpick but loosened her grip on Floyd.

‘Wait, I have something,’ Floyd managed to gasp, prying at the scaly coils of the Tannycatch’s neck. Wheezing, he pulled out the large orange feather from under his sweater and put it in the Tannycatch’s hand.

The demon uncoiled speedily. Her neck retracted and she jumped off her perch into the pool. The seahorses flurried away in a cloud of blue and green.

‘Varengan? How dare you bring that in here? Get out!’ she shrieked.

Floyd put a hand to his scraped and throbbing neck.

‘Y-You don’t want this?’ Floyd stood rooted. The Tannycatch was cowering like a rabbit faced with a pit viper.

‘I need Ninipuri.’ She hurriedly pulled out the small shell and sprinkled some shimmery pink powder on two of her hands. She stuffed a finger in each ear, took a deep breath and pointed at the door. ‘Cursed child! Begone! Pray I never set hands on you,’ she shrieked. The door flew open and a stream of light poured in.


Floyd felt his stomach sink as a chilly wind whipped him and Chutney like paper kites back into the Inkling Room. He rolled over twice, crashing into several bowls.

Floyd opened his eyes to Chutney’s breath steaming his face. The Inkling Room was in complete disarray, with some bowls broken and others tipped over. Several doors on the wall opened and shut repeatedly. Ela cupped water in her hands as she moved back and forth, trying to refill the bowls.

‘What happened here?’ Floyd asked.

‘You exploded through that door like a mongoose after a cobra,’ Balsam said, dusting his frock coat. ‘What happened in there?’

‘That crazed demon could’ve done me in!’ Floyd gasped, massaging his throat. His back and knees felt as if they had been through a sugarcane press.

‘But this wasn’t supposed to happen. She’s not allowed to attack you,’ Balsam said reflectively, then stopped and stared at Floyd. ‘Unless you did something stupid. Did you, Yaksha?’

Floyd looked at his sneakers intently. Luckily, an ivory door creaked open and hung lopsided, making mewing sounds as it sprayed transparent turquoise bats into the room. Five bats lurched around the room, squealing. Balsam shooed the bats back and shut the door, but immediately, another screeched open to reveal a shelf with round sourdoughs and glazed fruit tarts. As the aroma of freshly baked bread wafted into the Inkling Room, Floyd staggered, his stomach hollow with hunger. A round man in a baker’s hat stuck his head through what looked like the back of an oven door and scowled at them.

‘Hé! La porte du four … Ferme-là immediatement!’ he yelled, throwing a baguette at them as if it were a grenade. Floyd grabbed it and broke a piece off, chewing hungrily.


‘Can’t have portals like this open between worlds, inviting all sorts of intruders,’ Ela said, as she poured water into the last of the bowls. The doors all shut themselves and slid into their spaces.

‘I tried to give this to the Tannycatch. She didn’t like it,’ Floyd said, showing the orange plume to the Ressuldars. They stopped and stared at it.

‘Suffering Shiitakes!’ Ela plucked the bright orange feather with its purple tip from Floyd’s hand and ran the tip of her finger over its jagged edges. What was all the fuss about this feather? First the Tannycatch and now these two? Just as well; he didn’t want to go into the whole business of him trying to steal Ninipuri powder. A flush of shame swept through him as her accusation echoed in his mind. Thief. What was happening to him? He turned back to the curious stares of the Ressuldars.

‘The big orange bird? It followed me as I landed in Yama,’ Floyd said.

‘Calling a Varengan a bird is like calling a Mysore lion a tabby cat,’ Balsam said grimly.

‘The Varengan flies swifter than thought. Its feathers are incredibly powerful protections from spells and demons, and impossibly rare to come by,’ Ela explained. ‘Yaksha, how in Garuda’s name did you come to have this feather?’

‘It was an accident. The bird was flying alongside, Chutney banged into it and I clutched at it. The feather just came off.’

‘It must have been ripe for pulling. The Varengan was probably flying around, looking for a place to pluck it out. It was probably getting ready to lay its egg. Those feathers are precious to all, but most of all to the Varengan. It will come back to find you,’ Ela warned.


‘But why does it want this feather? It has plenty of others, doesn’t it?’ Floyd shivered at the thought of the giant bird coming after him.

Ela looked at Floyd, frowning. ‘The Varengan sheds just one feather a year and needs it to line its nest. Without the protection of the feather, its egg, the only one it lays, will die.’

‘What did the Tannycatch say?’ Balsam said softly. Floyd recounted the conversation.

‘Surya Grahen. The solar eclipse—a time of great power—one when the Merrows are at their strongest and the Ressuldars their weakest,’ Balsam said.

‘It’s difficult for us to take human form during this time,’ Ela explained. She had turned a pale green and droplets of sweat glistened on her brow. ‘The Tannycatch is never wrong.’

‘But a more urgent matter is the flat-topped mountain you saw in those images. That’s Chandi Mountain, a place where Ressuldars cannot survive. That is your destination, the final part of your journey, which you will have to complete alone,’ Balsam said, turning his face away from Floyd.

Ela stood up, her braid flowing down her back like liquid silver. It bloomed funereal white lilies, their powerful smell making Floyd dizzy. ‘Let’s get the Yaksha some rest. It’s four hours to sundown.’ Her eyes looked sad.

They walked into the cottage. Ela handed Floyd a glass of a cool, sweet drink that had hints of lavender and sandalwood. He drained the liquid and lay down on the divan.

‘Rest,’ she said. ‘We’ll be back.’

Floyd shut his eyes and drifted into a dreamless sleep. The sound of voices from the next room woke him up. He walked over to a bookshelf and listened.


‘Chandi Mountain. This is clearly more than he bargained for,’ Ela was pleading now. ‘Balsam, no, Gulaab would be his age—’

‘The journey must begin by sundown or the tasks will not be completed,’ Balsam said firmly.

‘I can’t let this chit of a boy go where grown Ressuldars have failed. Please reconsider, I beseech you.’

Where grown Ressuldars had failed? Her words were icy fingers that pinched Floyd’s heart. He pushed the bookshelf open roughly. The Ressuldars jumped as they saw him.

Ela flushed a bright green. ‘Yaksha, you’re up?’

‘I have to do this,’ Floyd said. Even as he said it, a strange relief came over him. ‘I’m tired of being scared and hoping things will get better. I need to accept my—’

Balsam looked at him, an odd expression on his face, then looked at his watch. ‘The Merman’s Charpoy awaits us …’

Ela breathed in sharply. ‘I’ll come see you both off.’

Floyd followed the Ressuldars back to the Inkling Room, Chutney in close pursuit.

Ela walked over to a gold bowl. She slid the red lacquered staff along its circumference. A deep ringing vibration sounded, the smell of sandalwood became stronger and a blue door with a glowing brass knocker creaked open. The caterwauling of seagulls and a wind carrying the smell of oils and tarpaulins billowed into the Inkling Room. Balsam waved goodbye to Ela, who looked away, her green eyes brimming with tears, her silver hair blooming forget-me-nots.

Floyd felt his knees sway slightly, his body hot and cold at the same time. He was on his way to accept his destiny, to find Farook. Perhaps he would even find some Ninipuri again. He twinged as he thought of the Tannycatch.


Balsam yanked Floyd’s hand and climbed through the door on to a large dock. The door shimmered around the edges as they jumped through it. Chutney woofed and bounced behind them, wagging his tail. The sun shone a dull red in the evening sky. The cold air enveloped him in a wet, salty embrace and whistled through his teeth.

A sign on the dock announced: Welcome to Port Currumshaw.
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Merman’s Charpoy

The salty wind smelled of fish and seaweed. Floyd turned around, but the door had already disappeared. He was deeper in this strange world.

‘Watch out!’ a voice yelled. Floyd jumped out of the way as a wheelbarrow with large water-skins rumbled down a ramp on to a small boat. The smells were overpowering—from fiery alcohol vapours to fragrant fruit and stinky cheese. Wheelbarrows piled with onions and turnips, crates of pomegranates and rum barrels, all rolled by on carts. Port Currumshaw was bursting with traders and travellers. Floyd’s throat tightened as he saw a mother kiss her son. What would Ma be doing now? Rocking at her shrine, no doubt, in wait for her sons.

Ressuldars in swirling green cloaks moved briskly, their Rhodesian Ridgebacks flying alongside.

So Chutney wasn’t the only flying ridgeback. The sight of the other dogs comforted Floyd as they flitted around, woofing playfully. Two boys his own age passed by and looked at him, curiosity in their eyes, but were nudged along by their companion Ridgebacks. The dogs looked after the Ressuldar children. How wonderful!


Balsam pointed at the ocean. ‘There she is. The fairest of all ships—Merman’s Charpoy. Put your cloak on, time to row out. We begin our journey to Chandi Mountain here.’

A curved burgundy ship skimmed the water. Waving a square purple sail, its slender chimney puffed cheerily. Even at this distance, its prow, in the shape of a ridgeback head, was distinct. I hope you’re lucky for us, Charpoy, Floyd thought.

He walked alongside the dock when he felt a sudden rush of air above his head. He fell to the dock on his stomach and covered his head with his hands.

‘Suffering Shiitakes, you’re wound tighter than Ela’s braid. Don’t worry—Varengan don’t come around these parts,’ Balsam laughed.

Floyd looked up to see the wings of a Ridgeback gliding over his head. Within seconds, Chutney’s ridge unzipped and Floyd ducked as the two dogs tumbled over his head, growling and nipping at each other playfully.

‘Here Raja! At once!’ The voice belonged to a Ressuldar girl with bright green dreadlocks. She chased the dog and came to a screeching halt, narrowly avoiding crashing into Floyd. The canine looked at her unrepentantly, tongue hanging sideways, but stopped and hovered over her.

‘Your dog isn’t listening to you,’ she said in a shrill voice, turning to Floyd.

‘But I—’ Floyd stammered. He tried not to stare at the peridot green eyes flashing at him—they were framed by the longest, curliest eyelashes he had ever seen and were perfectly placed over a pert nose. Her skin was the colour of a freshly brewed cup of Darjeeling tea. Her black hair, braided into what seemed like thousands of dreadlocks that reached her knees, shimmered with silver threads weaving through them, blooming small wildflowers that dropped off, leaving a colourful trail behind her. She was easily as tall as him and very slender. She wore a long, green mossy shirt with bell sleeves, black tights and knee-length lace-up black boots with metal reinforced toes.

Managing to grab her dog’s collar, the girl lowered him to the ground. She had several thread and leather bracelets on her wrists, and as her sleeve fell down, he saw a green tattoo of a rose on her left forearm. A tattoo? She didn’t look like she was more than thirteen or fourteen years old.

‘How many times do I have to tell you, Raja? Stay close to my head.’ She then grabbed Chutney’s collar and brought him down as well, tail wagging. He sat down, panting.

To Floyd’s surprise, Balsam gathered the girl in a big hug.

‘Uncle Balsam! I didn’t see you. I’ve missed you so,’ she shrieked, as she kissed his cheeks. ‘How’s Mum?’ Her voice dropped to a whisper. ‘Thank god you’re here. Dad is so strict. He doesn’t let me go anywhere on my own.’

She looked at Floyd. ‘Is this—’ she put her hand over her mouth, her eyes widening.

‘Yaksha, this is my irrepressible niece, Kusmati.’

‘I prefer Koos,’ she said. Her irises were green, flecked with gold. Floyd blushed as she stared back. She was okay-looking—if you liked dreadlocks and turned up noses.

‘So you’re the famous Yaksha? Here to rescue us all, eh?’ she said softly, as she unknotted the rope of an anchored blue rowboat.

Floyd glared at her but didn’t reply. What a smarty-pants. Who did she think she was? As if he had asked for this job!

They climbed in and Balsam held out his hand to Kusmati, but she ignored it and hopped easily into the boat, smiling. Chutney and Raja glided above as Balsam dipped the oars in the water, his arms moving evenly. Floyd caught Kusmati looking at him but she quickly turned away.

‘Look, we’re going in through the side of the ship,’ Kusmati said. ‘It’s wicked!’

A door slid open on the port side of the Charpoy to form a wide, yawning hole. They glided into the belly of the ship, into fishy-smelling darkness, chillier even than the air outside.

How did things operate in this world? Floyd wondered as Kusmati threw a heavy rope around the mooring post of a bobbing platform. They climbed on to it. She pulled at a long rope that disappeared into the darkness above; a bell tinkled, they heard a shout and then shot upwards through the darkness at a dizzying speed. They landed with a thump on a shiny wooden deck dotted with round tables and curly iron chairs. The fresh evening air smelled of roasting pineapple, and wisps of steam from the ship swirled around them.

Floyd saw a flash of lime-green feathers from the corner of his eye.

‘Welcome aboard the Merman’s Charpoy,’ Balsam said. A green parrot fluttered to his shoulder. ‘Hullo, Piffle.’

Floyd shuddered. Birds weren’t his cup of tea lately.

Chutney barked and wagged his tail as three other Ridgebacks trotted up to him and gave him a smell-over.

A bearded Ressuldar hobbled towards them, his moss cape swaying. His green dreadlocks were knotted with emerald velvet ribbons and plaited into two pigtails that descended to his waist. Several thin silver hoops pierced his ears and his face was as wrinkled as the bark of a pipal tree.

‘Kiddahh!’ he greeted them. In one hand he held a silver cane, its handle shaped like the head of a Rhodesian Ridgeback. ‘Kusmati, did you row out to the harbour by yourself? I must have dreamed the whole last conversation we had where you promised never to do that.’

Kusmati flushed a bright green and her eyes flashed mutinously as she walked away. Floyd grinned. She didn’t like being told off, this one.

‘Kiddahh!’ Balsam enveloped the other Ressuldar in a firm hug. ‘How are you, Naveen?’

Naveen’s green eyes held Floyd’s for a moment. ‘Ah, no question it is he,’ he said, in a voice like soft rain falling on a log.

Floyd smiled. This Ressuldar exuded calm.

Kusmati reappeared with a tray holding three steaming flagons.

‘Hibiscus wine. Isn’t it fine?’ she said and grinned at him, the ends of her dreadlocks sprouting cheerful periwinkles. By gum! Floyd grinned back and raised his glass to her. He took a sip and coughed. The fiery liquid scorched his throat. Kusmati smirked. Floyd grimaced at her and pretended to take another sip.

Naveen handed a flagon to Balsam, who raised it to his lips and drained the mug. ‘Just the two of you then?’

‘She’s not ready,’ Balsam said, and placed a hand on Naveen’s shoulder. The other Ressuldar grimaced and nodded.

Naveen gestured for them to follow him. He brandished his cane with vigour despite his slow, hobbling movements.

They passed a Ressuldar woman, walking hurriedly in the opposite direction. She was at least eight feet tall, her smooth, emerald skin tight over boxy cheekbones. A thick green vine with several sucker-like protrusions peeked out of her white coat pocket. Her deep orange eyes swept over Floyd like a beam of light and then settled on Balsam.


‘Balsam, I see your trunk rings are a little thicker in the middle. When did we last check your sugar sap levels? You need sunlight too. Looking pale.’

‘Well, um …’ Balsam flushed a deep green, looking not much older than Kusmati at that moment.

‘As I thought. I’ll see you in an hour.’ The orange-eyed Ressuldar woman looked steadily at him.

Balsam nodded and looked as if he was going to pass out.

‘Yaksha, this is Agnita, our medical officer,’ Naveen said.

The statuesque Ressuldar bowed deeply, the tiny jade stones on her necklace tinkling. She swept away, leaving behind a faint smell of green tea.

Balsam shuddered. ‘She’s a piranha, a vampire, sucking my sap out for her useless tests.’

‘Don’t be such a wilting lily, Balsam,’ Naveen said with a smile and walked down the stairs. Balsam looked affronted but didn’t reply.

‘She has really cool things in her chambers. I’ll show you later,’ Kusmati whispered to Floyd and winked.

They followed Naveen, his cane parting the stream of people on the stairs. Curious glances met them as they wound down the spiral staircase, and the word ‘Yaksha’ was whispered several times.

‘Kusmati, show the Yaksha to his cabin,’ Naveen said and left with Balsam.

Floyd and Kusmati stepped on to the gleaming copper floor of the tiny cabin, the lights of Port Currumshaw twinkling through the two portholes. Chutney immediately bounded on to the small bed. The creamy wallpaper had pictures of Ridgebacks in various stages of flight.


There was a small jerk and the filigreed lantern on the ceiling swayed. They were moving.

‘Look,’ Kusmati pointed. Floyd’s eyes widened. The top of the room was not just a ceiling. Images in red and purple on a parchment-like ivory background showed a charted journey from their present location. The map of Durjipore was exactly like the one in his geography book—thimble-shaped—but that’s where the resemblance ended. A huge mountain rose out of the water to its southwest, its peak so white it looked like silver. Chandi Mountain. His heart felt a pinch of dread. A sun, with a round face and thick lips, puffed its cheeks and a draft whistled through the room as it blew. The map read: Fair winds, clear skies. A likeness of the Charpoy bobbed at Port Currumshaw. Their journey was charted out in a purple line—they would be going upstream along the river Mantra. He’d never heard of that river before. It was a living map. Very different from the maps they studied in school. There was no Onxypore, no Kokum or Bokum, no South Utsira. North Utsira and the cardamom islets were completely gone.

Their first stop was a waterfall. How very odd. The sign under it read: Kishm.

‘I’m so excited. It’s my first voyage,’ Kusmati said. My mom tried to stop my dad, you know, because of what happened to my brother, Gulaab.’

‘Your brother?’

‘He was kidnapped many years ago. I think he’s dead,’ Kusmati said quietly. Floyd felt a chill in his chest. She had suffered, just like he had.

Kusmati continued, ‘But my dad, all he does now is to travel this area, hoping to find him. You must have met my Ma at Uncle Balsam’s house.’

‘Ela is your mother?’ Floyd asked, surprised. So Naveen and Ela were no longer together; that explained Ela’s reluctance to get on the ship.

Kusmati continued chatting, ‘It was more than they could handle, I guess—and so was I. After Gulaab disappeared, my Ma’s sister, my aunt Sequoia who lives in Yosemite, you know, in America, invited me to stay with her. They were large and loud but I loved them. I loved California. We used to have so much fun—going surfing in the early morning fog. That’s why, last year, I told Ma that I wanted to go sailing with Dad. I love the water.’

Water is treacherous, mutable and powerful. Floyd shuddered at the memory of the hoarse, rasping voice of the Tannycatch.

Kusmati continued, ‘She tried her best to stop me but knew I’d made up my mind.’ She pulled a reed out of her hair and began cleaning her ear with it.

‘You don’t seem too broken up about your brother,’ Floyd remarked. She wasn’t nearly as irritating as he had first thought. Quite interesting, actually.

Kusmati turned away and her voice wavered. Her hair sprouted small tea roses that fell to the floor. She took a ragged breath and focused on the map above. ‘If I talk about it as if it’s a joke then it doesn’t hurt as bad.’

Floyd nodded without looking at her as tears pricked his eyes.

Kusmati studied her fingers. ‘I guess Gulaab would be your age now. Twelve or something.’

‘Thirteen. I’m thirteen,’ Floyd said, stung. Straightening his shoulders, he turned his attention back to the map. A bell sounded.

‘If you like, I can show you the rest of the ship later,’ she said. ‘But hurry. You must see the Ridgebacks.’

On the deck, about a dozen Ridgebacks stood at attention in a precise line. A loud gong sounded and the first Ridgeback unzipped its wings, pushed its hind legs on the deck and propelled itself into the air. A second followed, and then a third, and soon all of them flew together in an X-shaped formation. They glided gracefully around the ship. Everyone cheered wildly.

Floyd took a deep breath. How Farook would have loved to see this. I’ll find you, I promise, Farook.

A hand on his shoulder made him jump. It was Naveen. ‘I didn’t mean to startle you—I just hobble softly,’ he said in his soft voice.

‘Do all Ridgebacks fly?’ asked Floyd.

Navin smiled. ‘All Ridgebacks fly during Hobson-Jobson, but only the Ressuldar Ridgebacks are true flying canines. They’re called the F-class Ridgebacks.’

The Ressuldars cheered as the Ridgebacks twisted and turned and spiralled against the darkening evening sky until everyone watching was dizzy.

Floyd swallowed. ‘Thank you, sir. For helping me, you know, letting me on your ship and …’

‘I journey to find my boy, Yaksha.’ Naveen’s voice became hoarse and thick. He took a sip of hibiscus wine and looked out on the ocean. ‘Every time Gulaab spoke, a rose petal would drop from his mouth. For his first year, his mother collected every one of those petals and pressed them between the pages of a book. His energy, silent and beautiful as a dewdrop, is still here. But your mission is bigger than finding your brother or Kusmati’s. The stakes are higher than anyone can imagine.’

The Ridgebacks landed one by one, their Ressuldars waiting with moss towels. They lapped thirstily from a stone bowl.

Another gong announced dinner. A long wooden table was laden with pomegranates and berries, dried fruits and loaves of warm olive bread. Grilled leeks and pineapple wrapped in mango blossoms were dipped in sauces of tamarind and thimbleberry. More flagons of fragrant hibiscus wine were passed around, and the mood was raucous and jolly. Floyd piled his plate high.

Navin smiled at him and waved his cane.

‘Goodnight, Yaksha. You have a long journey ahead. I’ll see you in the morning.’ Naveen hobbled off the deck.

Floyd finished his meal as the deck emptied and the swinging waves lapped up the sun. How could he have even thought of turning away? Naveen was right—this was bigger than Farook or Gulaab. This was about Durjipore.

Kusmati walked up and sat at his table. She chewed on chicle sap, her green dreadlocks turning to gold in the setting sun. ‘I saw Dad talking to you,’ Kusmati sighed and pulled her cape closer around her. ‘He’s obsessed. He’s convinced you’re going to find Gulaab. I fear he’ll die of a broken heart if you don’t.’

Floyd felt a lump in his throat. ‘Okay, so no pressure there.’

‘Yeah,’ she said, grinning at him.

‘What did Gulaab—’ he stopped at a sound.

Kusmati fell silent too.

‘Did you hear that?’ Floyd said.

The sound was unmistakable. It was like heavy breathing. The air seemed to get chilly and smelled fishy. Just like Farook’s room the night he was taken.


Floyd felt a tingle in his spine. Someone or something was watching them. He looked around but the deck was completely empty except for him and Kusmati. Even Chutney had gone off with the other dogs for their mealtime.

The smell was stronger now, like rotting fish. Koos sat very still at the table, watching him. After walking around the entire deck several times, they both walked over to the deck rail and looked down. He nearly yelled in shock.

Clinging to the side of the ship, like a spider, was a figure swathed in a billowing purple cloak. From under the folds, a reptilian face with sharp teeth grinned at them. Kusmati screamed.

Floyd instinctively pulled out the Varengan feather out from under his sweater and held it up. The figure screeched, jumped on to the rail in a single leap and then boomeranged into the water. A smell of seaweed filled the air.

‘I do believe that was a Merrow,’ Kusmati said, sending a glacial shiver down Floyd’s spine.
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The Waterfall of Faces

The next morning brought cheery sunshine and calm waters but the air crackled with tension. Guards with twisted wooden spears patrolled the deck. Clearly, the appearance of even a single Merrow wasn’t to be taken lightly. Naveen was convinced they were being watched. The ship was moving at a steady speed and a pleasant wind blew over the deck. The deckhands distributed oilcloths amongst the crew and passengers. Floyd wondered why.

Floyd sipped his freshly crushed pomegranate juice and pondered over yesterday’s situation. The image of the grinning Merrow kept flashing in his mind. The Varengan feather clearly was a Merrow repellent. Word about it had spread quickly and many Ressuldars had come up and asked to see it. They oohed and aahed, but most were afraid to touch it.

Naveen was searching the ocean with his binoculars. Small yellow roses were budding on the tips of his grey dreadlocks. He must be thinking of his son, Gulaab, who had disappeared and changed the family forever, Floyd mused. Like Farook—he shook the unwelcome thought off. No. He would find Farook.


Floyd turned to Balsam, who was tying on his oilcloth. ‘Balsam, what happened to Gulaab?’

Balsam’s face became long and his shoulders sagged. ‘Disappeared ten years ago—seen heading towards Chandi Mountain. Ela and Naveen foolishly tried to follow, but it froze their roots and almost killed them.’

As he spoke, a few pink rosebuds buttoned his white hair. He smiled at Floyd. ‘My hair only does that when I speak of Gulaab. He was fifty per cent rose—it runs in Naveen’s side of the family. We’re mostly lily and tulip types, so those come more naturally to me.’

‘Maybe he just wandered away?’ Floyd suggested.

Balsam exhaled. ‘Naveen would never let that happen, and Gulaab wouldn’t disobey him. Some say a giant bird carried him off, others swear they saw a Merrow woman taking him by the hand towards Mount Chandi. He’d never have survived Chandi. There were no clues except for a small pile of dried roses.’

No wonder Naveen was so obsessed, Floyd thought. Gulaab’s body was never found. As grim as it sounded, wouldn’t it almost be better if it were? That would at least put an end to his searching.

‘Ela and Naveen haven’t spoken since. Naveen has always blamed himself; he was supposed to be watching Gulaab,’ Balsam said.

‘Land sighted,’ came the cry from the crow’s nest. The ship slowed. Floyd squinted at the hazy shoreline of an island on the horizon. The mast groaned as the sail was lowered. Morning sunlight stippled the side of the ship in green and gold below the sparkling water. Ridgebacks chased the circling seagulls that flapped away, squawking.


Floyd leaned over the clear green water. Something bright and shiny burst out in a wet spray, inches from his face. Chutney lunged, barking furiously. Floyd grabbed his collar and pulled him back. A school of flying fish, each one at least as big as a Ridgeback, flew over the ship, then dove back in, their iridescent scales like purple, green and blue suits of armour.

‘Nostril fish! Move back,’ Balsam shouted.

‘They’ll bite your nose,’ Naveen smiled as Floyd backed away from the deck rail. ‘Here. Put this on. Kishm approaches.’ Naveen threw an oilcloth at Floyd.

The riverbanks grew closer and were now bordered by high cliffs. Green vines, bursting with tropical flowers in purple and yellow, draped the overhang on each side.

Floyd inhaled the soggy air and closed his eyes. The spray misted his oilcloth.

‘Behold, the Waterfall of Faces. I’ve passed through it at least a dozen times. A spirit supposedly inhabits it. Never seen it. Don’t know anyone who has,’ Naveen shouted.

The path turned and they faced the waterfall a few dozen feet away, its thunderous roar deafening. It was small, considering how loud the roar of the waters was—only about three hundred feet in height. Floyd stared. It was the strangest thing. An archway of black rock, smooth and shiny like a mirror, stretched over the river. Each column of the arch was on either bank of the river. An enormous curtain of water gushed down from the arch. The source of the water was not evident. Kusmati joined them on the deck and grinned at Floyd.

‘Spectacular, isn’t it?’ she yelled.

The rushing water took different shapes as it cascaded down. At the very top of the fall, it became a unicorn’s head before crashing on to the rocks below. Then, in a flash, the enormous head of a rhinoceros with a huge horn tumbled into the tossing waters.

‘How does it do that?’ Floyd yelled.

‘Look,’ Kusmati pointed at the falling water. The distinct shape of a Ridgeback’s head formed and then continued into a torso with a perfect ridge. The watery dog dove into the rocks below from the very top of the fall and disappeared in a burst of spray. Floyd clapped his hand to his mouth. How could moving water form solid shapes?

Naveen laughed. ‘I’ve never seen it make the shape of a Ridgeback before. Maybe it did that for you.’

Floyd’s eyes widened. Their ship was heading straight towards the fall.

‘Everyone in your cabins, unless you want to be soaked,’ Naveen yelled. Chutney yelped and sped down the stairs.

‘We’re going in!’ a deckhand yelled above the boom of the fast approaching waterfall.

‘Hold on to your oilcloths!’ shouted Balsam. Floyd gasped in preparation for the surge into the moving wall of water, grateful he had a firm grip on the rail.

Suddenly, the thunder of the waterfall stopped. Its earsplitting roar disappeared and it was as silent as a cobra about to strike. Its undulating formations and shapes continued.

‘What’s happening?’ Balsam said to Naveen. The ship’s noises faded, the crew was silent. The dogs had come up from below and sat in a single line on the deck, their heads cocked, noses quivering.

‘I don’t know. The ship won’t respond. I’ve been through this fall endless times. Never happened before.’

The Charpoy then began to rise in the air. It spun slowly in the eerie silence. They rose until they faced the middle of the falls, about hundred and fifty feet in the air. Floyd looked around.

Then a chorus of musical female voices rang out in perfect unison.

‘Yaksha!’

Floyd’s knees swayed. His heart flopped like a live fish in his chest. Someone had called out—called for him. It called again. An unearthly voice that seemed to be everywhere.

‘What enchantment is this?’ Naveen yelled, turning around, searching the water. ‘Show yourself!’

Two identical women’s faces formed side by side on the inner surface of the waterfall, crimson jewels adorning their brows. Their heart-shaped faces and flashing eyes turned towards the Charpoy. Their features were clearly beautiful, even through the rivulets of running water.

‘We are the Kishm. The Yaksha wishes to pass our fall. We pay our greetings,’ they said, their voices lilting and melodious.

Balsam elbowed Floyd.

Floyd trembled and raised his face towards the women. These must be the spirits of the fall. Dare he look these brilliant creatures in the face? How did one address them? They clearly knew about him. If they knew him, surely they must know about Farook.

He stood silent as the thoughts buzzed around in his head like a swarm of bees.

The faces regarded him blankly, and then one spoke. ‘The Yaksha has made a brave choice by accepting his destiny,’ she said, her expression neutral. ‘His mission, if successful, will save many. But first, we must be satisfied that he is worthy of such an honourable task.’


The other spirit remained silent but frowned.

The crew of the Charpoy remained silent. Floyd held the deck rail tight, not trusting his wobbly knees. Worthy? How would he prove that?

The spirit spoke again. ‘The Yaksha must answer a question before he can pass. If he is successful, he will be permitted to continue his journey.’

‘And if I don’t?’ Floyd said, his voice strangled.

‘You will be trapped in the Kishm’s belly for eternity,’ said the waterfall spirit.

Floyd trembled so violently he thought he would vomit. How could they do this? After they had come this far. This just wasn’t fair.

‘Why are you doing this?’ Floyd yelled.

‘Only the Yaksha can free us Kishm from our entrapment in the waterfall. Centuries we have waited for him, patiently,’ she said, unsmiling.

‘Centuries since the Portuguese Water Djinn cursed my sister and me into this fall, after we spurned his offer of marriage,’ the other spirit hissed, her face contorting. ‘Free us, Yaksha, so we can go to Coimbra to avenge our humiliation.’

Coimbra? In Portugal? Were they serious? Floyd tried to keep his gaze focused, but the spirit had become so enraged her face throbbed like a strobe light. His eyes hurt.

The other spirit explained. ‘The Djinn frolics in the Manga garden fountains in luxury, while we are doomed. This makes us angry.’ She turned to her sister. ‘Please calm yourself, sister, so the Yaksha can answer his question.’

Floyd gazed into the giant face of the waterfall and took a deep breath. Something niggled at the back of his mind. The question! Floyd’s neck prickled as the Tannycatch’s words flashed into his thoughts: The first task is to answer a question. He sank to his knees.

‘What is it, Yaksha?’ Naveen asked.

‘It’s happening. It’s the first task,’ Floyd said, getting up. He steadied himself and slammed his fist on the deck rail.

‘Suffering Shiitakes,’ Naveen’s whisper was strangled.

Floyd put a hand on Naveen’s arm and turned to the spirits. He took a shaky, ragged breath. Clearly, this was about him and no one else. ‘What is your question, Kishm?’

‘The question is simple: tell us, Yaksha, what is the purpose of your journey? What is it you search for?’ the eerie voices echoed. The Charpoy bobbed as it floated in the air.

Chutney growled, nestling close to Floyd, his teeth bared.

That was it? That was their great question? Why he was making this journey? Farook had disappeared. And, he had a bloody destiny, didn’t he? It’s not like he had a choice—at least that’s what the Tannycatch had made it seem. He looked up at the spirits and cleared his throat.

‘I make this journey to find my brother.’

‘STUPID, STUPID BOY!’ the spirit screamed and a high-pitched wail rang out, reverberating so loudly that the crew covered their ears.

The face on the fall flickered and then cold stinging silver raindrops fell on the ship, jabbing them like spears. Everyone on the deck cried out in pain.

‘The Yaksha mocks the integrity of his mission with his carelessness,’ shrieked the spirit. ‘And he keeps us imprisoned. Oh, the agony! You simpleton. You were our only hope, Yaksha. Curse you!’

‘I am not stupid!’ Floyd yelled as the ship shook violently.


‘As we remain tormented forever, so must you suffer. Die, Yaksha, die!’

The floating ship fell through the cold air. Its mast teetered, then broke with a splintering crack, swinging at an unnatural angle.

Answer the question with truth in your heart. It will save your life, the Tannycatch had said.

‘WAIT!’ Floyd screamed.

The foaming water below rushed up in a blur of grey. Kusmati screamed, teetered at the edge of the ship and lost her balance.

Floyd lunged at Kusmati and grabbed her wrist. He heaved and pulled her back on board even as the rocks rushed up.

The boat stopped its fall, dangling precariously close to the moving sheets of water that thundered silently. The raindrops stopped. Kusmati shivered in Floyd’s embrace for a moment and then pulled away.

‘Does the Yaksha beg for his life?’ one of the waterfall spirits whispered, her voice multiplying until it sounded like a million mothers shushing their babies.

Floyd gripped the rail as a violent tremor shook the ship. He felt a sudden rage at the unfairness of the situation. This maniacal spirit would never give him a chance.

Chutney growled and unzipped his ridge. His wings unleashed and expanded. He rose and circled the floating ship. The other dogs followed, suspended around the ship, their teeth bared. Floyd squeezed his tears back. With his ineptitude, he would cause the crew that accompanied him and these beautiful, innocent animals to die. He was worth nothing, completely useless and horribly unlucky. But he had spoken the truth, hadn’t he? By gum, he had. The Tannycatch said it would save his life. It was now or never. He had to fight his way out of this.

Floyd squarely faced the spirits of Kishm and spoke loudly and steadily. ‘I spoke with truth in my heart, with the knowledge I have.’

‘Yaksha, your mission is over before it started,’ the spirit said with a mirthless cackle. ‘You are ill-fated—like us. You’re the unluckiest wretch in the world.’

‘But I spoke with truth in my heart,’ argued Floyd.

‘That is plenty, sister,’ the other spirit spoke.

Floyd looked up at her but she did not make eye contact. He could see now that there was a difference between the two faces, even though they were identical. One was kinder, more compassionate, the other impatient, angrier. They’re twins, he thought, like Farook and I.

The spirit continued. ‘I say that the Yaksha has not lied. He only answered the question with the information he had accumulated. Although he wasn’t right, he wasn’t wrong.’

The watery faces of the other spirit flickered and pondered over the comment. Then they talked over each other, in a language that sounded like the chup-chupping of a garden lizard. Their voices echoed, bouncing off the silent sheet of water on all sides, back and forth. The Ressuldars grew leaves over their ears as the voices rose to a crescendo.

Finally, the spirits turned to Floyd, one of them frowning, the other’s expression noncommittal. ‘Yaksha, my sister does not think you will survive the mission you have set out to complete and hence she does not see any reason to let you go. I, however, disagree. Although you did not answer the question correctly, you did not lie. You have argued your case. By the law of the land, we let you go,’ she said in the funny lilting tone they seemed to favour while speaking to him. ‘But remember, you will have to pass these falls again to return home—if you return, that is. Be warned and be prepared. Our fate, as well as yours, lies in your discovery.’

‘There will be no kindness if you fail us the next time,’ the more unpleasant of the two said, her bejewelled forehead glittering.

Floyd shuddered and nodded. They thought they were being kind? Incredible. No matter. He was grateful to be alive.

The floating Charpoy rocked as it was lowered, hitting the water with a splash. It moved through the sheet of water, its bedraggled crew gasping for breath. Then the ship surged through the falls. The giant curtain of water crashed over his head, stinging his arms like needles. For an instant, they were surrounded by the thunder of the pelting fall and then they had passed through and were on the other side of the river.

‘We’re alive,’ Floyd gasped, coughing out water. His clothes were soaked through the oilcloth. His heart beat like a hummingbird’s wings and his body felt like it had been washed and wrung like a towel. He shook the wet strands of hair out of his face.

Chutney sat a few steps from him, breathing rapidly, his tongue hanging out. Naveen lay on his side, groaning loudly. Kusmati was attending to the injured and had a flask of hot hibiscus wine that she passed around as she chewed on chicle sap. She appeared cheerful, and not in the least fazed by any of this. No wonder Balsam had called her irrepressible. Where was Balsam anyway?

Floyd touched his elbow and realized he was bleeding. A splinter from the mast had scraped him.


‘Here, allow me,’ Balsam said, completely drenched, his white ponytail like a limp rag on his back. His fingernails grew minty-smelling leaves that he plucked out one by one and wrapped around Floyd’s wound; in a few minutes, the bleeding stopped. ‘Are you okay?’

Floyd nodded. Chutney nestled into his side, his warmth suffusing Floyd’s body even as his chest felt chilly. That was only the first task, and he hadn’t even completed it. How was he ever going to do the rest of them? Not only had he barely escaped with his life, but he had endangered the entire crew of the Charpoy.

The unluckiest wretch in the world, the voice in his head said.
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The Mutchaan

Floyd re-emerged on the deck. The humid air hung soft and listless, and giant mosquitoes hummed around, stinging everyone. The Ridgebacks snapped at them uselessly while the deckhands hurriedly lit shards of lemongrass.

The Merman’s Charpoy floated down the river Mantra quietly, the silence punctuated by twittering birds on gnarled trees. Screeching monkeys threw amber fruits at the passing ship.

‘You-hoo! A prize if you can hit me,’ Kusmati yelled, a prancing bull’s eye that only increased the monkeys’ fury.

‘Kusmati, just do the opposite of what your instinct tells you and those monkeys won’t want to kill you,’ Balsam teased.

Floyd picked up a fallen fruit and threw it at her. It hit Kusmati on her ear and she turned around, glaring. Floyd grinned. She blushed. She hadn’t made eye contact with him since the incident at the waterfall.

Naveen ignored everyone as he sipped muddy tea from a tall glass and pored over a map. Agnita was scribbling on parchment with a slender quill. How comfortable they all were with each other—Floyd was the outsider. He felt a pang of longing. His family seemed so far away right now. Who knows where Farook was. If it hadn’t been for Floyd’s miserable luck, he wouldn’t be in this position right now.

Naveen looked up from his map. ‘Yaksha, your bravery is the talk of the ship.’

Floyd flushed. ‘Thank you, sir. I’m just glad everyone’s safe,’ he said.

Yaksha. For the first time, that name didn’t seem as strange. Was he beginning to accept his destiny?

‘Kusmati would be shark food if it weren’t for your fortitude.’ Naveen’s hair sprouted small pepper berries that pattered over the deck, releasing their spicy aroma.

‘She was in that situation only because of me,’ Floyd said, flushing.

‘Nonsense.’ Naveen clapped him on his back. ‘This isn’t just your destiny. We’re all in this together.’ Floyd felt a warm glow in his chest.

The river curved, and a range of mountains came into view, their peaks like rich, hammered silver. Even at this distance, one mountain was distinct from the others thanks to its sinister flat top.

‘Chandi Mountain,’ Kusmati said in a hushed voice.

Floyd tried to quell the shudder that snaked down his spine. The image of the flat-topped mountain he had seen in the Tannycatch’s bowl did not do it justice. It looked insurmountable as it soared menacingly into the clouds.

His insides felt hollow as he realized his journey was only beginning. And he had yet to figure out its purpose. The Kishm would be waiting for his answer. He exhaled and forced himself to smile. ‘I’ve collected a few enemies. An ancient Persian bird and an unstable waterfall spirit, so what’s a silly old mountain compared to that, right?’


‘You don’t have to do this, you know.’ It was Kusmati. Her face was expressionless but her hair budded blue hydrangeas. ‘You could always say no. Everyone would understand.’

‘Even if I wanted to, I couldn’t, Koos,’ Floyd said. How brave his words sounded. Were these just intermittent glimmers of courage? ‘I just have to get there so I can get back.’

Balsam exchanged a glance with Naveen.

Floyd shivered. He knew what they were thinking. If he ever gets back. He tried to shrug off the unpleasant thought.

The Charpoy came to a shuddering halt where the trees invaded the water. The deckhands struck phosphorus matchsticks and lit coals in a firepit.

‘After dinner you’ll take the rowboat out,’ Naveen said. The smell of grilled fish wafted through the air and the sky was purple and gold. ‘Make sure you pack a lot of warm clothes. Cloaks and sweaters are in your cabin.’

‘Psst.’ Kusmati was signalling to him.

He followed her down the spiral stairs and into an unfamiliar corridor. They stood outside a door from under which golden light poured out. Kusmati opened it very slowly. On an entire wall were narrow cube shelves lined with hundreds of small test tubes containing a bright yellow liquid.

‘Agnita’s apothecary,’ Kusmati said.

‘Gold?’ Floyd asked.

‘It is, to us,’ Kusmati explained quietly. ‘Sunlight from Yama Forest. I want you to have some.’

‘What for?’ Floyd said.

‘When we Ressuldars travel to dark places, we need sunlight, so we bottle it up.’

‘In case you hadn’t noticed, I’m not a Ressuldar.’

‘Don’t be a prawn. You’re going to Chandi Mountain and it’s sure to be dark there. I’m going to give you my supply. Just don’t tell anyone, okay?’ She searched the labels and plucking one off, handed him a tube. He slid it in the pocket of his cloak. Kusmati hugged him. ‘Good luck, friend. I’ll be thinking of you.’ Suddenly he didn’t want to leave her. He wished he could stay like this, hugging her, for a long time.

‘Thanks.’ His heart felt like a lump of lead in his chest as he broke away.

‘Kusmati?’ It was Naveen’s voice. They ran up the stairs, passing Agnita, who glanced at them sharply. Kusmati avoided her eyes and rushed upstairs. Floyd ducked into his cabin and pulled out a heavy woollen cloak and a couple of warm sweaters from the closet. As he lifted the sweaters, a flash of orange caught his eye. The Varengan feather. He had put it in the cupboard to dry and forgotten to put it back under his sweater. He threw it into a mossy bag, then deciding against that, pulled it out and put it under his sweater where it fanned out, instantly warming him. He sprinted up the stairs.

‘Ready, Yaksha?’ Balsam asked.

Floyd nodded. He turned to Naveen. ‘Thank you, sir.’

Naveen shrugged and, to Floyd’s surprise, tears collected in his eyes. ‘The last time I was here, it was—’ he broke off. The tips of his dreadlocks budded small tea roses. He gently bumped the side of Floyd’s face with his clenched wrist. ‘Yaksha, good luck. Be as the bamboo—bend but don’t break.’

Floyd nodded, a lump in his throat, and followed Balsam to the rowboat. The giant door in the ship’s wall opened and they glided into the marshy water.

Thousands of bright purple crabs clambered over each other within the little hollows formed by the stilted tree roots. A low, sinister chuckle sounded. Floyd shivered. Balsam laughed.


‘A Durjipore Marsh Kookaburra. There she is. Territorial little blighter. Best to stay away.’

A red bird with eyes like flat river pebbles perched on a tree branch and chuckled. They rowed in and out of the low branches on which curtains of moss hung, moving further into the increasingly crowded trees as the water became shallow, and finally pulled up on a muddy bank. The spicy fragrance of ginger and cardamom, mixed with the heady smell of wet earth, was dizzying. Chutney jumped out and immediately began sniffing the ground.

Balsam pulled out a copper compass, green with age, and snapped the cover open. ‘We head two miles north and one and a half miles to the east.’

Balsam bowed to a tree in a thicket and chanted ‘Beej se banega paed. From a small seed comes a tree.’ With a small pocket knife he cut a branch off, slicing through the thick wood like it was a ripe papaya. A new branch shot out from the cut edge and in seconds it got covered over with bark, showing no sign that it had ever been damaged.

‘Nymph wood,’ Balsam explained, as Floyd’s eyes widened. ‘Cuts like butter, hardens like steel.’ He handed a staff to Floyd. ‘We’re going to need this further ahead.’

‘You mean I’m going to need this,’ Floyd said. He jumped as a shrill scream cut the silence. Orangutans taunted them from the trees above. Vermilion butterflies, the size of pigeons, floated in the air. Chutney barked and bounded ahead, chasing a blue dragonfly the size of a peacock feather.

Balsam put an arm around Floyd. ‘Yaksha, I know how you feel. You’d be a fool if you weren’t scared.’

‘I have no idea what I’m doing. What I’m looking for.’ Floyd quelled the rising thought. Soon he would be alone, with only a feather and a dog to protect him.

‘You must find your own way, Yaksha.’ Balsam cut off another branch and whittled it to a smooth staff as Floyd watched. A copse of bamboo stalks with large thorns snapped at them as they walked by. Balsam smoothed his hand over the stalks and made a clucking sound with his tongue. Immediately the thorns withdrew.

‘Easy for you to say. No one tells you all the time that you’re unlucky,’ Floyd cried out as Balsam plucked a cluster of green peppercorns from a curling vine and a few shiny leaves of sunny yellow turmeric.

‘Unlucky? Hardly. You’ve out-flown a Varengan, even procured its feather, survived a mentally unstable demon and bargained with two deadly spirits. Besides, how unlucky could you be if we need your help?’ They walked in silence until they reached a clearing where the tops of the trees stretched into a cone-like roof, blotting out the sun.

‘Ah, wonderful. Time for urraam, a rest well deserved,’ Balsam said, stretching.

‘What’s this place?’ Floyd wondered aloud, looking up at the strange leafy ceiling.

‘Mutchaan Number Seventeen. A rest stop for weary forest travellers.’ He pulled a dead branch from a tree. ‘I’m a little peckish. Let’s make a fire. Chutney, be a good dog and go get us some food. No, Yaksha, not those green branches. Collect the dead branches on the ground.’

Floyd picked up a deeply lined branch. ‘What kind of wood is this?’

‘Those are my ancestors,’ Balsam said with a smile. ‘The Ressuldars come here to die.’


Floyd dropped the wood as goosebumps covered his body. ‘These are Ressuldar corpses?’ He felt faint. He had never even seen a dead body, and now he had held one.

‘A Mutchaan is a resting place—for some people, a final one. Don’t be alarmed,’ Balsam said and smiled. ‘The cycle of life is eternal; they’ve merely passed into a different form. Like you and I will, some day. When I have a lazy moment, I enjoy thinking about what I might be in my next life. Perhaps something that swims. Death is full of promise for those who believe. Now, back to the practicalities at hand. Pay attention—you need to learn to make a fire.’

Balsam dug a square hole in the ground. He lined it with sticks and began whittling wood shavings off a branch.

‘Observe, Yaksha. It’s cold where you’re going, so if you don’t want to turn to a frozen lump, it’s important to make it this way.’ He glanced up when Floyd didn’t reply. ‘What’s the matter? You’re quieter than a dewdrop on a rose petal.’

‘I was just wondering about the question the Kishm asked me, you know—’

‘The purpose of your journey?’ Balsam shaved the branch.

‘I am doing this for Farook,’ said Floyd. ‘Why else? I don’t know what answer she could possibly want.’

‘Look within. It may be hidden because it’s something you don’t want to see. The reasons we do things are not always obvious.’ Balsam placed one log upon the other, making a pyramid in the firepit.

Floyd smiled at Balsam. ‘Not obvious? Is that supposed to help me?’ He passed Balsam a long twig.

‘Sometimes there’s no one to ask but your own heart.’ Balsam was silent for a moment and then looked at Floyd.

‘But how do I know I can do this?’ Floyd said, running his thumbs over his eyebrows. Balsam was answering his questions with questions. Why couldn’t someone just tell him what to do?

‘How does a pomegranate know when to ripen? A jasmine when to blossom?’ Balsam asked in turn. ‘The answer will reveal itself when you’re ready.’ There, Balsam was doing it again—talking in that irritating, unhelpful way and jawing on about fruits and flowers.

‘I’m the most ordinary boy in the world,’ Floyd said in a cracked whisper.

‘The extraordinary starts out ordinary,’ Balsam said. ‘That’s why the extraordinary is so simple, Yaksha.’

A crashing of branches startled them. Both of them turned, their knives drawn. Chutney bounded into the Mutchaan with a fat blue and yellow fish wriggling in his mouth. They laughed for a full minute before they set to work.

Balsam put a sugar cane stick through the fish and, squeezing lemon on it, turned it on the fire until it charred. They ate slowly, savouring its smoky sweetness.

They leaned back against the trunk of a tree. Floyd’s stomach ached with a sweet fullness as he watched Balsam prepare for his evening ritual. He sang a lilting wild song that Floyd understood, even though the language was foreign.

Balsam sang of moonlight in the forest and the sap flowing through a tree. He sang of the mother tree and her generations of saplings, and of earth secrets whispered by rustling leaves. He turned a deep green as large vines grew out from him in every direction, and soon all was quiet except for the chirping of crickets. Chutney slept, snoring softly, his back muscles gleaming in the firelight. Floyd pulled some soft vines from Balsam’s foliage over him. The Varengan feather warmed his chest, and he drifted into a sleep more peaceful than he could remember in a very long time.

A few hours later, he was being shaken awake. ‘Yaksha, it’s almost daylight.’

Floyd stretched and yawned. He felt like he had slept for a hundred years.

Balsam lifted him off the ground. ‘We have to get a move on—’

Floyd shook his sleep off as the reality of the impending day loomed before him. ‘I know. Then I’m on my own.’

Balsam grimaced. ‘Yaksha, you know I would come with you except that—’

‘You’d die. I know,’ Floyd said. He swallowed the unspoken words that had formed a thick knob in his throat. Please don’t leave me here.

Balsam patted Floyd’s back. ‘Time to listen. You must find the hanging cave. It’s a lift, about midway up the mountain. It takes you into the very bowels of Chandi Mountain. Once you’re in, find out what exactly is going on—how the Merrows are involved, what their plans are—then leave immediately with Chutney and report back to us. If anything goes wrong, you’ll have the Varengan feather to protect you. That lovely plume will keep the Merrows at bay. Just hold on to it carefully.’

Floyd shivered. ‘Have you been inside?’

‘One time. When I was just an innocent chokra, a boy, Chandi was covered with grass as smooth and springy as a lotus leaf. My friends and I would play on its slopes and explore its insides. It was exquisite—tunnels veined with gold and sapphire so bright, I didn’t even need a torch. But then Chandi became mysteriously covered with ice a hundred years ago. The mangroves surrounding it became smaller. The hanging cave is still the only way inside, but otherwise Chandi, as I knew it, is totally changed. The entrance must surely be iced over.’

Balsam opened another scroll. ‘According to this map, the trail begins under the porcelain tree. It’s a frozen thimbleberry, the last one on the mountain. No one knows why it didn’t crumble away. Even its flowers are intact, like a frozen time capsule.’ Balsam wiped a pale green tear from his eye. ‘Oh, how sad these memories make me.’

Chutney whimpered and pushed his nose into the crook of Balsam’s knee. ‘Somewhere along the trail is a hidden entrance to the hanging cave,’ Balsam said, his breathing strenuous. ‘The pointer rock is the clue—it looks like a giant porcupine. The trick is to find it under all that ice. It has a prophecy of sorts carved on it. We never cared to interpret its message. It always just seemed like scratch marks on an old rock. But then we learned through our surveillance that it is of great significance to the Merrows and that they have been able to only decipher part of the prophecy. Of course, by then Chandi was iced over and it was too late to use this.’

Balsam pulled out a vial containing what looked like half a dozen blue ladybirds whizzing around in it. ‘These are Cipher beetles. They live on walnut trees in Bhutan.’

‘I need ladybirds?’ Floyd said, examining the tube. How strange!

‘If you throw them on any foreign script, they will translate it for you. By the way, Bhutan is very hostile to the Merrows, so they can’t procure these rare and costly creatures. Besides, something tells me the rock may only show itself to the one who is meant to see it. Use them well.’ Floyd put the vial in his cloak pocket and heard it clink against the tube Kusmati had given him.


Balsam and Floyd trudged away from the Mutchaan, through the forest and towards the large mountain. As the air around them cooled and became thinner, Balsam’s breath became laboured and his skin an unhealthy yellowish green.

Floyd pulled his cloak tighter around his body. They were now at the base of Chandi Mountain, its craggy surface forbidding, its flat peak hidden in thick clouds. Ahead of them, a narrow white path snaked up to the side of the mountain. The air was thinning and it was getting harder to breathe.

‘I must bid you namaste,’ Balsam gasped. He handed Floyd a lumpy silk bag and a wooden flask.

‘What’s this?’ Floyd said.

‘Provisions, food and weapons. You’ve got to eat, right?’ Balsam said, still gasping. ‘Yaksha, I need to leave … it’s much too cold. Your mission awaits. Time is of the quintessence. Keep the Varengan feather close.’

Balsam turned and walked away. Floyd watched his stooped, retreating back until it disappeared into the green of the forest. He caressed the Varengan feather under his sweater and turned to Chutney. ‘It’s just you and me, boy.’









15

The Second Task

Floyd’s feet were raw and his mouth parched. He had walked at least two miles and the air was getting thinner. At the turn of the path, a tall tree laden with squarish purple berries appeared. He touched a purple-red berry that cracked off its branch and shattered on the ice below. Every inch of this tree was frozen. He looked at the berries—they were the shape of thimbles. This must be a thimbleberry tree. His mouth watered at the thought of the thimbleberry tumblets the Ressuldars had offered him when he had first arrived. Pushing away thoughts of hunger and forcing himself to focus, he looked at the map. This is where he must fly a small distance, as per Balsam’s instructions. Then he would find the pointer rock.

‘Come on, Chutney.’

Chutney’s wings unfurled and Floyd climbed upon the dog’s back and put his arms around its great neck, nuzzling his warmth. They flew over the path until it forked in two trails, both hugging opposite sides of the mountain. The path was shrouded in low-lying trees and showed only in patches through the vegetation. He would have to make the journey by foot from here; he might miss the pointer rock if he flew.

‘Down, Chutney.’

Chutney descended smoothly through the trees and landed on the path. The dog seemed to understand him more by the minute. There was a forked trail in front of him. Which one should he take? One of them must lead to the hanging cave but the other could lead anywhere. In this cold, that could be a deadly mistake.

Floyd looked at the map Balsam had given him but his snowy surroundings bore little resemblance to the images on the paper. All of a sudden, Chutney barked, the sound reverberating like gunshots in the lifeless silence. Chutney was barking at a nearby rock. A white praying mantis, its body like a sculpture of tiny icicles and eyes like drops of blood, stood with its legs clasped. It was the size of his foot. The incongruity of something moving in this indolent landscape struck him. How had this mantis survived in this bone-chilling cold? The mantis stretched out a limb and pointed towards the path on the left. Then it reassumed its ghoulish praying stance.

‘Thanks,’ Floyd said, feeling slightly foolish. He was taking advice from an insect, perhaps to his doom, although, strangely enough, something about it seemed right.

He walked up the narrow left path that snaked along the side of the mountain. He wobbled as a pebble gave way under his shoe and silently fell into the abyss below. One wrong step and he, too, would be falling endlessly. Steadying himself against the mountain wall, he went on, his silent ascent interrupted only by the gravel crunching under his feet. They came to a hairpin bend, turned, and the path widened abruptly. He was now standing on a giant shelf of rock with a cluster of spindly trees growing out of the cracks in the mountain wall. Sticks, fallen branches and dried bark were strewn about the ground. A small stream had frozen, but a trickle of water oozed down the mountain.

Thousands of feet below, the land of Durjipore stretched out. The river that the Charpoy had travelled meandered through the forest like a silver ribbon and spilled into the open sea. The air was thin and cold, and smelled of pine and fresh earth. How huge the world was, and how far away from home he was. Farook, I’m coming. I’m closer. He craned his neck but was unable to sight the Charpoy. He turned away, his head swimming. How he hated heights. Chutney pawed the ground and tossed his head.

‘Why so restless, boy?’ Floyd patted his dog’s head.

His muscles taut, he slowly lowered himself and sat down on the gravel. Chutney huddled next to him, nuzzling his cold, wet nose in the crook of his knee, and whimpered again. Now what? Wherever that pointer rock was, it would be impossible to spot it under the snow.

His tongue stuck to the roof of his mouth. He swigged water from the wooden flask, savouring its cool sweetness. His stomach rumbled. He opened the bag Balsam had given him.

Inside, against the rich green silk, were all of his favourite foods. Fresh ripe mangosteen and coconut cashew fudge flavoured with coarsely ground cardamom, just like Ma made on special occasions. Curried pineapple and sticky rice cakes neatly wrapped in a banana leaf. Even a few dozen tamarind tuckers. At the bottom of the pile of goodies was a packet of dog biscuits for Chutney, a compass, a silver whistle and a small, sheathed curved dagger. Chutney wagged his tail and wolfed the biscuits down.


He placed a piece of coconut fudge into his mouth and almost sobbed. Just like Ma’s. He allowed it to melt, the spicy cardamom warming him. He ate a few spoons of the rice and pineapple curry, rolling it around in his mouth before swallowing. Much better.

Chutney pressed against him, shivering. The cold was now unbearable and it would be evening soon. A fire would be nice now. Floyd started gathering twigs and thin shards of dry wood. He tried to remember the technique Balsam had used. He dug a small hole with a short stick and put twigs across it in the shape of a pyramid. He rubbed some sticks against one another—nothing happened. He tried again. This time the sticks sizzled and burst into flames. He added some more wood and soon the fire was sputtering. He stretched his arms out and warmed his palms. Chutney stared into the fire. Floyd stroked his neck. He unwrapped a tamarind tucker and popped it into his mouth, savouring its tangy sweetness. It was getting unbearably warm. Sweat began trickling down his back.

How very odd that such a small fire could generate so much heat. But, then again, this was a magical Durjipore with different rules. He started to peel his cloak off when a scream punctured the silence. Chutney snarled, his wings unfurling. Floyd gasped and clutched at the rocky wall of mountain behind him. He was looking directly into the unblinking gaze of a giant bird with bright orange feathers and deep purple plumage on its head. In the firelight, it looked even more terrifying.

It had come for him! Just as Balsam and Ela had predicted. The Varengan hovered, only a few feet away from him, silent as death, its huge body giving off waves of heat. Floyd stayed stiff on the edge of the cliff. How long had the Varengan been floating there, watching him? And he had thought that the heat was from the fire!

The colossal bird moved closer to him, blocking all light, the fire casting demonic shadows under its eyes.

‘Now, boy,’ Floyd yelled and jumped on Chutney’s back. The Varengan glided alongside, but like earlier, made no attempt to touch them. Chutney landed on a ledge between two protruding shelves of rock, from which sharp icicles hung like fangs. It had started to snow.

The Varengan was instantly beside them, its bright face hot like the sun. It let out a wail that was so desperate, so mournful and so desolate that Floyd felt his own heart would burst.

‘STOP!’ he screamed.

The bird hovered and cocked its head.

‘I need your feather … to protect me,’ Floyd shouted.

A dripping sound made him turn around. The ice was melting from the heat of the Varengan’s body and now a dark hollow about five feet wide gaped behind him. It was the entrance to a cave. What astounding luck! Backing one step at a time, he edged his way in. It was longer than he had thought, its end swallowed in darkness, but it was dry and warm. The giant bird peered at him from outside. It had a bald spot on its side, close to its tail, where the feather had been plucked out.

The Varengan let out another agonizing cry that cut through him like a guillotine. Yet it made no attempt to hurt him, floating motionlessly.

Floyd’s stomach rumbled. He could have some more food, maybe even take a short nap. How his muscles longed for rest!

Again came the primal cry, full of longing. The bird’s eyes blazed wet with unshed tears, like twin pools of fire.


Floyd felt his own heart throb—he couldn’t bear this. This was a living creature in agony. Putting his hand into his cape, he pulled out the feather, an orange flame against the pure snow. His chest felt chilly without the feather.

The Varengan’s silvery gaze swept the cave as it floated at the entrance and locked on the plume in Floyd’s hand. It raised its head to the sky and shrieked again. Chutney howled. Floyd gritted his teeth. The bird needed this more than he did. He looked at Chutney and sank to the ground. Chutney barked loudly and licked Floyd’s face. A sudden realization flickered through Floyd like electricity. The Tannycatch’s words swam in his head as goosebumps crawled over his body.

The second task is to return something that doesn’t belong to you.

He walked out from his cave to where the giant bird hovered, and stretched his arm out. The Varengan glided closer and, with its thin yellow beak, grasped the feather. It bowed and, shaking its wings and making a noise like a small thunderclap, disappeared in a whoosh of warm air.

Floyd’s heart sank. The feather, his only protection, was gone. Oh, why couldn’t the stupid bird have come later, after he had finished finding the Merrows?

Floyd hugged Chutney. ‘That’s all I had to protect us, Chutney. But I guess it didn’t belong to me,’ he said mournfully.

Buried in his thoughts, he almost didn’t see the round rock with spiky projections. It was quite large, about the height of a postbox but three times as wide. The snow had melted around it, forming a puddle of water. It had curly, carved letters hewn into it.


Floyd quickly opened the map that Balsam had given him and compared it to the illustrations, his heart racing. Indeed, this was the pointer rock. If he hadn’t given the feather back to the Varengan, he would have never been able to see this rock. He couldn’t have kept the feather—the second task had to be completed for him to proceed to the third.

He examined the carvings and touched the rock. As he did so, the strangest thing happened. The words rearranged themselves into a flowing script:

When orb of fire, sphere so bright,

In an instant, is robbed of light.

And, century forfeited when day is night,

Observed by the Yaksha in full sight,

Ensured supreme will be their might

He shivered. The words sounded ominous and so knowing. As though they had been waiting for him for eons. Forfeit. Didn’t that mean a sacrifice? Jaadu’s words sprung to mind with full clarity. ‘The summoned one must complete the tasks … forest and ocean in terrible conflict as the sun shrouds itself in black. A horrific sacrifice …’

Floyd trembled and his knees swayed. That seemed so long ago. He read the words again. He didn’t understand what the third line meant. When century forfeited? When day was night? What was the significance of a century? After all, the Ressuldars and the Merrows had fought longer than that. Something was going to happen. At the solar eclipse. Surya Grahen. When the Ressuldars were at their weakest. Between forest and ocean—Ressuldars and Merrows. Oh, by Garuda! This wasn’t a silly prophecy in a dusty tent. This was the real thing—and it was happening to him. He had to be there. In full sight.


The last four lines were indecipherable and had scratch marks around them, as if someone had tried to gouge them out.

Floyd pulled out the bottle of cipher beetles that zipped back and forth, as if anxious in their confines. He put the bottle on the rock and waited. Nothing happened. He picked up the bottle and uncorked it. Almost immediately, the blue ladybird-like creatures flew out.

‘Stop,’ he yelled. He managed to pinch one between two fingers but the others disappeared. He felt a stabbing pain in his fingertip and looked down.

‘Ow!’ he yelled. The little creature had its pincers stuck in his fingertip.

Floyd pulled out the wriggling cipher beetle and threw it at the rock. The carved script of the last four lines shimmered. Although they didn’t change in appearance, he was able to read them.

But if, of his own accord and sight,

The Yaksha should decide to fight

And in the water, he puts light,

The contending race will lose its might.

His heart racing, Floyd repeated the words to himself a few times, until he had memorized the whole thing. He was mentioned in this. This was eerie beyond belief! The words shimmered again and although the script remained unchanged, the words became indecipherable once again. Everything worked according to different rules in this Durjipore. He bent down and hugged Chutney. Thank goodness he had this brave, sweet dog with him. His companion.

‘Come on Chutney, let’s see what’s ahead.’

Away from the wet cave entrance, the corridor widened into a large room. Without warning he tripped and sailed to the floor. Curses. He hadn’t seen that stone step. He lay there on the gravelly floor for a minute, his ankle throbbing and his green velvet cloak spread below him. What if he had sprained his ankle? Or worse, broken it?

Raising himself off the floor, he slowly put weight on his ankle. It was all right, thank goodness. He turned around and almost fell again.

A slight, dark-haired boy stood in front of him.

‘Farook?’ The figure moved as Floyd did. It was his reflection. The wall was made of a stone so smooth it looked mirrored. Blinking his tears away, he swallowed the knob in his throat and hobbled forward. Carvings of eggs, snakes, fish and trees covered the walls.

On the ceiling was a medallion in the shape of a closed eye, from which hung a thick, short chain. Indecipherable carved words circumscribed the medallion.

How he wished he had more cipher beetles!

He hesitated. There was nothing else here. What did he have to lose anyway?

He grasped the chain in his hand, took a deep breath and yanked. Slowly, the stone eye on the ceiling opened and seemed to peer at him. Suddenly, an iron gate crashed to the ground, blocking the entrance to the cave. Floyd looked around, trembling.

He was trapped inside the cave.

And Chutney?

He was on the outside, looking in.
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The Peerless Race

Floyd rattled the gate but it remained unyielding. What an inauspicious oaf he was. Why, oh, why was his luck so bad? And of course, it didn’t help to go around pulling chains without thinking. Oh, the stupidity. Why, he could die here, in this empty cave and no one would find him! Ever.

Chutney whimpered. His cold, damp nose nuzzled Floyd’s hand through the bars. Suddenly his tail stiffened and his ears pricked. Floyd grabbed the bars as a soft rumble shook the ground. Chutney barked furiously.

Floyd’s part of the cave heaved from side to side and vibrated. Then another lurching movement followed a clanking of chains. It was sinking, like an elevator. Why, this must be the hanging cave—his final stop on the map. The rest was up to him to find. Oh, by some coincidence his bad luck wasn’t at its full potential today. He had found it! He pulled out the map and with his finger stabbed a hole on the illustration of the hanging cave. Then he secured the map to Chutney’s collar.

‘Chutney! Go back to the ship. GO.’

Chutney’s wings emerged. He gave Floyd one last lick and, bounding to the entrance of the cave, leapt into the sky.


‘Good boy! Go!’ Chutney shot off and quickly became a speck in the sky. Floyd held on to the bars as the cave continued to shake. It heaved one last time, and just as he thought it would explode, he felt his stomach drop. With a rush of dusty air, it descended sharply.

I’m going into Chandi Mountain, alone, without my sweet Chutney, without a Varengan feather. Somebody better be looking out for me. He patted the dagger, now pushed into his belt. He fingered the compass and the whistle in his pocket and checked on the test tube Kusmati had given him in his cloak pocket.

Down he went in the musty space, the sliding chains of the elevator barely making a sound. His heart was thumping and sweat trickled down his back. Through the dark, heavy silence he descended, the air becoming warmer. He landed with a thud in a cloud of dust.

The gate that had trapped him slid open in one quick upward movement and a tunnel honeycombed with stalagmites and stalactites stretched ahead, its end swallowed in darkness. Torches flickered on the wall, casting shadows, like images on an old film reel. Wooden beams packed with hay criss-crossed the low ceiling. The hot air smelled of sulphur. The walls glowed with veins of blue sapphire and gold, just as Balsam had described.

Floyd walked down the path, looking over his shoulder, stopping every now and then to wipe sweat from his brow. It was getting colder, and the air had an unpleasant smell, like rotting fish.

Then he heard footsteps. His heart racing, he took cover behind a large stalagmite. Two figures in purple-hooded capes, carrying glittering spears, passed by, their taloned feet scratching the gravel. The one to his left pushed his hood off, and Floyd thought he would faint. The creature’s face was straight from the depths of a nightmare. It had a jar-shaped head with bluish-white skin, protuberant silver eyes and lips so red it looked as if the inside of his mouth had been pulled and rolled out. The creature grinned at his partner, showing three rows of sharp teeth. Floyd pressed his own teeth together to keep them from chattering.

Merrows. So the Merrows were involved in some secret activities inside Chandi Mountain. They had probably frozen it so the Ressuldars couldn’t come in to see what was going on. Clever. How he wished Chutney were here with him, to nuzzle against him! He willed Chutney to come back with help.

Floyd crept behind the Merrows, his heart hammering. He stayed out of view by dodging behind stalagmites until the tunnel came to an abrupt halt at a metal gate. The two Merrows opened the gate and disappeared.

A soft sound floated up to his ears. Was that laughter? And music? He edged closer. The gate was at the top of three stone steps that led down to an enormous cavern. Torches glowed behind stalactites and stalagmites, making the cavern look like a giant dinosaur mouth with fiery teeth. There was a huge column just to the side of the gate. He spied a small space between the wall of the cavern and the column. If he could slip in behind the guards, he could easily go behind that column and stay unnoticed. He held his breath, opened the gate and slipped in behind the column, his heart racing. He carefully took a look, craning his neck.

Oh, dear mother of Garuda.

Two children, human children morosely scratched at violins tucked under their chins on a stage. Hundreds of Merrows milled about, laughing and chatting. The women wore puffy dresses with pinched waists, and they were cooling themselves with hand fans. The men wore silk top hats and tailcoats; some had monocles. Floyd waited until the Merrows opened the gate, ducked in behind them, hoping no one was looking, and quickly slipped behind the column. He stood there quietly, his heart hammering. No one seemed to have noticed. He felt the rough surface of the cavern wall scrape his back and was grateful for the thick moss cloak. He put his hand in his cloak pocket and felt the tube Kusmati had given him. It felt reassuring. His stomach rumbled so loudly he thought someone might hear him. He pulled out the green bag from his other coat pocket and slowly ate the remaining pineapple curry and rice. Then he popped a tamarind tucker in his mouth and waited. More children had appeared on the stage and were playing the same mournful music.

Other children carrying trays appeared amongst the audience. All around his age, they were dressed as if for a birthday party. The girls wore sparkly dresses and coloured ribbons in their hair while their cheeks were bright red with garish rouge. They carried trays of snacks that the Merrows picked from. The boys wore smart black suits and white shirts with little bow ties. Their trays wobbled with long trumpet-shaped glasses filled with sparkling gold liquid.

He looked closely and clapped his hand over his mouth, almost choking on his tamarind tucker. Why, these were the kidnapped children! There was Raoul Shah, the maths whiz and winner of quiz competitions. Holding trays were Tina Kalimirchiwallah from three catamaran stops away, and Tara Gammerstang, who was always late to class. They looked glum. These were people from home, from his own life. He broke into a sweat. Farook had to be here. Up until now, this had just seemed like a dream. Now, the reality was undeniable. He craned his neck.

The Durjipore police were racking their brains, using every bit of their energy trying to figure out where the missing children were. No wonder they had disappeared without a trace. They had been spirited away to the middle of this mountain. Poor Papa. How he had tried to crack this mystery! But how could he? It was in a part of Durjipore no one knew existed.

A tall Merrow swaggered in, wearing a long purple frock coat and a silk top hat. He had a monocle in one hand and a white silver-tipped cane in the other.

All the Merrows rose and burst into applause. They nodded slavishly as he gave them a silky smile. The air was filled with an electric excitement. Floyd crept down the stairs unnoticed and hid behind a large column.

‘Hey you!’ a voice said. Floyd froze. Avoid. Eye. Contact.

‘Come here,’ the Merrow addressed Tina Kalimirchiwallah. He took a snack from her tray and sauntered off.

Tina walked over to the column. Floyd’s heart raced. Surely she had seen him. But Tina was just resting. She leaned against the column. Floyd could see the beads of sweat on her neck.

‘Psst, Tina,’ he whispered.

She turned, her eyes wide. She wore a pinafore dress with a white ruffled shirt under it and childish little red bows clipped on to her black, plaited hair. ‘Farook. You’d better get back in your clothes,’ she said.

‘Listen to me, Tina. It’s me, Floyd,’ he said softly, his voice tight, trying to calm his whirling thoughts.


‘Very funny,’ she whispered, searching his face. She gasped as she looked into his eyes. ‘How did you—’?

‘Where’s Farook?’ He shook her shoulders.

The metal plate on her pinafore read 93. ‘Floyd. Get away if you can. Whatever you do, don’t let them see you,’ she said, her voice thick with tears. ‘If they do, there’s no hope.’

‘She’s quite right you know, Yaksha,’ a cold voice said.

Floyd wheeled around. The Merrow stood at least seven feet tall in his purple tailcoat. The same Merrow that had just walked in to applause. Strings of rice pearls spilled over his ruffled shirt. He raised his hand and two guards grabbed Floyd’s arms. In seconds his pockets were emptied and the dagger, compass, whistle and bag of food removed. The guard looked at the tube of light and guffawed. He shoved it back into the pocket, sniggering. No matter, Floyd thought. He was grateful for the warmth of the cloak.

The Merrow pulled out his monocle and examined Floyd’s eyes as he struggled uselessly against the grip of the guards. He bowed to Floyd. ‘Phineas Puddleton—vice chancellor of the Merrow community.’

Floyd shivered. The Merrow’s voice was perfectly calm, civilized and deadly.

‘Good to finally meet you, Yaksha.’ The Merrow spoke with exaggerated charm, making an elaborate curve in the air with his hand. His silver eyes were cold, like those of a freshly-caught fish.

‘So you tried to kidnap me? But you took Farook instead.’ Floyd marvelled at the steadiness of his own voice.

‘An unfortunate delay, but here you are,’ Phineas Puddleton said. ‘No matter, though. Your presence during our festivities is not only welcome, it is obligatory.’


‘Where’s my brother?’ Floyd demanded.

‘Ah yes, the twin. You came to rescue him. Very touching.’ Phineas grinned, looking around the room. The other Merrows tittered.

‘Where is he?’ Floyd said. ‘Tell me or—’

‘Or what? You’ll whistle for your mutt?’ Phineas laughed. ‘Where is he anyway?’

Floyd felt an icy shiver snake down his spine. Thank Garuda Chutney wasn’t here. He would have tried to attack this Merrow and would surely have been overpowered.

Phineas laughed. ‘We’re not really dog people, you know. By the way, your twin is safe.’

‘Well, well. Who do we have here?’ a harsh voice asked. A tall Merrow woman stepped out of the crowd towards them. Floyd felt his heart stop for a moment. She looked like the woman from his visions—but a bit different. Her features were coarser, her dreadlocks shoulder-length and her body seemed chunky compared to the other. There was a resemblance, nonetheless.

‘The gracious Revia, sister to the Empress Shaitana and second in line to the Merrow throne,’ Phineas announced.

The woman sneered at Floyd, showing three rows of wickedly sharp teeth. Her brilliant purple cloak swirled around her and she wore a diamond tiara on her head.

‘Earth scum,’ she said and swept away, her head high. Floyd shivered again. The Merrow woman’s hate was palpable; it radiated from her body in waves. But why? He hadn’t done anything to her.

A loud gong sounded. A Merrow with a waxed moustache in a red smoking jacket bowed, and the curtains on the stage parted to reveal a chorus of costumed children. The music started and the Merrows in the audience began dancing, thumping their heavy feet, swaying and swigging sparkling liquid with gusto. The young voices rang out clearly.

‘Hail to the Merrows! The peerless race!’

Floyd felt disgust sour his stomach. The Merrows were making the children entertain them under duress.

Four burly Merrows carried a large metal box on their shoulders to the centre of the stage. Suddenly, a smell of roses filled the air. The chorus of children held hands, formed a circle around the box and danced, singing:

‘May the great Merrow might,

Be brighter than light’

They danced faster and faster, their voices sharp and clear.

‘The new prince will rise,

Beauteous and wise,

His blood will hold,

Sea and sap ’tis told

Hail to the Merrows! The peerless race!’

Floyd’s neck prickled at their words. A new prince? What—or who—was in that box? The curtains closed and the singing slowly stopped. A small cart with seats and a canopy, not unlike a golf cart, rolled up.

‘Seat him,’ Phineas instructed.

Floyd tried to shake the Merrow’s hand off his arm but found himself thrust into the passenger seat of the cart alongside Phineas. The cart lurched forward.

They hurtled through a spiralling tunnel. It widened into a small cavern lined with phosphorescent algae, then narrowed just as quickly. They crossed a bridge over a still green lake with a cloud of large yellow flies buzzing above it. They whizzed by a series of mud buildings shaped like beehives and then entered a cold, rocky tunnel again. They must have travelled about five miles. Where on earth were they going? Floyd had lost his sense of direction with all the twists and turns. Were they going deeper into the mountain or coming out? He couldn’t tell. Suddenly, the cart swerved sharply. Floyd gasped as a gust of cold air carrying the smell of fish and salt assailed his nostrils. The booming sound of waves was unmistakable. They were approaching the ocean.

The brittle sound of gravel under the wheels turned to a soft crunch as the cart rolled into open air and on to a white sandy beach. The bright day almost blinded him and he put his hands over his eyes.

‘What’s going on?’ he said, opening his eyes.

The sun shone—a fresh golden pancake in a blue sky, reflecting light off the waves. A small distance away, a pair of dolphins suddenly burst through the surface, spraying glittering water into the air. The endless beach was pure white. How could such a beautiful day feel so bad?

‘Floyd?’

Floyd stopped and turned around. He knew that voice well. His twin stood before him.
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Century Forfeited

Floyd staggered. His chest felt like it had been cleaved. He ran to Farook, grabbed him by his shoulders and hugged him. Farook smiled forlornly while the tears ran down his cheeks.

‘You’re okay!’ Floyd cried. ‘You’ve become so thin.’

‘I missed you. How’s Ma? And Papa?’ Farook asked softly.

Floyd shrugged and wiped his tears with the back of his hand. ‘They’re … they’re worried. Everybody’s so worried. We thought—’ his voice caught in a sob.

Phineas smiled. ‘Now, boys, reunion’s over. Boarding time.’

Floyd put his hand on Farook’s forearm as he took in the sight from the beach.

A gleaming white ship with fluttering gold sails broke the glittering expanse of water. The sign on its side read: The Nonpareil. A large flag with the sign of a tri-forked fish tail—the official insignia of the Merrows—fluttered breezily.

The costumed children he had seen earlier in the cavern were silently filing into small boats, looking outlandish in their formal party clothes and gaudy make-up. Why were all these children being taken to the ship?


Floyd put his arms around a groaning Farook as they were prodded on to a small rowboat. Farook doubled over and moaned. A sentry tied their hands and feet with a thin wire. Phineas Puddleton hopped in too.

‘Special envoy for the Foxwallahs,’ Phineas said, as the boat slid into the glassy water.

‘Why have you tied us up?’ Floyd demanded, his heart sinking.

Phineas looked moodily into the water, his hand trailing in its green wetness. ‘We need to have you secure, Yaksha. We already made the mistake of taking your twin accidentally.’

Floyd kicked the inside of the boat and looked around. He was going along helplessly. There was no one here who could help. The powder-blue sky was empty except for a few seagulls. No sign of Chutney. At least Farook was by his side. Floyd felt a wave of love as he looked at Farook. My bestie, I’ll get us out of this.

Phineas cleared his throat. ‘When we discovered that we had kidnapped the wrong twin, we thought all was lost. Security was too tight. Your window was being watched constantly by those silly walking shrubs.’

Floyd looked at him, astounded. The green figure outside his window the night Farook was kidnapped must have been a Ressuldar. They had been watching him, just as Balsam had said.

‘But destiny is stronger than all else. You were fated to come here, and you would have, one way or another,’ Phineas said.

‘My destiny is to help the Ressuldars,’ Floyd replied, his voice shaking. How dare these Merrows imply that he was part of their lives in any way?

‘We’re all part of the equation, Yaksha. As far as we’re concerned, you’re only ornamental. We simply require that you be present, so don’t get any grand ideas about being a hero. You’re here; now it’s up to us to make the circumstances turn in our favour.’

‘Why?’ Floyd asked.

Phineas cleared his throat. ‘Up until a hundred years ago, we lived perfectly comfortable lives under the sea, mining its riches—coral and fish. We were minding our own business, making a tidy profit trading with the land dwellers. Then those silly Ressuldars came to us spouting nonsense about our harvesting methods ruining their land. They were ballistic about worthless creatures like river porpoises becoming extinct,’ Phineas sneered. ‘We told them their information was flawed, we showed them proof, but they insisted Durjipore was sinking and was doomed. They offered to do the cleaning, which would take one hundred years, while we lived on land. Since the clean-up would replenish the coral and fish, we agreed. Fine with us, we said to those fiddling ferns. We signed a treaty saying we’d return to the ocean in a hundred years.’

‘But now the hundred years are up. So why don’t you go back to your luxurious lives under the sea?’ Floyd said.

‘Not so fast, Yaksha,’ Phineas continued. ‘We had evolved. Our bodies adapted to life on land. We discovered the treasures of rainforests and the pleasures of underwater mining. Of course, the Ressuldars complain that these trade practices are also ruining the earth. They claim that all sorts of species have invaded Durjipore. What absolute poppycock!’

‘But the seas are so vast. Why do you need to conquer land?’

Phineas laughed. ‘That, my naive little friend, is not a question for us, but for the ages. Ask yourself about all those occasions when you’ve wanted more than you needed.’


The waves slapped against the side of the boat, rocking it softly as it moved closer to the great white ship.

‘But didn’t you have to return to the sea? Wasn’t there a treaty?’ Floyd wondered aloud.

‘An old law of the land states that any treaty made in Durjipore between land and sea will be null and void if a sacrifice is made at the time of the solar eclipse.’

‘Sacrifice?’ Floyd felt his blood chill. ‘What kind of sacrifice?’

‘Oh Yaksha, we know you read the pointer rock prophecy,’ Phineas said. ‘Remember? Century forfeited when day is night, observed by the Yaksha in full sight?’

The waves rolled and tossed like a many-tongued monster impatient to swallow them.

‘Century forfeited? What does that mean? You’ve sacrificed a hundred years?’

‘A century doesn’t only mean a hundred years, Yaksha. In ancient Roman armies, a century referred to a group of hundred soldiers. We have a hundred young soldiers here.’

Floyd’s stomach clenched and the bile rose to his throat as the truth dawned on him. ‘You’re going to sacrifice the children you kidnapped?’

‘Your twin is the hundredth child. You will watch your brother die,’ Phineas said with a placid smile, like he was discussing the Sunday cricket match. Floyd looked at the Merrow, his heart collapsing.

‘The solar eclipse,’ Floyd said, trembling with rage. It all made sense. He had to be present. They had lured him here. To watch Farook and the others die.

‘You can’t do this,’ Floyd protested.

‘Aha. That’s what the Ressuldars thought too,’ Phineas said, sitting erect. ‘They thought we would be weak like them. You must understand. We are not callous, Yaksha. The Merrow community will be eternally grateful to these little cherubs who will give up their souls, somewhat willingly, we hope.’

Floyd kicked the boat uselessly.

Phineas ignored him, consulted his pocket watch and pointed at the sky. ‘The time has come.’

The big Merrow ship loomed close. It was made entirely of unblemished white marble and floated austerely on the calm waters.

Floyd shifted in the hard wooden seat. The sky turned a deep blue and the sun looked like an orange that had been nibbled at the edges.

His thoughts broke as three large prongs descended above them and picked up their boat. Floyd ducked as it jerked and swayed. They thudded on to the ship deck. There was no mistaking it. It was the same ship as in his dream—the night Farook had disappeared.
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Shaitana

On the stony deck of the Merrow ship, guards brandished their spears at the cowering children. Some children cried softly and others simply looked resigned.

On one side, a wooden plank about six feet in length stretched ominously over the deep water. A sentry prodded a spear into Farook’s back, and he staggered without protest. Floyd shook with rage; they had destroyed Farook’s spirit.

‘Leave him alone!’ Floyd shouted.

The Merrow swung wildly, hitting Floyd’s jaw and splitting his lip. Warm gummy blood spilled down the front of his cloak.

‘Silence,’ the Merrow snarled at Floyd, pushing him through a dark corridor and into a small room with a porthole. Farook was left behind.

The Merrow who had hit him had a nasty smile on his face as he shackled Floyd’s hands and feet in iron cuffs that were at least half as heavy as Floyd himself. At least they weren’t chains and a ball, thought Floyd. The door slammed shut behind him and the deadbolt crashed into place. With a loud sputter, the boat lurched. Floyd nursed his throbbing lip. His head was spinning and he felt weak from thirst and hunger. The green water outside swayed and rolled, heavy as oil.

The cabin was a dull grey and had words carved on one wall.

Supremacy will be our right.

Floyd tried to remember the words from the pointer rock prophecy. He turned the words over again in his head.

But if, of his accord and sight,

The Yaksha should decide to fight

That part wasn’t a problem. What could deter him from wanting to fight the Merrows?

And in the water, he puts light,

The contending race will lose its might.

That light in the water. How could one possibly get light in the water during a solar eclipse? The sun was out, but not as fierce as a few minutes ago. In the distance, Chandi Mountain glowed. The wind whistled through the porthole and stirred the waves into moody opacity. Long algae with fronds thickened the water.

Something flashed by the porthole. Floyd pressed his nose to the glass and almost yelled. A brown face gazed back at him. It was a flying Ridgeback, his Chutney, still wearing his collar, wings flapping. Floyd felt relief wash over him. Chutney had come to save him, to save them!

‘Chutney, get the other dogs,’ he yelled. Chutney woofed, flapped his wings and disappeared.

The deadbolt crashed off the door as it creaked open. Floyd thought he would pass out. In front of him stood a terrifyingly tall Merrow woman.

It was she—there was no mistaking it. It was like reading about someone, seeing their pictures, watching them in a movie and then finally meeting them.


He was face-to-face with the Merrow woman of his visions. And she looked even more deadly in person. Her white dreadlocks brushed her ankles. Her scaly skin gleamed dully and her fin-like ears twitched. She wore a shimmering silver robe, and on her head was a small diamond-encrusted tiara that threw out rainbows in the dim light of the room. A brilliant purple coat swirled around her. She smiled slowly, revealing three rows of sharp, shiny, pointy teeth. Her head bobbed delicately, making her look slightly deranged.

Floyd stood up, clenching his fists, his heart hammering. His knees felt decidedly unsteady and he gripped the wall behind him.

‘Yaksha,’ she said with a hissing sound, and Floyd thought he would pass out. Her white tongue flickered between her red lips. She tossed her head back and made odd wringing movements with her wrists.

Floyd buckled to the floor. His heart hammered its own tune. Avoid. Eye. Contact. Avoid. Eye. Contact.

‘You will look at me,’ she said in that strange hissing tone.

Floyd raised his face and lowered it again. How could he look into that unearthly terrifying face?

She glided up to him until he was looking at the hem of her sparkling gown. To his horror, a hooked tail swished out and went right back in.

He forced himself to look at her, choking down the bile that was rising in his throat. She peered into his face, squinting her silver eyes, which looked like cracked marbles. Satisfied, she raised her head.

‘You are very important to us,’ she said, smiling again. Floyd felt like a snake had crawled up his spine and was coiling around his neck.


‘You’re going to kill people who have done nothing to you,’ he replied, his voice shaking.

Shaitana looked at Floyd, frowning, her fin-like ears twitching. Then her expression cleared and she grimaced. ‘Ah, I understand. You speak of these young lives that will be forfeited. But let me assure you—they are important. They will help us.’

‘Why are their lives any less precious than yours?’ Floyd said, sounding braver than he felt.

‘These are matters of great political significance for people of high-ranking importance, involving the fate of countries and the world.’ She dismissed him with a flick of her wrist.

Floyd shook his head. ‘You’re killing people. And you’re talking about it as if it’s a wonderful thing.’

Shaitana raised her shoulders. ‘I had hopes that you, a Yaksha, would understand, but clearly you will not rise above your common lineage.’ She turned her back to him and paced the room. ‘This sacrifice is more personal to me. You will see, Yaksha, and very soon, you will understand. And if you don’t, I expect only that you cooperate.’

Floyd stood shaking. He felt utterly incompetent. ‘And if I don’t?’ he asked.

‘Don’t be rash, Yaksha. We have something for you. Something that you want very badly,’ Shaitana hissed, and put her hand in her pocket. She pulled out a shimmering vial of pink powder. ‘For Maya.’ Shaitana’s eyes flicked over him. Floyd stood stunned. How dare this evil Merrow use Ma’s name? What could she possibly offer him? He tried to suppress the image of Ma rocking in front of her shrine, slowly going mad.

Floyd glared at her. ‘What is it?’ he said, his curiosity aroused.


Shaitana smiled at him, her voice suddenly gentle.

‘What you wanted to go to the Souks for, but didn’t quite make it,’ Shaitana said. ‘Ninipuri. One pinch of this in your Ma’s morning glass of milk, and her head will start to clear. In three days, she will be your sweet, caring mother again, stronger than ever.’

Floyd’s heart stood still. Ninipuri. The same unattainable medicine the doctor had talked of. The one he had almost died trying to get from the Tannycatch. This Merrow rolled it so easily between her bony carbuncle-crusted fingers.

‘Never again will your Ma worry about anything. Think, Yaksha—you’d be her only son. Look forward. In time, you will forget all this.’

Oh how evil she was, inching towards him, each word as sweet as dew and as subtle as poison, until Floyd felt his mind go numb.

She knew. This clever, diabolical Merrow knew he wanted Ma to get well more than anything else in the world. Oh, how wicked she was. Floyd felt nausea grip his stomach.

‘Why do you bloody care about my mum now?’ he shouted.

Shaitana faltered, but didn’t change her expression. ‘Very well, Yaksha. Once your job is finished and you’re ready to return home, this will be yours,’ she said, putting the vial back in her pocket. She clapped her hands and the door opened. Two burly Merrows entered and grabbed each of Floyd’s arms.

Floyd was dragged behind Shaitana down the corridor and on to the deck. The sun was a full shining globe, but there was a mild wind blowing over the sea. At the end of the deck, the kidnapped children crowded behind three hulking Merrows.


Shaitana walked to the centre of the deck and the murmurs quieted. She raised her arms and the Merrows followed, their foreheads glittering with ceremonial mica. More Merrows gathered on the marble deck, where sparkling purple powder had been sprinkled into strange and intricate designs. There were carvings on the deck, with patterns of the solar eclipse and the different positions of the planets. They had been planning this for a long time.

Chutney, wherever you are, hurry, Floyd thought.

The water surrounding the ship seemed bewitched, like oil had been poured on it. Algae clumped on the periphery of the glassy circle of water, through which a whole city made of white stone sparkled on the ocean floor.

Phineas smiled. ‘Soon.’ he said.

The Merrows roared with approval. Shaitana looked around and nodded regally until the uproar had died down.

BONGBABOOM! The sound broke through the faint hum of voices and pulsated in the air. In the crow’s nest, a thin masked Merrow beat on a drum, its throb increasing in pace. Several of the others pointed to the sky. The solar eclipse had begun. Floyd felt himself being lifted again, his shackles rubbing uncomfortably against his ankles, until he was dragged and placed face-to-face with Phineas and Shaitana, and positioned next to Revia, Shaitana’s sister. A murmur rippled through the watching Merrows crowding the deck. On the periphery, the children looked terrified as they watched on.

Phineas held a hissing cobra over a stone table. The metal box Floyd had seen in the cavern also lay on the same table, but now it was open. Inside, on the purple satin lining, lay a figure with pale green skin. From the bony, broad shoulders and the Adam’s apple, Floyd realized that it was a boy about his own age. He felt a spasm of fear—there was something very wrong here.

It was the most beautiful face he had ever seen. The boy’s cheekbones and nose were like sculpted jade, his lips were full and his chin dimpled. His braided, waist-length hair covered his chest and was knotted with purple ribbons. Except for a purple loincloth, he was naked. He looked vaguely familiar. Who was this? And why was he there? Was he dead?

Floyd clapped his hand over his mouth as one of the Merrows pulled out a sparkling crystal knife and slit the snake’s throat. The thrashing serpent went still. Its beating heart was placed in a silver goblet and a black liquid was poured over it. Shaitana raised the glass and, forcing the boy’s lips open, poured the contents of the goblet with the pulsating heart into his mouth. Floyd’s stomach churned.

Shaitana kissed the young boy on both cheeks and turned to the watching Merrows.

‘Greetings, brethren. I present to you my son, my only heir,’ she said. Her voice rang clear.

Next to Floyd, Revia, Shaitana’s sister, took a sharp intake of breath.

Shaitana continued, ‘I have watched him sleep for ten years, unable to thrive in our climate. Finally this sacrifice will end his slumber and he will be among us. A new prince will rise.’

The Merrows looked at Shaitana in wonder as they pressed forward to get a look at the boy in the box. Shaitana wrung her wrists and then bent over the box. She lovingly lifted the thin body of the young boy. ‘My son, your mother begs you. Awake. Your blood is my blood, my blood is yours. When the moment comes, you will take your rightful place as my heir. Let the transformation begin.’


Floyd shivered at the passion in her voice. So this is what she had meant when she told him the sacrifice was personal. She had a son who was somehow going to get better with this sacrifice. For a moment he understood perfectly. She was a mother, like his own, who loved her son. But this boy looked nothing like her, nothing like a Merrow, in fact.

The boy shrieked and flailed as if possessed. His head shook and his back arched as his eyes opened in a sightless gaze. They were as green as peridots—just like Balsam’s eyes. Rose petals fell out of his mouth and his body was drenched in a fine green sweat.

Rose petals?

The realization dazzled him. This was Gulaab—the missing Ressuldar boy—Kusmati’s brother, Ela and Navin’s son, and Balsam’s nephew. It all made sense—the green skin, the flowery smell that surrounded the box and the rose petals that dropped from his mouth. He needed to be in that special box because he would have frozen in Chandi Mountain. But what did the Merrows want with a Ressuldar boy?

This realization had dawned on the watching Merrows as well.

‘A Ressuldar!’ one of the Merrows shouted. ‘This is sacrilegious!’

‘You dare taint Merrow blood with Ressuldar sap?’ That was Revia, who had had enough of the spectacle. Floyd stared at the sisters, who looked like they were ready to claw at each other.

Shaitana nodded calmly but her voice was tight with tension. ‘I understand your consternation, Revia, but unbeknownst to most of you, I have created a remedy—the pullutna potion—that will create a Merrow like never before. A Ressuldar whose sap will be replaced with the purest of white Merrow blood.’

‘But to consecrate a sap child?’ Revia said. ‘Blood is everything, and you choose one that belongs to our nemesis? When, I, your sister, am in line for the throne? Shaitana, even for you, you have gone too far. You ought to reconsider.’

Shaitana glared at her. ‘The word “ought” is not to be used with empresses. I have chosen this child, and that is enough reason,’ she said imperiously. Revia fell silent, but her nostrils flared and her lips were a tight red slash on her white face. Phineas gave a slight nod of his head and suddenly two guards were escorting Revia away. They heard an outraged scream and then a splash. Revia had been unceremoniously dumped overboard.

Shaitana continued as if nothing had happened. ‘This hybrid will give us future progeny that will be able to naturally divine the earth’s treasures, ensuring the survival of our race on land. Now I trust there are no more objections?’

The crowd raised their hands and chanted, ‘Hail to the Merrows, the peerless race.’

The Ressuldar boy opened his eyes. The lower half of his body began to change. Scales replaced the green skin, his toes clumped into talons and he screamed as if he was on fire.

‘He’s suffering,’ Floyd said.

Phineas’s head shot up and he stared at Floyd with his bulbous eyes. ‘Replacing your foe’s blood. Turning them into one of you. The thought makes me giddy,’ he said.

The boy was changing into a Merrow even as they watched. His head, neck and torso were Ressuldar; his lower half was Merrow. Floyd turned away. He couldn’t bear to look. To think that not only was Gulaab alive, but he was drugged and hidden away from his family, away from the fresh air and sunshine that was so vital to him …

‘Once the process is complete, he’ll retain only the instincts of a Ressuldar, which will be useful to us. He will turn against his previous life, his heritage, even his real parents,’ Phineas gloated. ‘He will prove immensely useful.’

A hush broke out among the Merrows; the boy thrashed in his confines. Scales formed on his chest and his hands turned into talons. Only his shoulders and head and neck were still that of a Ressuldar.

Phineas spoke, ‘To release us from the contract, one hundred children will give up their lives, as reckoned in the prophecy. We have one hour left, in which the sacrifice will be made, the transformation of the heir will be performed and the solar eclipse will be total.’ The Merrows looked at each other. A murmur started in the crowd and rose to a chant.

‘Hail to the Merrows!’ The chanting rose.

The sun was already one quarter gone—when the eclipse was complete, the Merrows would be at their most powerful. Torches flared on the decks. In one hour, all the children, including Farook, would be thrown over, Floyd thought miserably. Although all Durjipore children were good swimmers, he wasn’t sure they had a fighting chance in these bewitched waters.

A scream shattered the air. The Merrows continued to chant, and the drumbeat quickened. A girl struggled as a dark, hulking figure held her at the edge of the plank, just as in Floyd’s dream the night Farook disappeared. Tremors shook his body but he remained rooted as he watched helplessly.

Tina was sobbing and begging a Merrow not to throw her over. He pushed her along the plank as she cried piteously for her father. ‘Abba,’ she screamed. ‘I want my abba.’


No one knows this is happening, Floyd thought. People all over Durjipore are having dinner and laughing and talking about silly things and no one knows.

‘When orb of fire, sphere so bright,

In an instant, is robbed of light.’

The sky was darkening. The Merrows’ voices rose, reverberating through the air with the accompanying drumbeat.

‘And, century forfeited when day is night,

Observed by the Yaksha in full sight.’

Another scream pierced the air. It was Farook. He fought the Merrow who held Tina. Farook tried to pry the girl from the Merrow’s grasp but it was futile. The Merrow hauled her on to the plank and pushed.

‘No. Please.’ Farook was screaming hoarsely. Two Merrows held him back.

There was a sickening splash. The girl struggled in the water. Tina was on the swim team at school. Maybe she would stay afloat until the eclipse was over. The drumbeat quickened and the rhythmic chanting became louder. The shackles on Floyd’s ankles bit into his flesh as he strained against the tight bindings. More children were thrown in as he was forced to watch, unable to do anything. He felt his brain becoming numb as he counted miserably—twelve, thirteen and fourteen children. The sun was a semi-circle now. The eclipse was half complete and the sky a deep purple. The torches on the deck flared brighter.

Thirty minutes left.

‘Ensured supreme will be their might!’ the Merrows sang.

A rustling of wings made all of them look up. A Ridgeback, its wings spread, hovered above the deck, elegantly silhouetted against the purple sky. It had a red collar. Chutney!

‘Vile beast! It dare sully this sacred moment?’ Shaitana screamed.


‘It’s come for the Yaksha. Kill it,’ Phineas’s terse voice grated.

Now a swarm of canines, like a dark cloud, were descending on the deck of the Merrow ship.

Floyd felt a thrill course through him. ‘CHUTNEY, here boy!’ he yelled.

‘They’re everywhere,’ Shaitana screeched, looking around wildly. The dogs snarled and barked at the Merrows holding the struggling children. There must have been a dog for every child. Some Merrows rapidly hurled the children overboard and others threw spears that the flying canines dodged deftly.

‘Hurry. Throw the brats in! All of them, you hear me?’ Phineas shouted.

Screams, barks and growls echoed in all directions. Chutney was fast approaching the deck, making a beeline towards Floyd.

‘Get the poison arrows. Kill the beasts,’ Shaitana snapped.

‘CHUTNEY! GOOD BOY!’ Floyd yelled hoarsely.

Shaitana slapped Floyd across the face. Chutney snarled, whipped towards her and swiped at her face with his paw. A long scratch appeared on her cheek, oozing a white fluid.

‘I’ll kill you,’ she screamed at Chutney who hovered just out of reach, barking triumphantly.

Something whizzed by Floyd’s head. Arrows—they flew everywhere and the dogs were retreating. He whirled around. Shaitana had a bow and arrow in her hands. She was flexing her long carbuncle-crusted arms, aiming at a Ridgeback, the red collar around his neck visible even in the dim light. Chutney was right in the line of fire.

‘No, Chutney, follow the others!’ Floyd felt the panic cut off his voice.

Chutney ignored him and instead prepared to attack Shaitana again. Floyd’s scream died in his throat as the arrow whined and hit Chutney’s back—square in the middle of his ridge.

Chutney paused in mid-air, staggered and howled. His wings crumpled and he fell into the still water with a soft splash. Floyd sank to the deck floor, his head swimming, his entire body shaking, Chutney’s horrible wail still echoing in his ears. His stomach felt as if it had been cut into ribbons. His sweet Chutney … gone into the depths of the ocean, where he would bleed to certain death.
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Full of Promise

Floyd sat on the wet deck, curling his knees into his chest, wincing as the metal bracelets rubbed against his blistering ankles. The scene of Chutney falling into the water played over and over in his mind. One by one, flailing, screaming figures went over the rail. He raised his head to scan the deck. There were only a dozen or so children left. The drumbeat became louder. The Merrows had regained their momentary lapse in confidence. They smiled as they milled around.

‘FLOYD!’

Every hair on Floyd’s body stood up. Farook stood on the plank—he was supposed to be the last one. That meant ninety-nine children had gone over. Floyd could still hear the screams.

‘NO!’ Floyd screamed. ‘Please—’ He lunged towards his twin but was pulled back.

‘Don’t worry about me,’ Farook yelled. ‘Stop them, Floyd. You can do it.’

Floyd stared motionless. His cut and swollen lip seared.

Farook struggled briefly in his tormentor’s grasp, then he was gone. His scream ended in a splash.

Floyd’s chest imploded and darkness closed around his heart. This was all because of him. He was useless. He couldn’t do anything to stop this horror.

In the trunk, Gulaab thrashed as scales continued to move upward on his neck. Shaitana kissed him and murmured into his ear, all the while stroking his braided hair.

Phineas walked between the Merrows on the deck, his bulging gaze taking everything in, screaming orders.

Farook was in the water, a hundred children had been thrown overboard and Chutney was probably dead. Floyd’s knees buckled as he sank to the deck. He heard a soft clink. The test tube—with sunlight—of course! He cursed his stupidity.

The third task will be the most difficult and also the most rewarding. It involves using a gift at the correct time.

If he was to get light in the water, it meant the tube had to be opened under water; he couldn’t just throw it overboard. How would he do this with his hands and feet shackled? Think, Floyd, think.

There was only one way—he would have to jump in with the tube. But he was being watched carefully. He looked down at the coffin and whispered, ‘Gulaab, I’m a friend. If you can hear me, please help. I want you to create a diversion, so I can stop the Merrows.’

Gulaab’s eyes shot open. They were still Ressuldar eyes, as green as peridots. The rest of him had almost completely turned Merrow. He grimaced and his tongue came out—white and forked. He had three layers of teeth. Only his hair and eyes remained green. The final part of the transformation seemed to be the most difficult.

He looked at Floyd with a pleading stare and whispered, ‘Stop them.’ Then without warning, he screamed loudly, ‘HELP ME, MOTHER!’ Shaitana whirled around.


‘Get away from him,’ she snarled at Floyd.

The Merrows’ attention had been diverted. Floyd inched away as they crowded around Gulaab, all of them exclaiming in wonder.

Floyd inched his way through and put his back against the deck rail. He shifted his weight, his head swimming. The cold air swirled around him and the thin rail creaked dangerously. The solar eclipse was complete. Stars glimmered in the dark purple sky like pinheads in a velvet pincushion. The only light on the deck was from the torches. He had seconds before it ended and the sun came out. He put his shackled hands in his pocket and pulled out the tube. He placed it in his mouth firmly, between his teeth. Balsam’s words flashed in his head. Sometimes there’s no one to ask but your own heart. The truth shone in his mind, bright as a Varengan’s feather.

He gripped the rail with his hands and swung his body over. He was now hanging from the rail, the still water below him. His arms trembled.

He swayed. A surge of fresh pain pulsed through his heart. Farook had been here, not more than two minutes ago, looking at him for the last time. There was nothing else for him. He trembled as he looked below.

At least thirty feet below him was the calm circle of water surrounding the Merrow ship, the water that would soon fill his lungs and press the breath out of him. Chandi Mountain glowed in the distance.

He heard shouts from the deck. ‘He’s gone!’ That was Phineas’s voice. He sucked the cold soggy air through his nostrils and let go. Above him he saw the horrified face of Phineas Puddleton.


For a brief moment he stood on air, then dropped towards the water, his cloak billowing behind him. A strange calm came over him. As the water drew closer, memories flashed through his mind.

Farook smiling. You’re my bestie, Floyd.

Jaadu floating in a trance. The summoned one must complete the tasks.

Ma taking the pins out of her hair as her tresses thundered down her back. ‘It’s Hobson-Jobson, Regent.’

Main duniya mein akela hoon … I’m alone in this world.

As the still circle of water rushed up, Papa’s voice stabbed his thoughts. Floyd beta, make us proud. Do the right thing.

His body cut into the glassy surface like a jack-knife. The water pummelled him with a thousand fists as he sank into its warm depths. He was at the very edge of the circle of water. Waving fronds of algae surrounded him, cushioning his fall.

So this is how it would end.

He gripped the tube between his teeth. Its soft light penetrated the green darkness.

Around him, children flailed; some were terrifyingly motionless, their arms and legs entwined in long ribbons of algae. He couldn’t see Farook anywhere. His chest felt squeezed flat. He didn’t have much time before his lungs would be waterlogged. It was time to finish things. There was only one way to release the light.

He squeezed his eyes shut and bit hard through the glass tube. It cracked in his mouth and he felt a searing sensation, as if he had swallowed a flame. Then he inhaled water and choked, spots swimming in front of his eyes. A few sticky dark red threads swirled around him. It was his own blood; his gums burned. He spat shards of glass out of his mouth. A large golden bubble burst to the surface of the water about six feet above him and popped loudly. Then, in an instant, there was light—glorious, streaming golden light rippling through the water in pulses. Suddenly the algae tightened around him. Some of the children were struggling to the surface.

Floyd’s ears rang and his limbs throbbed in pain. Through a cloud of algae, he saw Farook. The algae started to clump around Floyd’s neck, his shoulders and his arms.

Balsam’s voice echoed in his mind. Death is full of promise.

He thrashed about and struggled, his chest burning. He gritted his teeth and pushed until his eyes felt like they would burst out of his skull, but the algae around him gripped him tighter and tighter until everything went black.
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A Good Enough Mother

Floyd opened his eyes and sputtered. He was floating on the surface of the placid circle of water surrounding the Merrow ship, suspended in a web of thick, green, slimy algae. And his shackles—they had disappeared. By gum! Was he dead?

The aquatic plant seemed to have a mind of its own as it snaked around his arms, pulling him along the water. From the deck of the great marble ship, the Merrows were yelling and in the water, children were screaming. The circle of water surrounding them became smaller as the waves moved steadily towards the ship. In the grey skies, circular white lightning flashed, like a snake chasing its own tail.

Floyd tried to pry the algae off but it wrapped around him persistently. Where was Farook? Gusts of icy air whirled and large raindrops pelted the ship.

Floyd choked again as he swallowed a big gulp of salt water. His limbs felt like rotten soaked wood, about to drag him down into the depths of the ocean he had just come up from. Inexplicably, the algae was pulling him up, dragging him towards the ship. The sun peeked out from its black cover. The eclipse was ending.

The clumping algae slithered along the side of the ship. He felt another tug as the algae wound itself around his wrists and ankles. Up it dragged him, along the smooth marble wall of the ship, like a sack of yams.

His mouth tasted of rust and salt, its sides cracked and bleeding. The chilly air tore through his tattered clothes. He was deposited on the deck of the Merrow ship.

He rolled over and raised his throbbing head. Somehow he was alive. Now what? The deck was almost empty. The Merrows were there but they had changed. For one, they were gasping for air. Gill slits perforated the sides of their necks and they stumbled as their legs pressed against each other and fused into tri-forked tails. Some threw themselves off the side of the ship; others tried to stab the sea algae with spears. The aggressive algae chased the Merrows, some winding themselves around Merrow ankles or tripping them up.

Floyd pushed the wet hair off his face, tried to lift himself and almost fell down. His head was spinning. Shaitana Salamandrin was kneeling by the trunk in which Gulaab lay. Her face contorted as she caught sight of Floyd. ‘Yaksha, what have you done?’ There was another angry crack of thunder. The sky blazed for miles around.

Gulaab’s body was reverting to its original Ressuldar form. He had his hands on his neck, as if he were choking. The scales on his body were dropping off and on one foot, the talons separated into toes.

Phineas wobbled precariously, trying to stand on his tail. ‘Shaitana, come on, jump! Hurry, there’s no time,’ he yelled. Shaitana sobbed as she staggered towards Gulaab. Her feet fused into a tri-forked tail and her arms grew webs. Her face developed scales and three small gill slits slashed open on the side of her neck. She crawled on the deck, her tail flapping raggedly behind her.

‘Shaitana, JUMP NOW!’ Phineas yelled again. ‘He’s not your son, Shaitana.’ He shot Floyd a malevolent look and leapt off the deck in a graceful arc.

Another Merrow called out, ‘Empress, I beseech you. Please, come with your subjects.’

Shaitana gasped, ‘I can’t breathe.’ She lurched towards Gulaab. ‘My son—I need my son.’ She crumpled on to the ship deck.

Two gasping Merrows tried to grab her but she clung to the deck and flapped them away with her tail. They retreated, crawled to the edge of the deck and jumped over.

Gulaab was crying now. He looked at Floyd. ‘Please, help her,’ he said as small white roses fell from his mouth. Several Merrows were wailing loudly—some for their empress, others for their own plight. Several had collapsed and were dragging themselves to the edge of the deck in an attempt to throw themselves over.

Floyd rushed to Shaitana and tried to drag her to the edge of the deck. Her arms felt soft and soggy, like a wet sponge, and the barnacles covering her skin made his hands itch and burn. He gasped. She was waterlogged and much too heavy.

Gulaab clambered out of the box and hobbled over to Shaitana. He lowered himself on to the deck and cradled Shaitana’s head in his lap. She looked at him and then turned to Floyd. A film formed over her strange, cracked silver eyes.

‘It’s over, Yaksha,’ she gasped. ‘Whatever you did reverted the Merrows to an older life form. Now we will never be able to live on land again.’ She turned to Gulaab. ‘Please, whatever else, know I loved you,’ she pleaded, her mouth opening and closing rapidly. She grasped Gulaab’s hand tightly.

Floyd turned away, tears welling in his own eyes. Shaitana gave a shudder and then was still. Gulaab sobbed softly and squeezed her hand back. He shut her eyes tenderly.

More sea algae were crawling up the side of the boat.

Now what? The network of algae writhed on to the deck carrying children in its fronds.

‘Watch out. Behind you,’ Gulaab screamed. Floyd grabbed a discarded spear and broke into a run. The mass of green algae glided behind him, gaining ground rapidly. He found himself turning into a corridor with a dead end. There was no escape! He turned to face the mass and waved his spear.

‘Stay back!’ he shouted.

The green fronds rose into the air, clinging to each other, weaving in and out, and fused into a familiar shape. In a few seconds, a wet and bedraggled Ressuldar stood in front of him. It was Balsam.

‘You can put that away, Yaksha,’ he said, gasping. ‘Didn’t mean to frighten you. I was in that shape for several hours—takes a little longer to change.’

Floyd dropped the spear and gave the soaked Ressuldar a hug. He thought his chest would burst with relief. He had never been as happy to see anyone. ‘You were the sea algae? In the water?’

‘It wasn’t fun. That I can assure you,’ Balsam said. ‘We would have been useless if it wasn’t for what you did. That light in the water activated us. You did it, Yaksha.’

‘You carried all those children? You—’

‘Uncle Balsam?’ It was Gulaab, walking towards them.


Balsam stood silent and very still.

Floyd smiled. For the first time the voluble Ressuldar was at a loss for words. Gulaab’s hair sprouted small blue roses that budded and fell to the marble deck as Balsam enveloped him in a hug. Balsam’s hair sprouted large tiger lilies that released their scent as they floated to the deck. Both uncle and nephew had the same peridot eyes, gleaming with tears.

Floyd felt his throat constrict. How he wished that it were he, hugging Farook.

Gulaab broke away and looked at Balsam. ‘Where is Ma … and Papa … and Koos?’ he asked. ‘I feel like you were all part of a faraway dream.’

‘On their way—your Ma used the Inkling Room to land in the ocean once we sent her the coordinates. Koos wasn’t allowed to come. She’s waiting on the Charpoy.’

‘The Inkling Room …’ Gulaab’s brow cleared and he smiled. ‘Of course. I love that place.’

‘Come on, these people need our help,’ another Ressuldar yelled. They were emerging from large clumps of wet sea algae, dragging the sodden, exhausted children on to the ship deck. Floyd scanned the group. No Farook. His heart leapt as another lot of children was hoisted—they fell to the floor, coughing out water and sputtering. Three girls he didn’t recognize, but no sign of Farook. The Ressuldars quickly wrapped blankets around them. Then a hand reached over the ship rail and a Ressuldar deposited a thin boy, who rolled over and groaned.

‘Farook!’ Floyd screamed as he ran up to his brother and took his face in his hands.

‘Farook, you’re okay! I can’t believe it.’ Floyd kissed his twin on his head. Farook was alive! He looked into the face, so much like his own, and his heart sang. He hugged him so tight that Farook gasped. Floyd laughed.

Farook smiled weakly. The Ressuldar put a blanket over Farook and handed Floyd a steaming cup. Floyd lifted Farook’s head so he could sip the liquid.

A tall Ressuldar woman with tawny-orange eyes and incandescent green skin, her arms forming out of ribbons of algae, nodded brusquely. Agnita, the medical officer, silent and formidable, was working away. ‘Take them inside immediately,’ she said. ‘Away from the deck. The water is too dangerous.’

The Ressuldars scuttled Farook and the other children to the makeshift infirmary.

‘Yaksha,’ a voice said. Floyd turned. Ela crouched on the deck, bending over her slashed leg. The open wound was green, with pale veins and small tubes running through the flesh, like a leaf held against sunlight.

‘I was worried about you, Yaksha,’ she said, through gritted teeth.

Floyd hugged her tightly. ‘You’re hurt.’

‘I’ll be okay. There are others that need taking care of,’ she said, wincing in pain. ‘There are several kids still out there. We’ve managed to get most of them aboard, but these waters are unsafe. The Merrows are raging.’

‘There’s someone you should meet.’ Floyd smiled. He pulled a dazed Gulaab towards her. Gulaab trembled, his green eyes wet with unshed tears as he sat next to his mother and put his head on her shoulder.

To Floyd’s shock, Ela turned completely transparent. The veins running through her body, her beating heart, the shoots and tendrils that made up her limbs, were all visible for an instant. Then she sobbed as she staggered towards Gulaab and enveloped him in a hug. She kissed his cheeks and then his eyes. Her hair sprouted golden daffodils that fell in a circle around them.

After a moment, Balsam cleared his throat. He was pointing at Shaitana’s still body that lay on the wet stony deck. ‘Gulaab should pay his final respects,’ he said.

Ela burst out, ‘Balsam, she kidnapped him and put him in a box.’ Her mouth was compressed into a thin line, white at the edges. Just like Ma when she was angry.

Balsam hugged Ela. ‘Even the foul-smelling durian yields sweet fruit inside,’ he said. ‘If it weren’t for her, the Merrows would have killed him.’

Gulaab bent over Shaitana’s lifeless body. ‘I wasn’t always in a box. That was only in the last couple of days. Before that, she had a special room and a garden for me in the mountain. She visited me every day and read me bedtime stories. She would feed me and teach me about the Merrows. Although she was kind and would call me her son, I always knew she wasn’t my mother. I never forgot who I was.’ Rose petals as white as a snow cloud fell from his mouth and the ends of his hair, releasing a rich, soothing fragrance of fresh, sweet rainwater. The petals fell rapidly and covered Shaitana’s body in a flowery shroud.

Floyd helped Balsam lift Shaitana’s body on to the plank. They released its latch, and the plank fell into the sea. It hit the water and sank under a frothy cloud of bubbles, leaving a ripple of white petals.

A churning started in the water and soon the ship was surrounded by white foam. Merrows pulsed below, their tails thrashing and then, a loud, collective scream of rage came out of the ocean. The Merrow empress had returned to her home in the sea.

Gulaab buried his face in Ela’s hair, crying softly, and the two of them walked away to the other side of the deck. Balsam folded his hands and bowed to the sea. ‘May you be at peace in your watery crypt, Shaitana,’ he said.

‘So what happens to the Merrows?’ Floyd asked.

‘The Merrows are permanently sea dwellers now,’ Balsam said. ‘Never did we dream that they would sink to such depravity as to invoke the loophole in the law. The Merrows had to either return to the sea or sacrifice a hundred souls to void the treaty. If they had sacrificed those children, they would have been here permanently.’

‘So they won’t ever come back?’ Floyd asked.

Balsam nodded. ‘By putting light in the water when you did, you guaranteed that they would lose whatever power they had on land, and they had to revert to their sea-dwelling bodies. Your act cemented their fate.’

‘I did that?’ Floyd stammered. It seemed unbelievable.

‘Yes, Yaksha, you fulfilled your destiny.’ Balsam smiled. ‘But how did you know that light was needed in the water?’

‘The cipher beetles,’ Floyd said. ‘Thanks for those.’

The sea algae continued to snake up the side of the boat and wound around the shivering children like cocoons, depositing them on the deck. After depositing a child on the ship, the algae would fuse together and wriggle into a Ressuldar. Floyd smiled at Farook, whose hand was clamped over his mouth as he witnessed the Ressuldars’ transformation. Farook had a lot to get used to.

‘All children accounted for, sir,’ a Ressuldar said to Balsam.


‘Then, off we go, westward ho!’ Balsam said heartily and raised his arm.

Floyd looked at Ela, who had grown a soft leaf from her nail and was tying it around her wound. She stopped and looked back at him quizzically.

‘Did you see Chutney?’ Floyd asked.

Ela’s smile disappeared and her shoulders tensed. ‘I’m sorry, Yaksha. I was in the water when he fell. I tried to grab him but he was injured so badly and fell so deep that in the scuffle, we couldn’t find him.’

Floyd inhaled sharply as tears stabbed his eyes.

Balsam was making clucking sounds as he looked through a shiny brass telescope, mounted on the marble deck.

‘These waters are unsafe,’ Balsam said, squinting through the telescope lens. ‘You defeated the Merrows. Goodness knows what they’re plotting in revenge. The problem is, we don’t know how far the Charpoy is.’

‘What’s a charpoy?’ Farook asked.

‘The Ressuldar ship,’ Floyd explained.

‘I’ve sent out several signals,’ Ela said. ‘Nothing yet.’

‘The dogs will return soon, but they will be exhausted—all this flying. We can’t use them,’ Balsam said. Floyd’s heart twinged.

‘Ahoy mates!’ a voice shouted. Floyd saw Naveen hobbling towards them, carrying a small bag, his skin a pale green. Behind him, a familiar figure walked sulkily. Kusmati had stowed away on board despite Navin’s strict instructions and no doubt, had been given a good ticking off.

Floyd ran and hugged Naveen.

‘Ah Yaksha, so brave.’ Naveen thumped Floyd’s back.


‘Naveen, are you okay?’ Floyd asked. Somehow Naveen had a way of making everything feel like it would be okay.

‘Fine, Yaksha. Just taking care of our soldiers here,’ he said as he pulled out a small glass bottle with a yellow ointment. He removed the leaf on Ela’s shin and dabbed some of the buttery yellow paste on her wound. She winced and looked at him briefly before turning away, a dark green flush staining her cheeks.

‘Papa?’ Gulaab said, and shyly stepped forward.

Naveen’s hand stopped in mid-air. His hair sprouted a cascade of fiery red pepper berries. They bounced all over the deck, releasing a rich, spicy smell. Kusmati didn’t say a word. She ran up to Gulaab and hugged him. ‘I knew you’d come back.’ She kept kissing Gulaab, her hair alternately budding hydrangeas and periwinkles.

Ela nodded, and more tears and hugs followed as his parents and sister enveloped Gulaab. Floyd’s eyes swam with tears and he heard Balsam blow his nose.

A shout came from the crow’s nest. ‘Message from the Charpoy!’ Floyd heard a swishing sound and looked up to see the Ridgebacks flying in a perfect triangular formation. The dogs landed on the deck, one by one. Floyd scanned them, his heart aching as he hoped against futile hope.
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The Rogue Wave

‘Hurry!’ Naveen yelled at the Ressuldars as he paced the deck. Floyd walked among the injured with a tray of steaming wine. Koos was cheering everyone up with funny stories about being in the water and being found out by her father when she tried climbing up the side of the ship. Her father hadn’t been pleased when she materialized in front of him.

The sun had emerged, the sea was calm and the sky shone a freshly washed blue. Yet everyone was tense. The unpredictable Merrows in the water below could be dangerous.

‘Hoist the sails. We have to leave as soon as possible,’ Naveen barked. Running the huge Merrow ship was clearly a different experience from the Charpoy.

About fifty Ressuldars, swift and silent, were bandaging wounds, setting bones and rubbing ointments on injured children and Ressuldars. Suddenly, the hum of voices was broken.

‘They found him, look!’ a girl yelled.

A limp Ridgeback was hoisted on to the deck. Floyd’s heart raced. He pushed his way through the small crowd that had gathered. The hair on the back of his neck prickled. A wet dog with a red collar around his neck lay still.

‘Chutney!’ Floyd screamed as tears sprang to his eyes. Chutney’s wings were badly gashed, one completely tattered. They hung around him like a deathly shroud. Floyd’s chest hurt so much he thought he would faint.

‘Look, he’s opened his eyes!’ shouted a small girl.

Floyd felt his heart leap. He fell to his knees and cradled the dog’s listless head in his arms. Chutney whimpered, licking Floyd’s hand feebly. Floyd kissed him on his wet nose.

‘He’s losing blood,’ Agnita said flatly.

Floyd’s throat constricted. ‘Is he going to die?’

Agnita shot him an impatient look and jerked her head at two Ressuldars, who came up to Chutney with a stretcher and lifted him gently.

‘He needs surgery.’ Agnita’s face was impassive. ‘The wings.’

‘Can’t I go with him?’

‘Sorry.’ Agnita’s tone was more sympathetic. ‘Sanitary precautions. I’ll let you know how he does.’

Floyd nodded, his heart doing a wild staccato. Chutney was spirited away. Floyd put his hands over his ears as the mechanical whirring of a drill was followed by Chutney’s wails. He gritted his teeth, trying to drown out the dreadful cries and push away the image of an instrument cutting through Chutney’s body.

Balsam came up to Floyd and patted his shoulder. ‘It must be done, Yaksha.’ Floyd nodded. If only he hadn’t asked Chutney to come back. If this beautiful dog died, he would never forgive himself.

‘Ship sighted!’ came the yell from the crow’s nest.


A loud cheer arose as a tiny Merman’s Charpoy, its purple sails fluttering, appeared on the horizon. Mercy. Soon they would be off this hated stone vessel.

‘Ah good. They’ve received our message. They’ve sent one back with Piffle,’ Ela said. The Charpoy had deployed its messenger parrot, Piffle, who circled above and skated on to Ela’s outstretched hand.

Several of the Ressuldars cheered.

‘Hullo Piffle! How are you?’ Ela said. ‘Sorry, no peanuts for you today.’ Piffle screeched and nibbled on her ear. Balsam undid the leather string from its leg and opened a small wet piece of parchment.

‘It’s the Charpoy’s coordinates. They’ll meet us in half an hour!’ Everyone cheered.

‘Yaksha.’ Agnita beckoned to Floyd. Chutney lay on the deck, wrapped in a moss blanket, wagging his tail weakly.

‘He wants to be with you,’ Agnita said smiling at Floyd. Chutney licked her hand gratefully and she patted him on his head.

Floyd’s heart sang as he hugged Chutney. ‘It’s okay, boy.’ The other Ridgebacks came up to them and licked Chutney’s nose, wagging their tails. Chutney managed a weak woof.

‘Wait! Look! On the other side,’ Naveen pointed out to the sea, a telescope dangling from his other hand.

All around them, the horizon was clear except for a small bump on the water. It was coming straight at them.

Balsam grabbed a telescope and peered through it. ‘Suffering Shiitakes! A white horse!’

‘A seahorse?’ Floyd said, squinting. He felt an uncomfortable tension between his shoulders again.

‘No—a tsunami. They’re rolling it towards us. Confounded Merrows! I knew they wouldn’t go quietly,’ Balsam replied, handing Floyd the telescope. Sure enough, a large white crested wave was moving towards the Merrow ship, gaining in size by the second. So much for thinking they were past their bad luck. The water around them had dropped.

‘This isn’t good,’ Balsam said. ‘It’s a sure sign of a tsunami.’

Naveen hobbled around the deck, running his long green fingers through his hair. ‘We’ve got to get away. As fast as we can. South-south-east!’ He pointed in a direction that was diametrically opposite from the Charpoy.

‘Floyd, what’s happening?’ Farook’s scared voice asked.

‘Not towards Volcano Brim. Naveen, are you crazy?’ Ela shouted. Gulaab clung to her arm, his long braids sprouting small black roses.

‘They’re dormant,’ Naveen muttered, scanning the sea with his telescope. ‘We can’t risk them destroying the Charpoy. We have to move away from it.’

Naveen scribbled on a roll of parchment that he tethered to the parrot’s leg. ‘Go, Piffle! Tell the Charpoy.’ The parrot flew steadily until it was a speck in the distance. The wave approached like a large, angry fist about to strike.

The ship creaked and splashed through the water, gaining momentum as the solid shelf of water approached rapidly. Floyd held on to the rail, Farook gripping his arm, Chutney whimpering by his legs. The Ressuldars attempted to reorient the sails but the huge canvas stayed fast. The green-robed figures slid down the ship’s ropes and threw their arms up in despair. No one knew how to manage this strange Merrow ship.

All of a sudden, the ship lurched towards the port side and Floyd felt a sinking feeling in his stomach. He peered over the rail and yelled.


The sea under them had hollowed. The giant wave was fast approaching. It was as if the ship was at the bottom of a bowl of water, so low that they could see the seabed. Several creatures, including an octopus and a whale, floundered on the algae-covered floor.

Agnita calmly moved all the children into a group. They had been so close to the Charpoy, to going home, and now they were facing danger again. Ahead, the craggy outline of a circle of black mountains with sharp peaks emerged.

Then the massive wall of water tipped the ship. Chains snapped and the sound of cracking stone was everywhere.
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Volcano Brim

Floyd raised himself, holding on fast to the rail. The marble ship teetered dismally on a wall of rocks. An irregular hole gaped on the deck floor and the railing was broken in several places. It was ruined beyond repair. Miraculously, no one appeared hurt.

They were on the shore of a lagoon, at the base of a circle of black mountains with not a blade of grass or a tree.

‘EVERYONE! Off the boat,’ Ela yelled.

Several of the Ressuldars turned into long, thick creepers with knob-like projections and connected to form a rope ladder down the side of the teetering ship. Floyd and Farook carried a wan Chutney down the ladder. The children followed, climbing down the green ropes, and gingerly stepped on to the rocky landscape.

‘This is absolutely insane,’ Farook whispered. ‘I can’t believe it. We were almost there!’ The wreck of a ship perched on the rocks, creaking as the waves hit it.

Naveen wiped the perspiration running down his face and paced the gravel. Floyd wiped his own sweat away with the back of his hand. Things couldn’t be good if Naveen was worried.


The Merrows’ plan had worked and they were shipwrecked. Some of them were popping their heads above the water to look at the mess they had created. No doubt their empress’s death had been avenged.

‘We’ll never get out of here,’ Ela said, hugging Gulaab. ‘We can only survive maybe a couple of days in this heat.’ The salt from the water was drying on their clothes and skin, leaving unpleasant itchy white crusts.

‘Always with the positive thoughts, sister,’ Balsam said, scraping salt off his coat sleeve. ‘Can’t you be happy we’re alive?’

‘Alive to suffer for a day and die?’ Ela had tears in her eyes. ‘My sap is already boiling.’ Her skin was parched and had turned a pale yellowish green. There was no fresh water to be had. Chutney’s tongue hung to the side and his nose looked dry.

‘She’s right, Balsam,’ Naveen said. ‘There’s no vegetation here, no water, no nutrients of any sort. No ship can get past those rocks to rescue us.’ They sat gloomily, looking at each other.

Floyd kicked a clod of gravel. The thirst! He had never known such terrible thirst. His cracked mouth stung with drying salt.

The Ressuldars began opening cans of food from the ship, passing tinned mangosteens around. Some of them had grown vase-shaped cacti in their hair that they broke off. It contained water that was given to the smallest children—but it cost the Ressuldars. They turned a ghastly yellow. Agnita handed Floyd a small cactus bowl—it was the sweetest water he had tasted but as soon as the heavenly drop cleared his throat, it left him thirsty for more. He gave one sip to Farook and poured the rest down Chutney’s throat.

A high-pitched scream ruptured the silence, like a blade slashing a tightly stretched canvas. Everyone jumped. The shriek rang out again, echoing over the black mountains.


They turned around in the direction of the sound. On a mountain ledge, watching them, were five giant birds, the size of small biplanes, their bright orange bodies splashed across the dreary mountainside. Next to them, a rocky shelf contained a nest of thousands of twigs and dry branches.

‘Varengan!’ Naveen said. ‘Suffering Shiitakes.’

‘It has come for its feather,’ Balsam muttered.

Ela’s fingers tightened around the spear in her hand. ‘Well, I’m not going down without a fight.

‘No, I returned the feather. At Chandi Mountain,’ Floyd protested. Balsam opened his mouth as if he was about to ask a question but stopped at the sound of a smaller, plaintive cry.

It came from the nest. They stood in silent awe.

‘The Varengan protects its young fiercely,’ Ela said, her voice low. ‘They will kill us rather than debate whether or not we’re a threat.’

One Varengan spread its wings and glided off its perch. It skirred over the lagoon, circled and swooped to a descent a few feet from them. It stayed motionless as it watched them. The children screamed and the dogs barked furiously.

The Varengan had a small bald spot on the side of its belly. It was the same bird Floyd had encountered earlier. The giant avian turned its bright gaze on him and scratched the gravel with talons that could easily slice through his heart. It seemed to recognize him. Then it crouched down low to the ground and looked at its back, craning its neck.

‘Wait,’ Floyd said, raising his hand. ‘It’s trying to say something.’

The Varengan craned its neck backward so its beak pointed towards its back. It repeated this action three more times.

‘Yaksha, I think she wants you to climb on her,’ Balsam said.


Floyd shivered despite the heat. Could it be that the bird was being friendly?

Ela nodded. ‘She’s grateful. That fledgling we see would be dead without the feather.’

Floyd gulped. The crouched bird did not waver in its gaze, looking steadily at him.

‘Suffering Shiitakes, get on the bird, Yaksha,’ Balsam urged.

As they watched, the remaining Varengan flew down.

‘I think they mean to take all of us!’ Floyd shouted, climbing gingerly on the back of the bird. ‘How come she’s not warm? She was melting ice the last time I saw her,’ he said to Naveen, who was hoisting Chutney on the bird’s back.

‘Varengan always lower their body temperature once they lay their eggs, otherwise their eggs would cook from a mile away,’ Naveen explained. He tied a soft vine around Chutney and secured him to Floyd and Farook. Chutney shivered but didn’t protest as they stretched his body across the back of the giant bird. He crouched his head down and rested it on the bird’s back.

Ela and Gulaab clambered on behind Farook. Agnita climbed on next, her orange eyes wary. Others cautiously climbed on too—several of the children crying at the sight of the big bird. The Ressuldars pulled the rope ladders they’d used to get the children off the Merrow ship. The other birds flew down and waited patiently as the children and Ressuldars climbed on. Soon all the children and several Ressuldars were atop the great birds. There must have been more than thirty people on the back of one bird alone. Naveen climbed on at the very end.

Floyd clutched the Varengan’s feathers as the bird bounded on the gravel. In a minute they were moving at top speed along the rocky reef, like an aeroplane cruising on a runway. Then, with a heave, the bird lifted itself into the air. It flew up a couple hundred feet in a few seconds with complete steadiness. Floyd could hear the gasps behind him. Chutney whimpered, his ears flapping.

Then the great bird thundered into the sky, reaching the puffy white clouds in seconds. Floyd squeezed his eyes shut as the bird sliced through the air. It was a completely different experience from flying on Chutney. The back of this bird was broad and flat, so there was no chance of losing his balance. The feathers felt like the softest down and the bird didn’t seem bothered by its flustered passengers.

‘Tamarind tuckers! This is insane,’ Farook yelled over the wind that flapped their clothes and whipped their hair.

‘There she is. The Charpoy!’ Floyd shouted.

The purple sails of the Merman’s Charpoy came into view, looking like a toy ship on the vast glittering ocean. Thankfully it hadn’t been touched by the tsunami. The Merrows probably thought they had finished the Ressuldars off at Volcano Brim by leaving them at the mercy of the Varengan. The Varengan made a dizzying descent and the shouts of fear on the deck of the Charpoy changed to yells of jubilation.

‘It’s Captain Naveen! Balsam! Ela, the Yaksha and his dog! They’re all safe!’

The Varengan landed on the poop deck at the ship’s stern, its great wing laid out so the tip touched the deck. Floyd swung his legs to his side, and slid with trepidation down the enormous feathery neck and on to the great orange wing of the Varengan. He fell with a thump on the deck and moved just in time to catch Chutney. One by one, Farook, Balsam, Ela and the others also slid on to the deck, laughing.

The Varengan gathered its wings, nodded and then raised itself into the sky, a mere speck in seconds. Floyd watched as the other Varengan flew to the Charpoy and slid the children on to its deck. Piffle the parrot screamed madly and circled the deck over and over again.

Kusmati came up to Floyd and hugged him, her eyes wet, her hair now only budding a few limp periwinkles. Tender green vines grew out of her fingers and curled over his shoulders. ‘Thank you,’ she whispered.

Floyd hugged her back. She didn’t let go. He felt a warm glow suffuse his chest. She planted a soft kiss on his cheek and then broke away, blushing green. Floyd felt his cheek tingle where she had kissed him. He looked away, feeling shy, and when he looked up, she had disappeared into the crowd.

Smiling Ressuldars rushed to the new arrivals with thick moss blankets and steaming flagons containing hibiscus and spiced plum wine. Chutney barked weakly as he lay on the deck on a blanket, his tail wagging from side to side. He seemed to have regained some of his vigour as the other Ridgebacks crowded around him, sniffing him, smelling his ridge and licking his face. Farook simply looked bewildered. Agnita tried with no success to corral people into their cabins.

‘You will be shown to your cabins, children! Please rest. We still have a long way to go,’ she yelled. Finally a deckhand blew into a small silver whistle, directing everyone to the cabins. Grudgingly, Floyd and Farook also followed the line of children that began descending the stairs.

‘On course to Kishm Waterfall, captain,’ the ship’s first officer announced.

Floyd’s heart sank as his excitement drained and a chill permeated his body. How could he have forgotten? There was still one task to complete. The Kishm awaited him.









23

The Final Question

Soft sunlight sputtered through the bubbled glass of the porthole, churning the creamy walls of the cabin into buttery gold. Chutney snored softly in a patch of sunlight on the gleaming wood floor, his ears twitching. Floyd yawned and stretched as his sore muscles protested. He sifted the bewildering events of the previous day in his mind. The bunk bed above creaked as Farook rolled over in his sleep. Had they really thwarted the Merrows, saved a hundred lives, operated on Chutney, survived a tsunami and flown on a Varengan yesterday?

Chutney grunted and shifted his head to rest on his paws. Floyd sat up and knocked on the bed above him.

‘Mmm … do a somersault,’ Farook said.

‘Wake up, silly,’ Floyd said, smiling.

‘Over the ocean …’ Farook murmured, obviously enjoying whatever dream he was in.

Floyd flopped back to his bed. His stomach felt hollow with hunger. On the ceiling, a movement on the navigational map caught his eye. The bobbing Charpoy was approaching Kishm. Had he really slept for that long? He pulled a sweater on and bounded up the stairs. Naveen was sipping from a long glass that intermittently released a heavy, muddy smoke, which collected around his feet. His skin was a fresh green in the morning sun. By his side, Balsam delicately sipped at a gold liquid that spat bubbles and had flowers jiggling at the bottom of the glass.

‘Chamomile soda?’ he asked Floyd.

‘No, thanks. Could I get something to eat?’

Naveen clapped his hand and a deckhand appeared with warm thimbleberry tumbets and a tray of fruit that he set down on a small table. Naveen turned to Floyd. ‘How are you feeling now?’ Although Naveen spoke lightly, his face was drawn. ‘We’re approaching the Kishm.’

Floyd bit into the buttery croissant. His stomach rumbled gratefully and then went silent. He didn’t feel nervous at all. Perhaps he was too hungry, he thought.

Balsam looked at Floyd and raised his glass. ‘No worries, Yaksha. Trust yourself.’

The Charpoy lurched forward. Its sails unfurled and the mast rasped. The riverbanks were cheery with bright tropical flowers brightening the rocky cliffs on either side. Farook had come up to the deck now and stood by Naveen, examining his surroundings wonderingly. Gulaab and Kusmati came up laughing, followed by Ela, who gave Floyd a kiss on his cheek and shyly held Naveen’s hand. They had a lot to discover about each other considering they had spent ten years apart.

As Floyd surveyed all these people he knew and had come to love, the enormity of the task at hand hit him. The waterfall was going to ask him the question again. And all of them were depending on him to pass this test. What was the purpose of his journey? If he didn’t answer correctly, he would put everyone in danger. His chest tightened. He hadn’t even had time to think about this question. What if the waterfall didn’t believe him?

The cacophony of rushing water became a boom.

Farook looked on, his mouth slightly open. A watery sabre-toothed tiger yawned and crashed into the rocks as the head of a giraffe formed at the top of the waterfall and gushed below.

His head churning, Floyd tried to concentrate on the task coming up.

‘Floyd,’ Farook said.

‘Sorry, Farook. Not now,’ Floyd said. He needed to be alone, alone to hear himself think.

‘I just wanted to say I’m so lucky to have you for a brother.’ Farook hugged him. ‘You’re so brave.’

Floyd nodded absently.

‘You know, when I first saw you on that beach, I almost died with relief. I knew everything would be okay,’ Farook’s voice was strained.

Floyd turned towards Farook. ‘Farook. Thanks but—’

‘I guess you’re not as inauspicious as you thought, Floyd. You’re the luckiest boy in the world.’

Floyd felt as if a thunderbolt had struck him.

‘That’s it. That is it!’ Floyd slammed his fist on the deck rail, relief surging through him.

Farook looked at him as if he had lost his mind.

Floyd did a little jig. His heart felt light for the first time in ages.

‘HOLD TIGHT!’ Naveen yelled as the thunderous waterfall came into view, covering them all with cold spray. Floyd gasped as the ship came to a halt inches from the pelting wall of water. Its crashing clamour deafened them and then suddenly, there was utter silence. The boat floated, the water all around them moving without sound, as if someone had simply turned the volume off.

‘What’s this?’ Farook said. Although his voice was barely a whisper, it sounded loud in the lull of the moment. Floyd squeezed his shoulder.

A small point of light appeared on the moving curtain of water. It grew to form the oval faces of the Kishm, their eyes unblinking and their red lips motionless. Again, a multitude of female voices spoke in perfect synchrony, sending a chill down Floyd’s spine.

‘Felicitations, Yaksha. The falls of Kishm acknowledge that you have saved your brother and many others.’

‘Thank you!’ Floyd said, bowing his head. Please be satisfied with my answer, he prayed. Please.

‘But the Yaksha has yet to answer our question. We Kishm cannot spare his life or the lives of others unless he fulfils his obligation.’

‘Our lives?’ Farook exclaimed. ‘What is she talking about?’

‘Shhh …’ Ela put a finger over her lips.

The spirit faces looked at Floyd from behind the rivulets of water. ‘Yaksha, please bring all you have experienced, all you know and all you feel to this answer. Remember, our fate also rests in your words. Please, be mindful. Tell us, Yaksha, why did you make this journey?’ The faces on the waterfall frowned.

Floyd took a deep breath. It was clear to him. Everything. There was no fear, only truth.

‘I made this journey so I could understand myself. It was to conquer my fears, to prove to myself that I’m not unlucky and that my destiny was mine to make.’


There was a moment of silence. Floyd could feel Farook’s gaze on him. Then the voices rang out in a silvery tinkle as the red lips on the waterfall parted and the eyes crinkled.

‘Yaksha, may your wisdom continue to grow,’ the voices said softly, and golden drops of water showered the ship. The faces in the waterfall flickered for an instant, smiled again and disappeared. The two spirits materialized into slender maidens, even more striking than their watery avatars. They shimmered on the rocks in front of the falls in their long gold robes and glittering pagoda crowns, and bowed at the ship and its crew, their hands folded in a gesture of respect.

Floyd sank his face into his cupped hands as relief flooded him.

‘The Yaksha has released us from a hundred years of captivity, since the Merrows came ashore. For this we are grateful. Yaksha, you have completed a hero’s journey.’ The women looked at Floyd as they quivered.

‘Now we embark on a pleasant journey to Portugal where we shall exact brutal revenge.’ The women shimmered one last time and vanished. Floyd shivered. He didn’t envy the Portuguese Water Djinn at this moment.

Floyd sank to his knees on the wet deck of the Charpoy. He had passed the final test. Farook hugged him as tears ran down his cheeks. Floyd’s breath caught in his chest. He hugged Farook back.

The Charpoy moved forward and the cold, fresh waterfall drenched the ship. On the other side the river Mantra curved like a silver snake. The Charpoy continued its return journey up the river.


Balsam slapped Floyd on his back again and laughed loudly. ‘Well done, Yaksha.’

Floyd smiled and shivered. ‘I’m not unlucky,’ he whispered. He looked around him in wonder. It felt as if he was seeing the world for the very first time. He had shed off an old skin and was starting life again.
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Forget-Me-Not

The Ridgebacks swooped into the water, snapping up shiny red mullet and flat white skate in their mouths, and dropping the wriggling fish into a wicker basket on the deck. The Ressuldars sprouted lemons and squeezed them on their catch. Naveen lit coals in a copper firepit and Balsam pointed out the infamous nostril fish, to the amazement of Farook and the other children. Chutney whimpered at the circling Ridgebacks overhead.

‘He’s never going to fly again, is he?’ Floyd asked Agnita, who was skinning a fish.

Agnita looked at Floyd. ‘His wings had to be removed to save his life—but the roots are still there—you never know.’

Chutney wagged his tail and licked Floyd’s hand.

‘I don’t care, as long as he’s with me,’ Floyd said.

‘By the way …’ Agnita began.

Floyd looked at her.

Agnita searched his face. ‘There’s a test tube missing in my apothecary. Just wondering.’

Floyd smiled but said nothing.

She smiled back. ‘I thought so.’ The retreating island tipped over the horizon as the sky darkened and the stars peeked out. Occasional fronds of sea straw floated by, their ghostly light giving the water festive warmth. The children of Durjipore seemed to be over their ordeal and many clapped in delight at the sight of the sea straw. It was, after all, a piece of home, something familiar in this strange land they had inhabited for the last few weeks, some even longer.

‘So how come plant people eat fish?’ Farook said, turning to Balsam.

‘Haven’t you heard of Sundews?’ Balsam shot back, skinning a fish.

‘Venus Flytraps?’ Kusmati said mischievously, the tips of her fingers suddenly changing into toothed, snapping green and red pods. Farook jerked back. Everyone laughed.

‘Photosynthesis is fine if you’re just sitting around. We need far more sustenance though,’ Balsam explained to a visibly shaken Farook.

Floyd closed his eyes and inhaled the aroma of the grilled fish. The muscles of the Ridgebacks’ shoulders rippled in the firelight. Soon, he would be with Ma and Papa. His thoughts sobered. Poor Ma. Would she ever get better? The vision of Shaitana offering him the Ninipuri mocked him.

‘A butterwort for your thoughts?’ Balsam said.

Floyd shook his head. ‘Nothing, it’s nothing.’

‘You became all serious suddenly,’ Kusmati said. Everybody was staring at him.

Floyd swallowed. ‘I was thinking about Ma,’ he confessed. Everyone fell silent, their eyes on him. ‘And the Ninipuri I was going to get for her …’

‘Why does Ma need Ninipuri?’ Farook asked.


There was another awkward silence. Floyd felt nauseated. There had been no time to explain the situation to Farook. Besides, what could he have said? Ma’s crazy? Farook had absolutely no idea what Ma had been through. ‘Ma got sick after you left. From grief, Dr Mohandas says.’

Naveen looked at Farook and said gently, ‘The Merrows offered him Ninipuri for your Ma, to buy his cooperation.’

Farook looked from Floyd to Naveen, his jaw hanging open. ‘Floyd, is this true?’

Floyd nodded miserably.

Naveen continued, his voice low and his expression serious, ‘He saved all of us—but at the price of a cure for your mother.’

Floyd buried his head in his hands. The image of Ma rocking at her shrine clawed at his heart.

Ela put a piece of fish on Floyd’s plate. ‘Your homecoming is the only medicine your mother needs,’ she said. ‘I know. My heart broke when Gulaab was taken from me. Your mother, her heart broke twice.’

‘But for all she knows, we’re dead. Can you imagine what that’s done to her?’ Floyd said, trying fiercely to control his hot tears.

‘Yaksha, the heart knows what the mind does not believe. She knows you’re coming back, trust me,’ Ela said with such confidence that no one spoke after that.

They finished their meal quietly, wrapped in blankets made of fresh moss, sipping hot spiced wine around the glowing embers of the firepit as the ocean devoured the blood-red peach sun. The rest of the journey was made in silence, broken by the occasional clinking of silverware as everyone helped clean up. Soon they were pulling into Port Currumshaw, the same port they had embarked from on the Charpoy thirteen days ago. What a relief to be back! Had it been only thirteen days since it had all happened? Port Currumshaw looked remarkably different by night with strings of coloured lanterns that seemed to float in the air. Too bad there wasn’t a place like this in the Durjipore he lived in.

Floyd followed the Ressuldars as they descended into the rowboat storage room and rowed out of the Charpoy. They climbed on to the bustling dock, moving out of the way of fast-moving wheelbarrows and ducking from flying Ridgebacks. The children were looking around, pointing at the flying dogs and exclaiming at the brisk trade being done.

‘What a relief for those poor kids. What they’ve been through!’ Ela said, waving back. She turned and looked at Floyd and Farook. ‘Boys, good luck on your journey home.’

‘Not going back to Balsam’s home in Yama Forest?’ Floyd asked.

‘My place now is with Naveen and the children,’ she said softly, her cheekbones tinting dark green again.

Floyd smiled at Farook. Soon they, too, would be home, a family again.

Ela raised her hand and touched their faces. ‘Take care of yourselves, all right? Yaksha, you’re everybody’s hero.’

Kusmati looked at Floyd with an expression he couldn’t fathom. Was it sadness? Was it longing? Balsam looked at both of them and raised his eyebrows. Floyd felt his heart give a funny little skip. Would he ever see her again? She kissed him on his cheek and pressed something into his hand.

‘Look at it after I’ve gone,’ she said, her hair budding small, blue trumpet-shaped orchids—how perfect for her, Floyd thought. Mysterious, rare and beautiful.


Naveen pulled the reins on the tonga, more a roughly-hewn wooden platform. It lurched dangerously, as if it would slide its passengers off at the least little turn, and trotted off down the dock. Ela, Gulaab and Kusmati clung to each other, laughing as they tried to balance on the ridiculous contraption. The surrounding Ressuldars gave way as the tonga passed through. Several more tongas pulled up and the children clambered on them eagerly. They would all be taken home by the Ressuldars and would likely not remember their ordeal, Agnita had assured them. She had given them all potions to ease their worries and help in their transition home.

Balsam whistled and another small tonga, drawn by two small horned ponies, drew up. ‘Back to Yama.’

They jumped on. Floyd opened his hand. A small leaf had dried blue flowers stuck on it. The words ‘Forget-Me-Not’ were written on it in neat and perky writing. Just like her, Floyd thought, and smiled to himself as he put the leaf in his shirt pocket. The tonga trotted along for a few hours until the sky lightened.

They entered Yama Forest, its knotted umbrella pines forming a gnarled leafy ceiling through which sunrays poked and dragonflies buzzed. The tonga was every bit as unstable as it looked. Monkeys chattered angrily and small green parrots with bright orange beaks screeched as the party clattered along the narrow, worn path. A few well-aimed nuts and berries flew by, setting off a volley of barks and growls from Chutney.

The thatched dome of Balsam’s cottage came into sight, its four twisted chimneys puffing smoke, its cheery red door inviting. They entered and flopped on the sofas.

The Ridgefather clock struck one. A brass Ridgeback flew off the face of the clock, circled the room and returned to its original position. Chutney followed it, trotting around the room. Farook looked incredulous.

‘Hurry,’ Balsam said, opening a door.

‘How are we going to get home?’ Farook asked.

‘The Inkling Room,’ Balsam replied. ‘You’ll get home immediately.’

Of course, Floyd thought. The Inkling Room. He had forgotten all about it.

They followed Balsam up the winding bamboo staircase to the Inkling Room, Farook exclaiming all the while. The yellow door opened to the room of a thousand bowls. Balsam bowed and then circled the bronzed rim of a large purple one with the same staff he had used earlier. It rang, the throbbing musical note resounding through the room like a human cry, sending a thrill through Floyd.

A small golden door, painted with a scene of catamarans floating in a canal, shot open. Floyd and Farook gasped in unison. At the end of a tunnel was Number 4, Arcot Street, Durjipore, its bricks amber in the setting sun, moss dusting the front steps—their beautiful home. The jasmine bush below the facing bay window waved in the breeze as if to welcome them. The lights were all on.

‘Go on, Yaksha! I will see you again,’ Balsam said. Floyd hugged him tightly. He would miss the silly, flamboyant Ressuldar.

Farook shook Balsam’s hand.

‘Let’s go,’ Floyd said, grasping Farook’s shoulder.

They each put a foot through the door. Floyd felt the damp soil give slightly under his foot. He could see their house in the distance but the tunnel was so dark, little else was visible.

‘Wait.’ Balsam handed Floyd a bundle of sea straw.


‘What’s this for?’

‘What’s this for? Suffering Shiitakes! Have you forgotten everything? Throw it on the side of the tunnel. It needs to be lit for you to see your way. Remember? For his return, they lit the way … the sea straw burned like sun-dried hay?’

‘You mean, the song, it’s about—’

Balsam nodded and smiled. ‘Throw it, Yaksha.’

The sea straw hit a puddle. The tunnel hissed, turning an incandescent green. Chutney barked, tossed his head and stepped into the tunnel, his tail wagging. Floyd stepped through the small gold door and Farook followed. One moment they were in the Ressuldar cottage, and the next, facing the home they had grown up in.

‘The water glowed, the people prayed,’ Balsam said and bowed, his hands folded together in a solemn namaste.

The Inkling Room shimmered and disappeared. They ran through the tunnel to their home, Chutney bounding ahead.

Farook stood at the bottom of the steps, his dark eyes shining. Things were going to be different now. Floyd choked back his tears.

This was the Durjipore he grew up in, the real world. What would it be like, now that he had seen another Durjipore? Would it still be reassuring? Would Ma and Pa feel the same?

He took a ragged breath, climbed the steps and stood in front of the polished wooden door. No, this was home. This place they counted on.

He twisted the ornate door handle. ‘Come on!’ he said, looking back at Farook, and pushed the door open. Chutney gave a short bark and curled around Floyd’s legs, cocking his head at Farook. Farook followed Floyd in and the door shut softly.

They were home.
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