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CHAPTER 1

MAMA has broken my world. She sits innocently to my right, in the window seat. I can’t believe we’re on a one-way flight to Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia. Goodbye Sydney beaches, delicious lamb kebabs and dry summer heat. Hello KL traffic jams, suffocating humidity and vicious mosquitoes.

‘I wish we didn’t have to move,’ I grumble, frowning at Mama. Her tired face softens in sympathy. We’re moving away from all my comfort zones into the most uncomfortable place ever.

She squeezes my hand. ‘Change is hard, even when it’s good.’ She gives me a wistful smile. ‘Nenek will be so happy to have us living with her, instead of just visiting.’ I try to smile back, but fail.

I did this. I was too honest. Again. I was the one who noticed the bruise on the side of Nenek’s face during our weekly video call two months ago. I was the one who told Mama. Mama grilled Nenek until she finally confessed about losing her balance and falling down the stairs. That was when we both knew everything would change.

I sigh. ‘I know, Mama. It’ll be good to be with Nenek.’ Even though Nenek’s rich enough to hire a full-time maid to live with her, she wants us. My fierce grandmother wants her family. Worry tugs at me. My grandma isn’t invincible anymore. But I can look after her now and make sure she’s okay. Maybe if I focus on that, I’ll feel better.

Sadness weighs down my resolve. I already miss the bright yellow kitchen where Mama taught me how to make pancakes and the small balcony where Nenek showed me how to grow mint, chillies and basil.

I’m leaving my whole life behind. My favourite cafe in Auburn where I had Special Saturday Turkish breakfast with Mama. My cosy bedroom, with its teal walls, fairy lights and reading nook. My ...well, not exactly best friends. They were girls who were friendly with me in primary school, but never as warm as they were with each other. I was always somehow out of step with everyone, except for Mama.

She worked so hard to piece together a life in Sydney that I could predict. Now, everything we own is packed in colour-coded boxes, deep in the cargo underbelly of this plane.

‘It isn’t fair,’ I grumble. ‘Why can’t Nenek move to Sydney instead?’

Mama sighs and looks out the plane window. ‘Grandparents like Nenek don’t do well when you uproot them.’

‘Neither do I!’ Great. I’m like a grandmother.

Mama’s smile looks strained around the edges, like one of her watercolour paintings left out too long in the sun. ‘I’m not thrilled either, Syirah. But we’ll get through this together.’

Moving to Malaysia was not The Plan. Starting school in Malaysia was definitely not The Plan. The Plan was to just stay in Sydney with Mama. Sydney is home.

The plane gives another lurch and my anxiety kicks up a notch. The pilot makes an announcement about turbulence. This cannot be good. The surprisingly delicious aeroplane version of nasi lemak somersaults in my heaving stomach, and I cover my mouth. Tasty rice cooked in coconut milk with a side of hard-boiled egg, fried anchovies and chilli paste is one of my favourite dishes. It would be a total waste to throw it up.

‘Sayang, are you feeling okay? Do you need the vomit bag?’ Mama looks at me, her hand reaching for the blue paper bag. Even though I’m already twelve, she still calls me sweetheart in Malay.

I shake my head frantically. Deep breathing time, like how Mama taught me. Cool ocean waters. Cute kittens. Puppy dogs with huge dopey eyes. My racing heart slows.

‘Is this a bad sign?’ I ask Mama, once I can talk again. She gives me a reassuring smile. I’ve been asking her about signs for years now, and her answer is still the same.

‘Don’t worry. It’ll all work itself out, Syirah.’ Then she surprises me. ‘But there is something I do need to warn you about.’ Mama shifts uncomfortably in her seat, tucking a stray strand of black hair back into her pink floral hijab.

I give her a nervous laugh. ‘You know how much I hate surprises. And planes.’

Mama bites her lower lip. She isn’t as bubbly and energetic as she normally is. Even though she’s wearing her on-brand pink long-sleeved blouse and beige dress pants, she seems different. Sad. Tired. I’m wearing my travel gear – black cargo pants, long white tunic top and my most comfortable teal cotton hijab. Comfort comes first.

She shakes her head. ‘You know, it’s okay. I can talk to you about this once we land. Once we’re settled in Nenek’s house.’

I lean closer, intrigued. I can shelve my annoyance for this. ‘Mama, now you have to tell me, even if it’s ...alarming.’

Mama rubs her temples. ‘Malaysia is ... different. Mental illness is taboo, for starters. Anxiety, depression ... we have the whole spectrum in our family history. It’s okay to be just as you are, okay? Anxiety and all. The right friends will accept you for all of you.’

I nod, hoping I’ll make friends. I’m totally not worried about that. Nope. Not worried.

‘Is that all?’ I check, because the crease between Mama’s eyebrows is still there.

Her voice lowers to a hesitant whisper. ‘Also ... there are jungles in Malaysia, and where there are jungles, there are spirits.’ She adds in an irritated grumble, ‘It doesn’t help that Nenek’s house is literally built in front of a jungle.’

I raise my eyebrow. ‘Jungle spirits? You mean jinn?’ Nenek loved scaring me with jinn stories when Mama wasn’t around to stop her, like when she was baking or doing her freelance graphic design work. I would squeal in fear but kept asking for more.

Mama meets my gaze. ‘Yes. They’ve been here since long before our ancestors came to this land. They’re still here, living beside us. They marry and have children, just like we do. Some shapeshift and visit humans in animal or human form.’ She pauses, then looks away. ‘We can’t see them. Most of the time. It just feels like they’re a lot more present in Malaysia compared to Sydney.’

‘Wow, Mama. You’ve never talked about this. I know you hate Nenek talking to me about it.’ I chuckle at the memory of Nenek, warmth spreading through me. ‘Remember when Nenek told me about the college students who went camping deep in the jungle and didn’t ask for permission from the jinn guardians?’

Mama groans and closes her eyes. ‘You were only eight or nine! I still cannot believe she told you how they vanished, were never seen again, and how the jungle ate them up. And then you screamed so loudly I thought you fell and hurt yourself!’ Mama purses her lips and shakes her head. ‘I don’t like to talk about jungle spirits, unlike Nenek. Brings back some bad memories.’

I gawk at her, my nerdy graphic designer mother who loves finding new dessert recipes and karaoke. ‘You have bad memories of jinn?’

She nods, her eyes clouding over. ‘I’ll tell you about it someday, Syirah. Just not now.’ She turns back to her romance novel, so I try to drown my flight anxieties with my own well-worn copy of The Girl and the Ghost. I learned a long time ago from my Islamic Studies teacher, Ustadha Noura, that jinn exist, but I’ve never had to worry about them affecting me. Come to think of it, she did mention that certain places, like the jungles of South-East Asia, were densely populated by jinn before humans came along. Kingdom of the jinn was the precise term she used. Gulp.

‘Have you ever encountered any jinn, Mama?’

Mama closes her eyes. ‘Don’t mess around with jinn, Syirah. It never ends well.’

A look passes over her tired face, and I know that it’s time to stop pushing. Even if she didn’t answer my question. Frowning, I turn back to my book and try to lose myself in my comfort reading. I make a mental note to ask Nenek about this. Foreboding trickles through me. What else is Mama hiding?

Eight hours later, the plane lands safely. Thank God. I smile weakly at the elegant flight attendants and adjust my rumpled scarf. My arms and legs feel too gangly, as usual, and I wonder what it feels like to be so well put together. Maybe one day I’ll feel comfortable in my body. Today is not that day.

On my earlier flights with Mama to Malaysia, I was always excited to wave at the flight attendants. I used to call them ‘aeroplane aunties’. But then I became old enough to realise that sometimes, planes crashed. Then flying got scarier and scarier. Our yearly trips back to Kuala Lumpur to visit my grandparents are worth the anxiety, though. Except this time, we’re here to stay, and I won’t get to hug my goofy Datuk. The last time we came to KL was for his funeral last year. Sadness tugs at me. Malaysia without my grandfather feels ... wrong.

When we get off the plane at Kuala Lumpur International Airport, the full force of Malaysian heat and humidity swallows me whole. Sweat beads on my brow and the back of my neck. This is the only downside to our morning flight – arriving in the blazing heat of the late Malaysian afternoon. The heavy monsoon rains won’t reach us till March, and it’s only January. Time to get used to the heat.

‘I can’t believe we’re actually here,’ I mutter under my breath.

No response from Mama. Normally, my muttering drives her up the wall. ‘You have a voice! Own it!’ she would tell me. But right now, she can’t even hear me. Mama is having a one-track mind moment. Tunnel Vision Mode.

After getting through immigration, an uncle with a white shirt, black slacks, and glasses stands at the arrival section with a big sign that says ‘Datin Zahra’s family’. That’s Pak Bakar, Nenek’s driver. He beams and waves at us. Right beside him, in all her scowling glory, is Nenek. She is immaculately dressed in her green satin scarf and matching green and white floral silk baju kurung. Nenek has the most elegant knee-length long-sleeved embroidered top and matching skirt. Mine are always much simpler, and always cotton.

I run up to her, kiss her hand, then give her a tight hug. She groans stiffly, trying to swat me away. I laugh and hug her even tighter, inhaling the menthol Tiger Balm and jasmine perfume. I tower above her now, and am maxing out my height advantage.

‘Okay Syirah, dah, dah,’ Nenek says, pushing me away with her small and firm hands. I can hear the smile in her voice. I step aside and Mama solemnly kisses Nenek’s hand. Then Nenek breaks into a huge smile and the tension evaporates from her.

‘I knew you’d come back home, Sara.’

Mama moans at the smug triumph in Nenek’s voice. Here we go again.

‘Ibu! Please – not now, okay? We just got off the plane.’

Pak Bakar very politely takes one of our trolleys, I push the other, and we make our way to the car park. Nenek sighs dramatically then fills us in on all the latest happenings with her friends, their children and their grandchildren.

‘How do you keep track of all the goss, Nenek?’ I ask her. ‘That’s like three generations.’

Nenek glares at me. ‘Goss? This isn’t gossip. I have excellent memory because I don’t rot my brain with the devil box.’

Mama and I look at each other and burst out laughing. ‘Devil box!’ we say at the same time.

Nenek shakes her head and ignores our giggling, sliding into the front passenger seat.

We get into her black BMW, newly washed and squeaky clean, and I sink gratefully into the leather seat.

‘Your car is so fancy, Nenek.’

She snorts. ‘Study hard, get a good job, and you can get an even fancier one.’

‘Ibu!’ Mama says. ‘I don’t want Syirah to focus on material things like a BMW.’

‘Ha! What’s wrong with having nice things? Do you want her to ride a bicycle to work?’ Nenek retorts.

‘I like bicycles. They’re good for the environment, and I get to exercise too.’ Then I use my serious voice. ‘Nenek, Mama, please – no more fighting.’

‘Syirah, we’re not fighting!’

‘Your mother—’

Both of them sigh and I can hear them swallowing the rest of their sentences. Ah. Peace at last. The palm oil plantations and gigantic signboards near Kuala Lumpur International Airport are soon replaced by high-rise buildings and enormous malls. Auburn had more spread-out houses with huge yards and much smaller apartment buildings.

The combination of flight stress, soothing air conditioning and calming music on the ride back lulls me to sleep. By the time I wake up, we’re passing by the jungle near Nenek’s house. The tall, dense trees sway in the night breeze. I roll my window down, smiling at the coolness of the air. I love how green it is here, and how there are small patches of jungle reserves next to housing areas in such a large city. We stop at a traffic light and I inhale the fresh, earthy scent of the trees and soil.

That’s when I smell something else. Fire. Iron. Blood.

Something ripples in the jungle. A shadow peels itself away from the darkening foliage. Glinting red eyes blink open. Terror skitters through me.

‘Mama – did you see that?’ I gasp, recoiling from the car window, instantly regretting winding it down to begin with.

Mama frowns at the fear in my voice. ‘See what?’

I rub my eyes, peering outside. Whatever that was, it’s gone now.

‘Um. Nothing.’ My heart pounds in my throat.

Nenek chortles darkly. ‘See something in the jungle, Syirah? Not like in Sydney, eh?’

‘I – I think I did.’

Nenek’s response is swift. ‘Don’t look so hard next time. And don’t be afraid.’
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CHAPTER 2

PAK Bakar drives through the towering wrought-iron gates at Nenek’s gigantic mansion in the Kuala Lumpur suburb of Bangsar, on Jalan Turi. I step out of the car and drink in the familiar sight of Nenek’s house. My heart is still racing from whatever I saw in the jungle, but being here helps me relax, despite the mosquito welcoming committee. I groan and swat them away, scratching at the welts on my hand.

We were here a year ago, during my last December school holidays, for Datuk’s funeral. It feels like yesterday. A lump forms in my throat when I think of my grandfather and the way he loved sharing his chocolate-chip cookies with me.

Nenek’s mansion is huge, just like the other houses in Bangsar. It stands three storeys high, with white walls and a brown tiled roof. My shoulders unclench at the sight of the enormous wooden doors carved with floral designs, surrounded by a garden full of vibrant flowers and fruit trees.

‘Welcome home, Syirah,’ Nenek says to me. I rub tiredly at my eyes. ‘Your bedroom is right where you left it. Pak Bakar will bring your bags in. Get some rest. Dinner is served at eight sharp. Aunty Maysa will be helping with the chores and cooking – but don’t start getting lazy!’

Mama insisted that Nenek hire live-in help, at least until we arrived. ‘Yes, Nenek. Thank you. Don’t worry, I promise to keep my bedroom tidy.’

Right on cue, Aunty Maysa comes to the door, smiling warmly at me. I shake my head and show her I’ll be carrying my own suitcase upstairs. I grin at the thought of outsourcing my chores, though.

Nenek reaches up and pats me on the head. ‘Good. You are still so skinny.’ Her face softens. ‘Your mother never did have the patience to feed you. That was always my job. Until she took you away.’ Then she brightens. ‘But now you are back, where you belong.’ She shoos me away with a wink and a smile. ‘I’ll see you at dinner, Syirah.’

I make my way up the creaky stairs, my heart tugging at the sight of Datuk’s office door. His happy place – and where he hid every time Nenek threw her huge parties. When I was little, we would eat cookies together before bedtime, when Mama and Nenek weren’t looking. I smile at his dark brown bookshelves, wooden desk and its framed pictures of a much smaller me. Datuk would have loved for us to live here again. He always missed us, living so far away in Sydney.

I push my bedroom door open and smile. The best part of my room is a framed picture Mama painted for me when I was younger – a breezy watercolour beach scene of a mother and daughter playing on the sand. My bedroom walls are still a bright pink from my preschool days, but the white IKEA bookshelf is bare. A fine temporary room when on vacation, but now that I’m actually going to be living here – I take mental notes of where I want to redecorate and organise. I can arrange my books according to colour and get the pink walls repainted to a soothing teal or blue. Baby steps.

The first thing I do when I sink onto my bed is whip out my iPhone. I whip off the bedspread and enjoy the blissfully cool light cream cotton sheets against my skin. I send my one and only aunty a WhatsApp. She’s a life coach and runs live-your-best-life retreats in different parts of the world, so homebodies like Mama and me live vicariously through her photos.


Me: MAKLONG! We’re here! Back in Nenek’s house.

Maklong: I’m so excited! I’m so sorry I’m still in London – I promise I’ll be back ASAP. How’s your mum and how’s Nenek?

Me: Eh, already arguing. But Nenek’s secretly happy we’re back.

Maklong: Of course she is. Thank you, Syirah. I promise KL will grow on you. Me: If you say so, Maklong. I’ll plan a reunion!



If I don’t plan one before she does, Maklong will probably try to drag me out for an early morning jungle hike. Hard pass.
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After a light dinner of mee hoon – delicious fried rice noodles – I head back upstairs.

I look out the window. Clouds drift across the starlit night. The light from the full moon illuminates Nenek’s fruit trees, my old swing set, and the vines trailing across the fence. But beyond the borders of Nenek’s carefully tended garden, the jungle awaits. I think of the spirits living there, and wonder if they’re watching me.

[image: Image]

I dream. A teenage boy stands in front of me, his hands up in warning. He points to the distance, where a shadowy figure with molten red eyes reaches out towards me. I step back, shuddering.

‘Be careful, Insyirah,’ the boy whispers. ‘Something is coming to hunt you.’
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CHAPTER 3

I wake up for subuh prayer feeling ... uneasy. A boy warning me. A fire-eyed monster. I shudder and try to shake off my growing sense of dread. I’ve had nightmares since I was a little kid, but last night’s dream felt different. Much too real. This is not a great start to my move back into Nenek’s house.

At least the welts from the mosquito bites on my arms have nearly faded. After using the bathroom, I make wudu, my pre-prayer ablution of washing my face, mouth, nose, arms, forehead, ears and feet. Praying subuh calms me, then I’m ready to brace myself for my first day of school.

At breakfast, I dig into my bowl of muesli. I’ve already prepared Nenek’s eggs just the way she likes them: soft-boiled with a side of soy sauce and white pepper. Instead of joining us at the table, Nenek has gone to visit her flowers first. Ha.

‘First day of school, Syirah! So excited for you!’ Mama is practically bursting with nerves concealed as enthusiasm. My chest tightens with worry.

‘Remember to fake it till you make it, Syirah!’ Mama grins at me with the ferocity of a thousand laser beams. I have to laugh, and that helps me relax.

‘Don’t worry about me, Mama. How do I look?’ I twirl around in my brand-new school uniform – white hijab, long-sleeved cotton blouse and a dark blue plaid skirt.

‘You look fabulous, my dear. Do you want me to drop you off at school today? I’ll borrow Nenek’s least fancy car, just so you don’t get embarrassed when I drop you off.’ She pauses. ‘Wait, unless you want me to drop you off in a BMW? To impress your new classmates?’

I pause, noticing the tired lines around Mama’s eyes. She’s exhausted. Even more than I am. Of course I want Mama to drop me off! She’s always dropped me off at school, ever since I started preschool at three ... but I’m not a little kid anymore. I can handle this. Maybe. Possibly.

‘Syirah?’ Something softens in her expression and she smiles. ‘I’ll drop you off. It’s your first day of school in Malaysia.’

Relief floods through me. ‘Thanks, Mama.’ Sometimes words get stuck in my throat, even if I want to say them. It helps that Mama knows me well enough to understand.

Nenek comes in from the garden, just in time to catch me before I leave for school. ‘You’ll be fine, Syirah,’ she says with the confidence only a sixty-five-year-old grandmother can have. ‘Remember to focus on your schoolwork. Don’t let the handsome boys distract you,’ Nenek adds, a glint in her eye.

Nenek inspects the meal I prepared for her and gives me a grudging smile. She clears her throat and says, ‘Thank you for preparing my breakfast.’ I grin. Did I just get a direct compliment from Nenek? My morning is looking better.

I hug Nenek then kiss her hand – the obligatory Malay child and grandchild way of saying goodbye. I step outside, taking in a deep breath. Brand-new day. Year 7, here I come.

‘I’ve already emailed your principal and had a Zoom call with her,’ Mama says while we walk to Nenek’s blue Myvi. Mama sold her red Toyota hatchback before we moved. Mama’s trusty Toyota used to ferry me to and from preschool, primary school, grocery shopping at Coles, playgrounds and the beach. It always smelled of cinnamon.

‘She’s already informed all your teachers about your accommodations. They’re an inclusive school.’ I nod, taking it all in. That means me sitting up at the front near the teacher, permission to use my noise-cancelling headphones, and access to the break room anytime I need it. How long before everyone finds out I’m not just the new girl, but I’m the new anxious girl?

‘Thanks, Mama.’ We clip ourselves into Nenek’s Myvi.

‘I’m sure your classmates will be a great mix of local kids, and kids from different parts of the world,’ Mama reassures me as we pull out of Nenek’s driveway. Her voice takes on a hopeful note. ‘Maybe you’ll make good friends here.’

‘Maybe. I wasn’t worried about making friends,’ I try to say breezily, but my voice comes out as a squeak. Sure, I got along well enough with my classmates in Sydney, but I was always out of step. It felt like I was on the outside, looking in.

Mama gives me a knowing smile. ‘If you say so, Syirah.’ She chooses not to remind me of the number of social blunders I’ve made over the years, like showing up to birthday parties without a present because I forgot, or left it at home, or was too stressed to decide on the perfect gift. That just meant I stopped getting invited. After the sting of rejection faded, I was relieved. I preferred staying at home with Mama anyway.

I’m glad it’s only a ten-minute trip to Bangsar International School, also known as BIS. Kuala Lumpur traffic is legit terrifying. Motorcycles and cars weave in and out – without using their turn signals! I try to take deep, steadying breaths.

As we drive through the looming gates of the campus, enormous palm trees frame the shiny white entrance. How can four floors of one building look so intimidating? My old public school had humble brick walls, a gymnasium that smelled of socks, creaky wooden tables and uncomfortable plastic chairs.

Mama drops me off with a warm smile and a thumbs up.

‘Want me to come in and walk you to your classroom?’

‘No!’ I say too loudly, and Mama gives me a knowing smile. ‘I mean, no thank you, Mama.’

‘You’re growing up too fast,’ she murmurs, then pulls me into a side hug. ‘Tell me everything at pick-up.’

Hooking my backpack over one shoulder, I join the throng of students. Mama printed out a map for me because directions are not my friend.

By the time I walk up the school stairs and through the enormous wooden doors, I am already dripping with sweat, yet I feel a shiver of something like dread. It’s more than first-day nerves. My stomach churns with anxiety. From the corner of my eye I see a shadow flicker, and I startle. The students nearby give me the side-eye, and my cheeks flame. Relax, Syirah! It’s just your imagination!

All I need to do is keep my head down and concentrate on my studies.

That proves extremely difficult in Maths class. Numbers don’t make much sense to me. It’s not till English class that I can relax. Ms Lee is beaming as she talks about the metaphors in Hamra and the Jungle of Memories. I can exhale.

I lean back as she writes a question on the board, noticing the mix of Malay, Chinese, and Indian faces. A handful of white students sit next to each other up the back, reminding me of Sydney. In my old school, a third of the students were white, and the rest of us were ethnic mixes from all over the world: China, Lebanon, Palestine, Pakistan, Afghanistan and Turkey, being a few. There were no other Malays in my classroom. Here, I’m one of many. I could get used to this.

The lunch bell rings and I panic. Where do I eat? What do I eat? I didn’t pack my lunch. I should have! Argh! My panic must show on my face when I notice a Chinese girl with a pixie haircut and bright red glasses smiling at me.

‘Hi. Are you okay?’

I give her a small smile and nod.

‘I’m Kai Xin,’ she smiles. ‘You’re new, right?’

‘Hi,’ I say cautiously. ‘I’m Insyirah, and yeah, I’m new. I’m okay, I think.’

She gestures to the door with her hand. ‘Are you hungry?’

‘Starving!’

‘Cool. Let’s grab some lunch. I’ll show you where the canteen is.’

Kai Xin’s steps are fast and decisive, and she waves hello to everyone she recognises. Relief pours through me.

‘What was your last school?’ she asks me while we walk through the wide white corridors and down two flights of stairs. Sunlight streams through the enormous windows.

‘Auburn Public School,’ I reply.

She looks up at me in confusion. ‘Never heard of it.’

I laugh. ‘It’s in Sydney, Australia.’

Comprehension dawns on her. ‘You’re here from Australia! Wah, I love your accent lah. So Aussie. G’day mate!’

I laugh in embarrassment. But she doesn’t say it in a mean way, so I don’t mind.

‘So? How are you finding life in Kuala Lumpur?’

I grimace. ‘Hot. Humid. Hot.’

She laughs. ‘And that is KL in a nutshell. Don’t worry. It’ll grow on you.’

We step into the most enormous school cafeteria I’ve ever seen.

‘Whoa.’

At least ten different food stalls stretch out in front of me – noodles, rice, pasta – smelling like a mixture of chicken soup and fried rice. The cafeteria is filled with long bright-green tables, yellow benches and the low humming buzz of hungry, chatting students.

‘Welcome to the BIS Canteen experience!’ Kai Xin announces. ‘At BIS, we have Malaysian international cuisine to suit every plate and palate.’

I chuckle as we join the queue to get our food.

‘Okay, so the lining-up-for-food part is not so fun,’ Kai Xin says, her voice dropping to a whisper. ‘But you have to try the fried rice and fried chicken.’ She pauses. ‘Unless you’re more a noodle and soup fan?’

I almost melt from joy. ‘I am one-hundred per cent a noodle soup fan.’

School is getting better already. My lunch has never been this tasty. Talk about an upgrade from the sausage rolls and meat pies I used to order from my old school canteen. I balance the bowl of noodles and iced lemon tea on my tray and follow Kai Xin to an empty table.

‘So, tell me all about BIS,’ I say to her, digging into my lunch. ‘Is there anything I should know?’ Before I can stop myself, I blurt, ‘Especially anything dangerous?’

Kai Xin laughs, taking it in stride. ‘BIS, eh? We have plenty of resources, like good books, good teachers, interesting co-curriculars. I’m part of the Drama club. Anything dangerous ... hmmm.’ She pauses, then gives me a sly smile. ‘Do you like ghost stories?’

I grin. ‘Sure!’ In my book though, nothing beats Nenek’s jinn stories.

I think back to a cold winter night in Sydney when I was seven years old. Nenek was visiting, and I was snuggled up in bed with her. She used to enjoy the crisp winters, before her arthritis got bad.

‘Do you know why I tell you to come home before sunset every day, Syirah?’ she asked me.

‘Why, Nenek?’

‘Let me tell you the story of a little girl who didn’t listen and stayed out late. It was a full-moon night, so the veil between our world and the unseen realm was thinner. It’s a risky time to be out after sunset. The girl was curious and followed what looked like another little girl into the jungle.’

I gasped. Even at seven, I knew that going into the jungle after sunset was a terrible idea.

‘There, she came upon a mysterious kampung that she’d never seen before.’

A mystery village? ‘What did it look like?’ Villages don’t just magically appear out of nowhere.

‘It was a special kind of kampung. Not the ordinary ones that we can see. It was a village of Orang Bunian – that’s what we call jinn. The men were so handsome and the women so beautiful, all of them dressed in traditional batik blouses and sarongs with floral motifs. The children were thrilled to meet the little girl, and asked her to join in their games.’ Nenek’s eyes softened in wonder. ‘It looked like she’d stepped back in time.’

Nenek’s voice took on an ominous tone. ‘But time runs differently in the other realm. The longer the girl stayed there, the harder it was for her to come back to our world. After playing, she was hungry. She ate rice, sliced cucumber and fried fish with the children and their parents. She told them it was getting too late, and she had to get back to her own family. The Orang Bunian mother ran her fingers through the girl’s long black hair, smiled warmly, and invited her to stay the night.’

‘Oh no,’ I whispered.

‘When she woke up, she had breakfast and thanked the Orang Bunian family for hosting her. But when she walked back out of the kampung back to her home, something had changed. Her house looked deserted. She couldn’t find her parents or siblings. So she did the only thing she could do. She walked back to the Orang Bunian kampung, vanishing with them into the jinn realm. Her family never saw her again.’

Mama burst into my bedroom at that exact moment. Nenek and I both screamed in fright.

‘Ibu!’ Mama groaned. ‘Stop telling her scary stories. She’s too young for this.’

Nenek huffed, straightening herself out. ‘She’s seven. This is the perfect time. I’m telling her the stories my grandmother told me. This will also make sure she won’t wander off after maghrib. Isn’t that right, Syirah?’

I had nightmares of vanishing into the jungle for weeks. Mama was so upset with Nenek, she never let her put me to bed again. After my fear faded, my obsession with all things supernatural began.

Kai Xin’s conspiratorial whisper brings me back to the noisy canteen. I take another sip of my delicious noodle soup. ‘The music room is haunted. Something terrible happened to a student there a few years ago.’

I nearly choke on my soup. ‘What? Do you know what happened?’

Kai Xin looks around furtively. ‘Rumour has it that this Year 7 student kept hearing a sinister voice in her head. She roamed around the school halls screaming, telling it to stop, until the teachers found her in the music room and she’d stopped breathing.’

I gasp, covering my mouth with my hand. ‘That’s horrible.’

‘That’s not the worst of it.’ She leans forward and whispers. ‘This entire school ground is actually built on a mass grave from World War II.’

I stare down at my black school shoes, and the chill from earlier returns.

‘Literally underneath our feet?’ I ask. Also, do all Malaysian students like telling ghost stories to new friends? Or is this just a Kai Xin thing? I like it.

Kai Xin nods sagely. ‘Back during the war here, in the Japanese occupation, lots of terrible things happened. But nobody talks about that stuff.’

Could that explain that creepy, unsettling feeling I had when I first arrived? ‘That can’t be good. Have you come across any ...’ I struggle to find the word.

‘Unseen disturbances in the school?’ Kai Xin offers.

I nod, and Kai Xin looks disappointed. ‘Not me, personally. I don’t have paranormal vibes.’ She perks up. ‘But my friend Nadia swears she can see something out of the corner of her eye, every now and then. So lucky, right?’

Before I can dwell on this, a smiling Indian Muslim girl comes up to us. She’s a little taller than me, with a silver and amethyst butterfly brooch on her hijab.

‘Nadia, meet Insyirah. She’s new here, and she grew up in Sydney.’

Nadia smiles at me. ‘Welcome to BIS.’ She raises an eyebrow. ‘You grew up in Sydney? But you look so Malay.’

I laugh, self-conscious. ‘I am Malay. Living in Australia doesn’t change the way I look.’ But it does change the way I speak. Dead giveaway.

Nadia smiles sheepishly. ‘That’s true. We’re different too.’

I stare at them. ‘Really? Why?’

Kai Xin scrunches up her nose. ‘I’m the Chinese girl who can’t speak Malay well because I was born in Germany.’ She shrugs. ‘My dad’s a mechanical engineer and he was stationed there before I was born.’

Nadia raises her hand. ‘And I’m the Muslim girl who isn’t Malay. I was born here, speak Malay fluently, but my parents didn’t want me to get bullied in government school for not being Malay, the way they were when they were younger. Loads of Mamak kids still get racist treatment.’

‘Mamak?’ I repeat.

‘That’s the slang for Indian Muslim here,’ Kai Xin explains.

I grin. ‘Got it. And I’m the Malay girl who grew up in Australia. We’ll be weirdos together.’

My heart swells. Outcasts. My people.
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CHAPTER 4

THE next day at school, I stifle a yawn during lunch break. My jetlag has almost worn off. I’m still a little upset at Mama, and a tiny part of me is mad at Nenek. I miss my old apartment and my life in Sydney.

The rest of me loves being with Nenek every day. I love preparing her eggs in the morning and making sure she has her favourite mug of Lipton black tea with one teaspoon of brown sugar. I even love hearing her grumble about how the nasi lemak these days doesn’t taste as good as it used to. When she doesn’t grumble, I get worried. That’s when she stares off into space, and I wonder if she’s thinking about Datuk. I miss him too.

One thing I don’t miss is the bland canteen food in my old school. My warm bowl of beef ball noodle soup is just the right mix of salty and savoury goodness. Closing my eyes, I take a sip of my sweet lime juice. Perfect. For the food alone, I can learn to live with Malaysian heat.

The sunlight streaming through the huge windows, the bright cream walls and high ceilings ought to uplift me, but something prickles the back of my neck. I wish I knew what was wrong, but I can’t put my finger on it.

Kai Xin walks up to me, balancing a plate of fried rice and orange juice on her plastic tray. ‘I’m starving!’ She looks bubbly, her eyes smiling at me from behind her cool red glasses. She drops her tray of fried rice on the table and her bottle of orange juice rolls off. I catch it just in time.

Nadia turns up without her lunch tray, looking pale. ‘It’s happening again,’ she whispers, tugging nervously at her butterfly brooch.

Kai Xin’s eyebrows shoot up. ‘The music room?’

Nadia nods quickly. ‘Weird flickering lights, the usual.’

Interesting.

‘This is probably a bad idea,’ I say slowly, ‘but I want to see what’s going on.’ My steady diet of Nenek’s jinn stories, fantasy novels and Studio Ghibli movies makes me a sucker for real-life paranormal mysteries.

Nadia shakes her head frantically, but Kai Xin grins and pumps her fist in the air. ‘Yes!’

I glance at my watch. ‘We have fifteen minutes before lunch ends. Let’s do this.’

Kai Xin wolfs down her lunch, then we walk as calmly as we can to the music room. The last thing we need right now is to be stopped by a suspicious teacher.

‘We’re here!’ Kai Xin whispers, her eyes gleaming with excitement.

The music room looks dark and deserted. The lone light in the room is flickering off and on. There’s a strange hum in the air. It could be a faulty lightbulb. A perfectly logical explanation. Right? Fear skitters down my spine.

Nadia grips my arm. ‘I have a bad feeling about this,’ she says.

‘Don’t say that!’ I hiss. ‘That just guarantees that something bad is going to happen! Haven’t you watched Star Wars?’ Nadia shakes her head, and I make a mental note to educate her after all this. The original trilogy, not the prequels.

Before we can stop her, Kai Xin walks straight into the music room, unfazed by the flickering light and overall creepiness. ‘Hello! Hello? Is anyone here?’

Someone is sitting in the corner. He looks young, maybe around six or seven, and he doesn’t look thrilled that Kai Xin is barging around. Maybe he’s there to study, which doesn’t make much sense either, because the lighting is so bad. Nenek would murder me if I tried studying in here. Want to damage your eyesight, is it? she’d scold. And what kind of six-year-old wants to do extra study? I know this is Malaysia, but really?

‘Are you okay there, little boy?’ I call out. His gaze whips up to meet mine, and his scowl dissolves into a bright smile. He must be lost. The primary school section is all the way on the other wing of this massive school. Mama marked it on my map so I wouldn’t wander there.

Nadia and Kai Xin turn to look at me. ‘What little boy?’ they both say.

I point to him. ‘That one! He’s right there.’ He gets to his slippered feet, brushing his blue T-shirt and black shorts off. He’s cute, with a mop of unruly wavy hair falling into his eyes.

‘Don’t you see him?’ I ask Nadia, who is shaking her head very, very slowly.

Kai Xin is still blundering around, and I don’t understand why she can’t see the little boy.

‘We’re the only ones here. Stop trying to scare me!’ Nadia whispers back. She’s gripping me so hard I think I might lose circulation in my arm.

‘I’m not trying to scare you!’ I protest. ‘He’s standing right there. Wait, Kai Xin, you’re going to bump into him—’

She literally walks right into him and he fades out briefly. When she steps away, he solidifies again. I let out a half squeal, half gasp, covering my mouth with my hand. What was that? And now, he looks annoyed. He picks up the tambourine and throws it at Kai Xin. My throat closes up in shock.

The tambourine smacks her on the back of her head. ‘Ouch!’ She rubs her head and scowls, looking around. ‘Syirah, why did you throw that at me?’

‘I didn’t throw it!’

A satisfied grin spreads across the boy’s face and he sits down again, crossing his arms. Nadia lets go of me, eyes wide with fear. ‘Kai Xin, we didn’t throw that tambourine.’

‘Then who did?’

My heart jackhammers in my chest. Part of me wants to run screaming out of the music room, but the rest of me needs to find out what’s going on. I take a deep breath and exhale until my heart rate settles.

I approach the boy and kneel down next to him. ‘Hey,’ I say gently. ‘Sorry my friend walked into you. Are you okay? What’s your name?’ He blinks and looks up at me.

‘You can see me,’ he smiles. I nod slowly, still not understanding why nobody else can. Kai Xin and Nadia are looking at me with furrowed brows.

‘Yup. You’re sitting right here, in front of me.’

He sits up straighter. ‘I’m Ari. What’s your name?’

‘Insyirah. But you can call me Syirah.’ The Malaysian in me takes over. ‘Kakak Syirah, to you,’ I add with a grin, because obviously I’m the big sister in this situation.

He starts to laugh and gets to his feet. ‘I like you, Kak Syirah.’ He shifts from foot to foot. ‘Tell your friend I’m sorry I hurt her.’

‘Why don’t you tell her yourself?’

He scowls and shrugs. Even though he’s angry, he’s still so cute. ‘She can’t hear me, or even see me. That’s why I get so mad!’

The drum set in the corner starts to vibrate. Nadia and Kai Xin gasp and back away. The end-of-lunchtime bell rings, making us all jump. They shoot me panicked looks and frantically gesture at me to come back. Ari is still glowering.

This is weird. Too weird. My pulse starts to race.

‘Ari,’ I say slowly, my heart pounding in my throat. ‘Why can’t my friends see you?’

He shrugs. ‘Most people can’t. It’s in your blood. You either can, or you can’t.’

This still isn’t making any sense. I shake my head very slowly, fear and curiosity tugging at me. Fear wins out.

‘Sorry, Ari, I need to go back to class.’

His angry expression turns downcast, and his lower lip starts trembling. ‘Please don’t go. I haven’t had anyone to talk to in so long.’ The drum set stops vibrating. Phew.

I reach over to touch his hand. It’s warm, just like mine. ‘I promise I’ll come back as soon as I can to see how you’re doing, Ari.’

He nods and rubs his eyes. ‘Okay. Promise?’

‘I promise.’

‘What just happened?’ Nadia whispers to me as we walk back to class. ‘You were having a conversation with ... something. But there was nobody there.’

‘Yes, there was,’ I insist. ‘A little boy.’

Kai Xin gasps. ‘You see dead people. Like that movie.’

I shake my head. ‘He isn’t dead. He’s just a little boy.’

‘But nobody else can see him, Syirah,’ Kai Xin presses.

I start to blink in alarm. ‘Am I seeing things?’

‘Maybe you can see ghosts!’ Nadia adds, not very helpfully.

I stare at both of them. ‘What? I can’t see ghosts! This has never happened to me before. Ever!’ I close my eyes and take a deep, steadying breath. In through my nose, out through my mouth. ‘I’m sure there’s a logical explanation,’ I say hopefully.

Kai Xin shakes her head, her eyes wide. ‘You’ve lived in Sydney for too long.’

Nadia nods. ‘Yeah. Tell your mum and grandma. I’m sure they’ll tell you the same thing we did.’ She shudders. ‘This is getting way too creepy for me.’

‘So creepy and so cool!’ Kai Xin squeals. ‘This is so ... Stranger Things, Syirah!’

‘Stranger Things?’ I’ve been too busy adjusting to my new Malaysian life to delve into the new season. I’m all about comfort-watching the same shows. Spirited Away has been on repeat for me lately.

Nadia claps her hands. ‘Come over on Friday – you and Kai Xin. We can binge starting from Season 1!’

Warmth floods through me. I officially have two new friends who are inviting me over for a Netflix binge! Maybe, just maybe, life will be good here.

Except for the seeing dead people thing.
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CHAPTER 5

THE minute school ends, I run straight to meet Mama, the words tumbling out of me.

‘I had the strangest day at school, Mama,’ I tell her, fastening my seatbelt.

She raises her eyebrow and starts driving. ‘Oh? What happened?’

‘So everyone says the music room is haunted, but it’s not!’ I insist. ‘I saw an angry little boy in there. He’s just annoyed nobody else can see or hear him.’ I shrug, trying to sound as calm as possible. ‘I’d be frustrated too.’

Mama doesn’t say anything for a few seconds. ‘Your friends can’t see him or hear him? But you can?’

I start to tremble. ‘Yeah. I don’t get it either. I’m not, like ... seeing things, am I?’ I pause. ‘Wait – unless I actually did see a ghost?’ I saw a little boy that nobody else could. Am I hallucinating? I know I’ve been stressed from the move, but seeing things?

‘I think you need to tell Nenek about this.’

I blink. ‘What? Nenek? Why?’

‘Just ... trust me on this, Syirah.’ She’s quiet for the rest of the ride, which is not like Mama. Since I was in preschool, we’ve had a tradition of telling each other how our days have gone. Now she’s got her stressed face on, and she’s chewing her bottom lip.

We get home, and after Mama puts her car keys away, she walks up to Nenek and kisses her hand. I do the same. Nenek’s wearing her favourite house kaftan – a loose short-sleeved, ankle-length, soft dark-purple dress with pretty white floral designs. Waves of potent Tiger Balm ointment waft from Nenek’s fingers. She is sitting on the sofa with her feet up, her yellow cup of mint tea beside her on the wooden table.

‘Ibu, Syirah needs to tell you something.’

Nenek puts her newspaper away. ‘I’m listening.’

I sink into the soft white leather sofa beside Nenek and give her a tight, two-second side hug. ‘It’s not a big deal, Nenek, but here’s the story. Everyone at school thinks the music room is haunted because of the weird flickering lights, things going missing and instruments getting thrown around.’

Nenek nods slowly, then asks me matter-of-factly, ‘Is there anything ... unusual about your school?’

I take a deep breath. ‘It was built on a mass grave.’

Mama gasps. ‘I know that nobody likes to talk about the war, but building a school on top of a mass grave?’ she asks. ‘That is literally a manifestation of powering through unresolved collective trauma!’

Now it’s Nenek’s turn to frown. ‘I see. That is ... troubling. A mass grave can attract evil spirits that feed off pain and suffering.’

‘But it’s not haunted!’ I insist. ‘There’s just a grumpy little boy in there who gets mad that nobody can see him, so he throws things at them. Um. Okay, I guess that does sound like it’s haunted.’ I thought I liked the supernatural until it became way too real for me to handle.

My world is exploding! This is definitely not part of The Plan. I want things to keep making sense. I need things to stay normal, when so much has already changed. A combination of sadness, confusion and even a bit of anger pools in me. I don’t understand what’s happening, and I don’t like how helpless that makes me feel. Is something wrong with me? I’m seeing things my friends can’t.

‘Nobody else can see this little boy?’ Nenek continues.

I shake my head slowly. ‘I don’t think so.’

‘Hmmm.’ And that is all Nenek says. Seriously.

Mama starts to shriek. ‘Hmmm? Ibu! That’s all you’re going to say?’

Nenek shoots Mama a shrewd look. ‘Calm down, Sara. We all knew this day would come.’

‘What day would come?’ Now I’m both confused and curious.

Mama sighs. ‘This is part of the reason why I didn’t want you to grow up in Malaysia. This place is dripping with spirits, and that can put you in danger. They’re powerful, and not all of them like humans.’

I gawk at her. ‘You’re saying that little boy in the music room is a spirit? A jinn? Not a ghost? And he could hurt me?’ But he was so happy I could see him and talk to him.

Nenek nods. ‘Yes, he’s very much alive and a jinn. He’s not a ghost. There’s no such thing as ghosts, Syirah! Only some people like us can see jinn. That’s why nobody else can see him except for you.’

I look from Nenek to Mama. Nenek looks unfazed, but Mama looks deeply troubled.

‘So, I ... can ... see ... jinn?’ I ask. Nenek and Mama nod, as though I’d asked them if they’d had breakfast.

‘Do both of you also see jinn?’

Mama sighs. ‘Yes. They’re always here, just invisible to most of us. They live in a mirror dimension, parallel to ours. They can also choose who they reveal themselves to.’

Nenek nods. ‘I can see them.’

‘Does Maklong?’ I press, my voice starting to rise. How in the world did I not know that my mother and grandmother can see jinn?

A complicated expression flits across Nenek’s face. ‘Maklong? No. She’s never been the kind of person in tune with the unseen. One of her many differences with your mother. Maklong is more like her father. Grounded, practical and so tethered to this material realm.’

Nenek looks at Mama with a mixture of frustration and fondness. ‘But your mother is the opposite.’ She fixes her formidable gaze on me. ‘And you’ve inherited this gift from your mother, just as your mother inherited it from me.’

I sit in shock. I have a terrifying superpower. I, Insyirah Abdullah, can see jinn. My heart beats faster.

‘I’ve inherited the ability to see jinn,’ I say very slowly, the words heavy on my tongue.

Nenek preens, looking pleased with herself. ‘Yes. You’re such a lucky girl. Not only will you inherit my worldly wealth, you’ve also inherited my affinity with the unseen.’ Nenek cackles with glee, slapping her knee.

‘Mama?’ I whisper.

Mama meets my gaze. ‘Unfortunately, it’s true.’

It’s starting to make sense now. Why she moved me away to Sydney. Why she kept so much from me about her past. ‘Is this why you took me away from Malaysia?’ I ask.

Mama nods, worry creasing her brow. ‘To keep you safe from jinn.’ Her eyes dart to Nenek, who frowns. ‘And to raise you my way.’

Mama wanted to build a life with me, on her own terms, without the complications of her family’s wealth and expectations.

But this? Inheriting supernatural powers that allow me to see jinn in a mirror realm? Fear and excitement course through me. I’ve been reading fantasy books for as long as I can remember. But now, knowing that something magical is within my grasp? I exhale, torn between excitement and fear. I can see invisible supernatural beings. This also means that something supernaturally bad could happen to me, right?

‘Is being able to see jinn ... safe?’ I squeak.

Nenek scoffs, leaning back. ‘Kids these days.’

Mama shoots her an annoyed look. ‘Ibu!’

I turn to Mama, both afraid and scandalised. ‘Mama, you’re saying that you knew this would happen? In Malaysia? Why not in Sydney?’

Mama sighs. ‘Sydney isn’t your ancestral home. There are different spirits there. The ones in Malaysia have been with our family for a long time. And I wouldn’t call it a gift, Ibu.’

Nenek’s face darkens. ‘It is, Sara.’

‘Whoa, this is too much to process.’ I’m too stressed out to even defuse Nenek–Mama tension the way I always do. ‘What am I supposed to do with that information?’

Mama and Nenek speak at the same time.

‘Stay away from the jinn in the music room,’ Mama says quickly.

‘Talk to the little jinn in the music room,’ Nenek says.

They glare at each other.

‘This is why you should have kept Syirah in Malaysia,’ Nenek hisses. ‘So I could teach her what she could do with her gift. She can use it to help others who are troubled by jinn, just like I used to—’

‘This is why I took her away!’ Mama snipes back. ‘I wanted her to have a normal childhood, Ibu, without being haunted by jinn!’

‘And now she’s seeing them anyway!’ Nenek says, and she looks so smug I almost laugh. Except none of this is funny.

‘Argh! This is not helpful!’ I run to the kitchen and start rummaging around for snacks. ‘And, as usual, neither of you agree on what I should do!’ I shove strawberry-flavoured Pocky in my mouth, three delicious sticks at a time. Stay away from the jinn? Go to the jinn? I sink back into Nenek’s comfortable sofa and demolish the entire pack. My stomach roils from the sugar rush.

When I can trust myself to speak without shrieking, I say, ‘Okay. I am overwhelmed. I can see jinn. But what I choose to do about it is up to me, right?’ Mama and Nenek both nod grudgingly. Frustration claws at me.

Mama takes a deep breath, then her voice softens. ‘Of course it’s up to you, sayang. Nenek and I will respect your decision. Isn’t that right, Ibu?’

Nenek snorts. ‘You have a gift, Syirah. Use it. If this little jinn is bothering your school and you can befriend him, why not? Your schoolmates will thank you.’ She brightens. ‘You can finally make more friends. See? Win-win.’ Nenek preens. ‘Families with jinn trouble used to come to me for help. I never charged them, but they were so happy they bought my facial products and later came to my spas.’

I look between beaming Nenek and frowning Mama and try to choose my next words carefully.

‘Wow, Nenek,’ I say. ‘You really know how to hustle.’

Mama throws up her hands. ‘I’m going to paint so I can calm down!’

I cringe. Oops.

‘That is the smartest thing you’ve said all day, Sara,’ Nenek says warmly. Mama huffs and stalks away.

I scowl. ‘Nenek, why are you so mean to Mama? This jinn stuff is serious!’

Nenek grins. ‘It’s fun to tease her. I don’t get much entertainment in my old age.’ Then her voice grows sombre. ‘And yes, it is serious. There’s a lot I can teach you about the unseen, Syirah. And it’s important that you know.’ A shiver races down my spine.

‘Mama won’t like that.’ Mama spent my whole life keeping me away from all things jinn-related because she was afraid for me. She still is. And it’s come for me anyway.

Nenek shrugs. ‘You’re right, she won’t. But what do you want, Syirah? Do you want to learn more about your heritage?’ Nenek has a knowing glint in her eyes.

I sit up straighter and without even thinking, reply, ‘I do. What do we do first?’

Nenek grins and holds up a bag of sour cream and onion potato chips. ‘First step: watch Hantu Kak Limah with me. Quick, before your mum comes back! You know how to stream it, right? Here’s the remote control. Aiyo, your maklong bought me this complicated TV a few years back. How can a remote with so many buttons belong to a smart TV? So silly.’

Hantu Kak Limah is the first Malaysian ghost story I have ever watched. It is ridiculous, scary, and full of feel-good Malaysian kampung vibes. I’ve never lived in a traditional Malaysian village before, but there’s something so comforting in seeing it on TV. Smalltown hijinks – nosy neighbours, goofy uncles and aunties, delicious food – take on a whole new meaning when there are Malaysian ghosts and hauntings.

By the time Mama comes back down, flecks of paint staining her hair and fingers, Nenek and I are crying from laughing so hard.

‘Have you seen this, Mama?’ I ask her, still wiping tears from my cheeks.

‘Of course I have,’ she grumbles. ‘I’m making myself some chamomile tea then going back to my room.’

‘Not joining us for dinner?’ Nenek calls out. Mama shakes her head, then Nenek shrugs.

I make myself a bowl of muesli with almond milk while Nenek has a slice of buttered toast. After snacking throughout the movie, neither of us is hungry enough for a proper dinner. ‘Can that actually happen, Nenek?’ I ask her in between bites. ‘Meeting unseen creatures?’

Nenek turns to look at me. ‘It could, for us. The first rule in dealing with the unseen is this: never show fear.’

I blink in surprise. ‘Never? Like even if I am scared?’

She nods very seriously. ‘Yes. Never show your fear. They’ll sense that and frighten you even more. If you encounter them, stay strong. Do you understand?’

I nod. ‘Got it, Nenek. What’s the next rule?’

Nenek starts to yawn, her eyes glazing over. ‘I’ll tell you tomorrow. I’m getting tired.’

Worry tugs at me. Nenek seems to tire easily. ‘Okay, Nenek. Rest well.’

Just before Nenek gets up to leave for her bedroom, a furrow forms right between her eyebrows. She and Mama both get that look when they’re worried.

‘I know that movie was funny,’ she starts slowly, ‘but in some Malay families, ancestors really did make pacts with jungle spirits.’

‘Huh? Really? Are you saying that ours did too?’

Nenek groans. ‘Aiyo Syirah! Always so blunt. I’m not saying that lah, just that ... it’s not all fun and games, okay? Just be careful. Sometimes ... people do things they regret with jinns they inherit.’ I squint in confusion and Nenek disappears to her bedroom.

I head back to my room and start mulling over this new fact about my life and Nenek’s semi-confession. I can see jinn. And one of my ancestors may have made a pact with one. And one of them did Something Bad with one.

How am I ever going to sleep again?
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Googling ‘I can see jinn’ was a bad idea. Reading the Reddit thread on jinn is an even worse one. There are things I already know – jinn have supernatural abilities like flying, extraordinary strength, shapeshifting and teleportation – and there are things I didn’t know, like how terrifying jinn possessions can be. My heart pounds when I read about ustadhs or ustadhas who exorcise jinn from possessed men or women. Were they like me once? Twelve-year-olds who could see jinn when nobody else could? I keep researching online and come across more blogs with so many jinn sightings.

What chills me the most is this: just as human beings like me are morally accountable and have free will, so do jinn. Except they have supernatural powers, and if they decide to do bad things ... well.

The shadows in my room get more and more sinister, the more I try not to look. They stretch taller and longer than regular shadows. Dread pools in my gut. My mouth goes dry. My heart hammers in my throat.

Desperate to distract myself, I think about Ari. He’s a jinn too, right? A little one. A harmless one. I hope. Maybe he has answers for me. It’s not like I have a jinn-o-pedia to consult. He’ll have to do. I don’t want to wait to talk to him at school. I need answers now.

‘Ari?’ I whisper. He appears at the foot of my bed. I nearly roll off from fright.

‘Hi, Kak Syirah.’ He pouts. ‘You haven’t come back to visit me in the music room.’

My heart is pounding so loud I can barely hear him. ‘S-Sorry about that,’ I stammer. Note to self: Ari is a little jinn who does not like waiting.

He grins and I almost melt with relief. ‘That’s okay.’ He looks around. ‘I like your room. It’s very ... pink.’ He motions to the walls. I cringe.

‘Yeah. I went through a pink phase and didn’t bother to redecorate. Teal is next. So! Ari. Can you help me understand what’s going on with my family? Why are they just so calm about me seeing jinn?’

He flashes me a grin. ‘Your family have a history with jinn. I can visit you at home now, because you’ve invited me. Maybe I can come in the form of a cat! That way, your mother won’t be afraid of me. She doesn’t like us the way your nenek does.’

‘How do you know about my mother and grandmother? And why a cat?’ Then I remember Ustadha Noura teaching me that jinn can appear in the form of black cats, snakes or even dogs.

He shrugs. ‘Jinn like to gossip as much as humans do. Actually, we’re probably worse because we live for much, much longer than humans. I like cats. People like cats too.’ And then Ari vanishes, replaced by an adorable white short-haired cat. This time, I do fall off my bed in fright. I roll under it for good measure.

‘Aren’t you supposed to be black?’ I whisper. Cat Ari laughs and nuzzles my trembling hand, bright green eyes twinkling. ‘Black is too hot for Malaysia.’

‘This is so amazing,’ I say, stroking Ari’s sleek back. I crawl out from under my bed and sit beside him. ‘It’s like magic, but real.’ Something deep inside me unlocks as Ari purrs contentedly.

Wonder.

This is real. This is a little shape-shifting jinn. I don’t have to escape into my fantasy books anymore. I have something magical right here, in front of me.

‘Syirah?’ Mama’s knocking on my door.

‘Go, Ari!’ Cat Ari meows, then vanishes. How am I ever going to get used to this? ‘Come in, Mama.’

Mama pushes the door open. ‘Can’t sleep? Me neither. Can we talk, Syirah?’ Mama says, before noticing my caught-in-the-act expression. She hesitates at the doorway. ‘Are you okay?’

I give her a nervous laugh. ‘Me? Okay? Of course I’m okay.’ I let her into my room and start stress-rambling. ‘I mean, considering the fact that I just found out I can see jinn and am currently freaked out by every shadow, I’m perfectly okay.’ I’m careful not to tell her that the little jinn from my school also recently made a visit and turned into a cat. Because that would make Mama a million times more worried.

Mama pulls me into a hug, then steps back. She has that worn-out look again, which is what happens when she’s been thinking too hard about something.

‘I’m sorry, Syirah. It is a lot to take in. I, for one, am not comfortable with the unseen world,’ she says. She rolls her eyes. ‘Unlike your nenek, who thrives on it.’

I relax and chuckle softly. ‘That ghost movie was so funny! Now I understand why it’s such a Malaysian classic.’ We both sink into my bed.

Mama starts to grumble. ‘Sure, it’s all funny when it’s a comedy, but it’s not so funny in real life. People can get hurt when they dabble in the unseen.’

‘What do you mean, Mama?’

She sighs. ‘Jinn are powerful and fickle. They can serve their masters in ways you can’t imagine. And if they break free of their bindings they can wreak havoc.’ Mama covers her face with her hands. ‘I thought I could keep you away from all this. But I can’t protect you forever.’ She straightens up, curling her hair behind her ear.

‘What kinds of spirits did you see, Mama?’ I ask her quietly.

Her face clouds over. ‘I’ll tell you some day, Syirah. Just not tonight.’

‘Why? You can tell me what happened, Mama. I can handle it,’ I tell her, my voice sharp. Something’s changing inside me too. I’m done being kind, polite and understanding. I know it’s the right thing to do, but doing the right thing is exhausting.

Mama’s eyes widen. ‘Syirah!’

‘Our family has too many secrets!’ I say. ‘Don’t I deserve to know the truth?’

Mama purses her lips. ‘You’re right. And I will tell you – in the clear light of day. Not right before you go to sleep. I don’t want you to have nightmares.’

Discomfort and hurt bubble inside me. I stiffen when Mama presses a soft kiss on my forehead. Grumbling, I turn away and put my headphones on. I fall asleep to the sound of rain and dream of long, inky, red-eyed shadows.
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CHAPTER 6

THE next day at lunchtime, I take a bite of nasi ayam and close my eyes, enjoying every mouthful. Chicken rice is hands-down one my favourite comfort dishes. I savour the rice cooked in chicken broth with a side of roasted chicken, sliced cucumber, grated ginger, soy sauce and chilli paste. I turn to my new friends. Time to solve the mystery of Ari. Even if Mama doesn’t want to talk to me about jinn, I can find out more for myself.

‘So I spoke to Mama and Nenek about the little boy in the music room.’

Kai Xin claps her hands together. ‘Ooh! And?’

Nadia’s gaze flicks nervously to the direction of the music room. ‘Kai Xin, maybe we shouldn’t talk about this stuff. It’s not a good idea to tempt the unseen.’

Kai Xin pouts. ‘Come on, Nadia! Aren’t you even a little bit curious?’

Nadia sighs, shaking her head. ‘Fine. What did they say, Insyirah?’

My cheeks heat because I cannot believe I’m actually going to say this out loud. ‘My grandma says the boy is a jinn – probably a harmless one. She told me that she can see jinn. My mother can too. And me.’

Kai Xin clutches her heart. ‘So cool! It’s your secret superpower. Can you see any here now?’

My gaze rakes over the busy, noisy canteen.

‘Uh ... I’m not sure. I’ve had a bad feeling since my first day of school. I’m not sure if that’s related to jinn or something else.’ My thoughts flicker to what Kai Xin said about the mass grave beneath us. Gulp. That probably isn’t helping things.

Disappointed, Kai Xin shrugs. ‘Maybe we can go to the music room again?’

Nadia shakes her head, eyes wide. ‘No! We have aikido class next. No more looking for trouble in the music room. Let’s try to stay in one piece!’
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The minute my eyes land on Sensei Bilqis, I almost choke. She’s petite, with luminous dark eyes, long lashes and sharply defined features. She looks like a Malay warrior, complete with her black hijab, long-sleeved white top, black pants and bokken – a practice wooden kendo sword. She’s stunning, but that’s not the shocker.

Her face is ... glowing. It’s actually glowing.

I glance at Kai Xin and Nadia, who are both stifling a yawn. They don’t seem to be able to see what I’m seeing. Again. I rub at my eyes but the glow of her skin is still there.

‘You must be Insyirah,’ Sensei Bilqis smiles at me. ‘Welcome to your first class.’

I give her a respectful bow while my heart hammers in my chest. ‘Thank you, Sensei Bilqis.’

Sensei Bilqis demonstrates the starting stance, rolls, and how to hold the bokken properly. My fingers are trembling so much I can barely grip it.

Something shifts in Sensei Bilqis’s eyes. A fiery glimmer. I stare at her, and to my surprise, she blinks and her eyes are back to normal. What is happening to me? First, she’s glowing. Now, I’m seeing a glint of fire in her eyes. Sensei Bilqis takes one step towards me, and I instinctively step back.

‘Is everything okay, Insyirah?’ she asks, her voice pitched low so the other students can’t hear us. ‘You seem ... nervous.’

‘Y-your eyes,’ I stammer. ‘What’s wrong with your eyes?’

Sensei Bilqis snaps her fingers. The entire room freezes. Nadia, Kai Xin and the other students are in mid-swing, their bokkens extended. My stomach lurches. Did she ... did she just stop time?

Shock pummels through me. She’s not entirely human. She can’t be, not with this kind of supernatural power. ‘Why is everyone not moving? How are you doing this?’ Realisation dawns on me. ‘You’re a jinn.’

She tilts her head in affirmation, her face and eyes aglow. ‘I am part-jinn, yes. Nobody can tell except for other jinn, and humans like you.’ She circles me, hawk-like. Trepidation skitters down my spine. This is even worse than Ari in the music room, because she’s actually my teacher!

‘Humans like me?’ I manage to whisper.

Sensei Bilqis nods. ‘My guess is one of your foremothers bound a jinn in service. I can sense it on you.’ Her eyes flicker down to my right wrist. Why is she looking at my wrist? I rub at it, self-conscious.

‘One of my ...female ancestors bound a jinn to do her bidding?’

She nods. ‘You’re a magnet, Insyirah. For unseen things, and not all of them have good intentions.’

‘Are you going to hurt me?’ I squeak, sweat beading on my brow.

She sighs and rubs her glowing face with her hand. ‘No, Insyirah. Of course not. I came here to protect the staff and students from what lies beneath this school. This is my life’s calling – moving from school to school and cleansing evil spirits. Can you sense the danger here?’

‘I met Ari, the little jinn in the music room. I’ve also sensed something ... off in this school, since I arrived.’

Sensei Bilqis purses her lips. ‘Ah, Ari. He’s playful, but harmless. Try closing your eyes and ... reaching.’

I close my eyes and squint in the darkness. All I feel is the sweat on my brow, and the rapid pounding of my heart. The more I concentrate, the more that feeling of unease slips away from me, like a wet bar of soap. ‘Um. I’m not sure I understand. Sorry.’

‘Where did you go to school before BIS?’

‘Auburn Public School in Sydney, Australia.’

Sensei Bilqis frowns. ‘I see. You weren’t brought up in Malaysia. That explains why your unseen senses, for lack of a better term, have not developed.’ She pauses, and a slow smile curls her lips. ‘I’m very happy you’re my student, Insyirah. We are going to learn some very interesting things together.’

I give her a nervous chuckle. ‘Okay then. Should I be worried?’ I glance around at my friends and the rest of my classmates, still frozen in mid-stance.

She smiles and the light in her eyes dims just a bit. Phew. Regular eye contact is hard enough for me to deal with!

‘You have nothing to fear. I apologise for my intensity. I do come off a bit strong, don’t I?’ Her gaze follows mine. ‘Don’t worry, your friends aren’t hurt.’ She clears her throat. ‘I do have a request to ask of you, actually. Your timing is very good.’

I hold my breath; I’m not sure what a part-jinn aikido teacher could possibly want with me.

‘I have been looking for an apprentice. I’d like someone I can train and share my skillset with to help me with exorcisms. Regular students won’t do because they don’t have the same affinity with the unseen as you.’

‘I don’t really have an affinity with the unseen.’

She smiles. ‘You do, even if you don’t realise it yet. It’s a skill you can develop. Think about it. If you’re up for it, meet me after school on Mondays and Thursdays. It’s better if you fast because that sharpens your protection against any unseen harm. We can start with basic exercises before I take you on your first exorcism. I can sense something evil lurking in this school, but it’s too weak right now. I fear it might get stronger, over time.’ Her glowing eyes narrow. ‘I wonder if you are connected to this evil spirit, somehow.’

My mouth falls open. I was right! There is something creepy about my school. Fasting on Mondays and Thursdays has been on my spiritual to-do list. Attending my first exorcism has never been on any of my lists. Sure, I wanted to learn more about jinn, but I don’t want to learn how to exorcise one! Also, I do not want to know how I am connected to an evil spirit. Nope. Not thinking about that.

I shake my head, my heart thudding in my throat. ‘I’m sorry, Sensei Bilqis. I don’t think I’m good apprentice material. I just want to get used to my new school, to my new life in Malaysia. I’m here to look after my nenek. I didn’t sign up for any of this jinn stuff!’ My voice comes out loud and sharp because I’m terrified. It’s one thing watching Hantu Kak Limah with Nenek, but this? I cannot.

Sensei Bilqis’s face remains serene, but her voice is granite. ‘You may not have, Insyirah, but your foremother who made a pact with a jinn certainly did. And that impacts you today. You can pretend this isn’t happening, or you can own your gifts and serve the greater good. Like I am.’

I close my eyes and take a deep, trembling breath. She’s right, of course. As much as I’m resisting reality, my life has been split in two – pre-jinn (Sydney) and post-jinn (Malaysia). Maybe it’s time to embrace it.

‘I need time, Sensei Bilqis. This is extremely out of my comfort zone.’

She gives me a wry, one-sided smile. ‘Comfort zones are boring. Wait until you see how exciting an exorcism can be.’

A hysterical giggle escapes my lips. ‘If you say so.’ I prefer reading about exorcisms and demons in the safety of my fantasy novels. Not actually participating in one!

All humour vaporises from Sensei Bilqis’s expression. ‘Insyirah, you must decide before the next full moon. Your connection with the spiritual realm and unseen world will be strongest during the white nights – the thirteenth, fourteenth and fifteenth of the lunar calendar. That’s when the veils between the worlds are also the thinnest, so any evil spirits will also be stronger. There is something lurking in this school, and I think it is coming for you.’

My eyes widen and fear skitters through me. I dreamed of this, my first night back in Malaysia.

‘You have less than a month until the next full moon. I have a feeling you will need all the training you can get.’

She snaps her fingers and aikido class resumes as usual.

Kai Xin catches the look on my face. Her eyes narrow and she steps towards me. ‘What happened? Did you see a jinn?’

My gaze flicks to Sensei Bilqis, who gives me the tiniest shake of her head. I clear my throat and smile brightly at Kai Xin. ‘No!’ Technically not a lie because Sensei Bilqis is only part-jinn.

Kai Xin shrugs, then goes back to her bokken practice. Nadia, on the other hand, watches me with large, fearful eyes.
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CHAPTER 7

ON Sunday afternoon, Mama drops me off at Kai Xin’s place. Kai Xin, Nadia and I head out together. It’s a short walk to the pasar malam. I feel my cotton shirt stick to my skin, and I rub the back of my neck. In Sydney, I’d have to walk for at least a solid half hour before getting this sweaty.

Spending time with my new friends is worth it though. Our Stranger Things get-together on Friday night at Nadia’s place was so fun. We screamed at the scary bits and laughed at the funny ones. Best of all, I loved being able to hear the melodic adhan float through Nadia’s open window from the nearby masjid. The sound of the call to prayer made my heart soar. I never heard it in Sydney.

‘And we’re here!’ Kai Xin announces. She lifts her iPhone up and takes a pouting selfie right outside the night market’s entrance.

My jaw drops. This is the hugest pasar malam I have ever seen. Bright yellow tents sprawl as far as I can see. The walkways are crammed with a mixture of young and old. The air is filled with the sound of loud chatter and sizzling woks, and the aroma of savoury food. Mama’s taken me to a much smaller pasar malam in Petaling Jaya, and now I know why.

‘This is too huge!’ I shout to Kai Xin, over the noise. My pulse is pounding from sheer sensory overload. I wish I had my headphones.

‘Don’t worry, we’ve got you!’ Kai Xin shouts back, gripping my hand and guiding me forward. ‘First stop, coconut shake!’

We stop in front of a smiling Chinese lady. ‘One coconut shake, please,’ I say as politely as possible. I fumble with my purse and pull out some change for her, accidentally giving her a too-large note.

She scowls at me then grumbles to herself. My cheeks burn.

Kai Xin intervenes, passing her a smaller note and taking the big one back, pressing it gently into my trembling hand. ‘Sorry, aunty!’ she says, flashing her a winning smile. The grumpy aunty actually smiles back, because Kai Xin’s charm is amazing like that.

The aunty scoops coconut flesh out of a green coconut, adds it into a large blender along with two scoops of vanilla ice cream, some blocks of ice and sweetened condensed milk. Maklong. Would. Kill. Me. The woman passes the coconut shake to me and I take one sip. My entire body buzzes with the delicious and sugary coconut hit.

‘Brain freeze!’ I whisper. ‘So. Good.’

Nadia expertly guides me through the throng of people to another stall. ‘The murtabak here is delicious. You should get some for your mother and grandmother. My treat. Chicken or beef?’ My mouth waters when I think of the meat-stuffed local pancake.

‘Um. Chicken. Thanks, Nadia.’

She turns to look at the smiling Indian uncle manning the stall. ‘Boss, murtabak ayam empat.’ I watch as he nods then pours the murtabak batter on an enormous, flat frying pan. He scoops the chicken filling into the middle of the frying batter, then uses a metal spatula to tidily fold it into a neat packet of joy. Without missing a beat, he flips the six other murtabak pieces on the pan. The aroma wafts towards me in thick, salty waves. He packs four murtabak into a large piece of brown paper, folds it, and tucks it into an orange plastic bag for Nadia. She passes it to me, and the smell alone is so good I don’t think I can wait for Nenek and Mama to eat this.

Finally, the satay stalls lie in wait right at the very end of the pasar malam. Thick clouds of smoke waft away from the stalls. The vendors rotate the meat and chicken skewers on the grill plates, cooking them to juicy perfection. Mama would definitely need her inhaler if she was here.

‘Satay stalls, here we come!’ Kai Xin grins. I watch in awe as Kai Xin and Nadia banter with the stall vendor, a Malay uncle with a broad smile and bushy grey eyebrows. This is what it feels like to really be Malaysian. To just blend in.

Kai Xin proudly gives me a stick of chicken satay. ‘Enjoy, and tell me if you’ve ever tasted satay this good.’

I sink my teeth into the chicken satay and sigh. ‘This is perfect. Better than anything I’ve had in Sydney.’

Something flickers at the very edge of the pasar malam. I squint. A glow? A shift?

‘Did you see that? ’I ask Nadia and Kai Xin, pointing to the glimmer at the edge of the stalls, next to the enormous mango tree.

‘See what?’ Nadia answers, chewing on her satay stick, eyebrows raised. ‘That mango tree?’

Kai Xin takes a bite of her satay, eyes gleaming with anticipation. ‘Did you see another jinn? Like in the music room at school?’

I shake my head. ‘No, not like at school. But I’m sure there’s something there. Let’s check it out.’ Even if Mama doesn’t want me to have anything to do with jinn, I am curious.

Nadia hesitates. ‘Can we just stay here and enjoy our satay?’ She shifts from foot to foot. ‘Please?’

Kai Xin grins. ‘Nah. Satay can wait. Let’s follow Syirah!’

Nadia shakes her head. ‘I’ll wait here until you’re both done with ... whatever risky thing you’re about to do.’

Hurt flashes through me. Not everyone’s up for an adventure. ‘Sure, Nadia. Let’s go, Kai Xin.’

We step closer to the mango tree. Kai Xin squints and shrugs. ‘I don’t see anything.’ I watch the pulsing glow with growing excitement.

I step through the glimmer and all sounds stop. A pressure pops against my skin. I turn to my right and Kai Xin isn’t next to me anymore. Startled, I look around.

Lanterns float in the air, illuminating the deep purple night sky. The scent of roasted meat wafts towards me. Incense smoke burns my eyes. Soft chanting in a language I don’t understand floats through the air. Endless stalls stretch out before me, but the vendors here don’t seem entirely ... human. A person with a dragon’s head leans lazily next to a tree. I squint harder, and his head shifts back into human form. My jaw drops. This is amazing. And terrifying!

Ari pops out in front of me, smiling. ‘Hi, Kak Syirah!’

I take a step back. ‘Ari! It’s you.’ Relief floods through me. ‘Where – where am I?’

He grins and spins around, a multi-coloured lollipop in his mouth. ‘You’re in our pasar malam! In the unseen, non-human realm.’ The Upside Down, in Stranger Things! But ... real.

He grins. ‘It’s so fun here!’ His huge brown eyes darken in warning. ‘Just don’t eat anything, and don’t give away any part of you.’ I gasp, and he rolls his eyes. ‘I meant your blood, hair or fingernails. Not actual limbs. Relax!’ Before I can react, he takes my hand and pulls me forward, laughing.

Now that I’m closer to the stalls, the wares are a lot clearer to me. Instead of familiar food like cakes and satay, I spot an enormous dead monitor lizard, cramped next to a few human skulls. Murky glass jars with floating eyes stare up at me. Fear prickles my scalp.

‘Come here, pretty girl,’ a young human-looking woman calls to me. ‘I have an elixir to cure all of your fear.’ She’s unearthly beautiful, with dark skin, bright violet eyes and black hair that swirls around her. She reaches for a small vial full of shiny amber liquid. Her very long fingernails glint in the lantern light. She smiles at me, revealing too-sharp canines. I gulp. Could she be a pontianak – a vampiric female spirit? How do I speak to a pontianak? Or maybe she’s a jinn who just looks like a vampire? Whatever she is, upsetting a powerful and long-lived non-human is probably a very bad idea.

‘No thank you, Puan,’ I say, bobbing my head down. Nenek taught me that whenever I’m in doubt, use Puan as the preferred title for an older woman. Never say Kakak and age her down disrespectfully. I never thought disrespecting an aunty could mean certain death. Until now.

She titters in amusement. ‘Oh Ari! She is so polite. Where did you find this one?’ I sag with relief and send silent thanks to Nenek.

‘At school. Stop frightening her, Putri.’

She turns to look at me again, violet eyes sparkling with amusement. ‘School! Such a terribly difficult place for mortal girls. All I ask for is one strand of your hair, and one drop of your blood. A fair price for such a useful elixir, no?’

A primal pulse of fear shoots through me. Nenek has told me stories about blood magic rituals. All it takes is a bit of my hair, blood or fingernails. During her last visit to Sydney, she sat next to me in a hijabi-friendly hairdresser in Auburn while I was getting a haircut. ‘Syirah, you must bury your hair and fingernails after you cut them! You don’t want anyone to cast a wicked spell on you,’ she insisted, eyeing my hair falling to the ground with each snip.

Lana, my chatty Lebanese hairdresser, raised her eyebrows. ‘Your grandmother knows about blood magic?’ she asked me.

I gave a nervous laugh. ‘My grandmother knows a lot of interesting things,’ I replied. ‘Nenek!’ I whispered. ‘I’m not going to be a weirdo and collect my hair off the floor!’

But Nenek was right.

‘Thank you for your generous offer, Puan, but I’m afraid I cannot afford that.’

Her beautiful face distorts into something bloodeyed and grotesque. I step back, gasping. ‘Be off with you then, girl,’ her now raspy voice hisses. ‘The next jinn you speak to may not be as forgiving as me.’

Ari squeezes my trembling hand. ‘Nice work, Kak Syirah.’

‘Ari, I’d like to go back,’ I whisper. Maybe this isn’t such a good idea. This realm is intriguing but I don’t know if it’s worth the danger of offending a supernatural being!

He pouts. ‘But we haven’t even gotten to the best part yet. You have to see the other cool things on sale! Just don’t buy anything.’

Something cool brushes across my skin. I jolt my hand away. A teenage boy steps out of the shadows, eyebrows furrowed. He doesn’t meet my gaze, but talks directly to Ari instead.

‘Ari, she can’t stay here.’

Ari scowls, crossing his small arms across his chest. ‘Ugh. It’s you again. Are you even supposed to let her see you? Your current mistress isn’t dead yet. There are rules, you know.’

The teenage boy looks at me for the briefest moment. Something flashes across the sharp planes of his face before he vanishes. A low hum of recognition thrums through me. He seems ... familiar.

‘Fine, fine. Kak Syirah, I’ll help you step out to your realm,’ Ari says, interrupting my thoughts. ‘Try not to fall in again. I might not be around to help you. Ready?’ I nod, my heart hammering in my chest. ‘Yes. I’m ready.’

Ari reaches out, holds my hand and we step out together. Kai Xin is standing right where I left her, worry etched on her face. Relief surges through me.

‘Kai Xin! You’re here!’

‘Of course I’m here. Where did you go for the past hour? Nadia had to go home. I blinked and you were gone. Oh look! What an adorable cat.’ She goes down on one knee to pet Ari. Ari purrs in satisfaction, offering the underside of his throat.

‘I was – I was at a jinn pasar malam,’ I manage to squeak. ‘It felt like only five minutes for me.’

Kai Xin’s eyes light up. ‘Tell me everything.’
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CHAPTER 8

AFTER the excitement of falling into the unseen pasar malam wears off, I’m still left with my curiosity about the jinn world and my fear around it. I can’t talk to Mama because I know exactly what she’ll say. I could talk to Nenek though. How am I supposed to concentrate on schoolwork with this on my mind?

The strange, unsettling vibe at my school isn’t helping me feel any better. I stalk down the hall, and this time I swear I can see, out of the corner of my eye, a dark shadow following me. I glance around, but once again, nobody else seems to notice. Shuddering, I try to shake it off. If Sensei Bilqis’s hunch is right, then something evil is here, and it’s connected to me somehow. If she’s wrong ... then maybe I’m just stressed. Yeah. That has to be it.

Kai Xin and Nadia wave at me from the lockers, and I gratefully make a run for them. Kai Xin’s putting away her bright blue backpack.

‘Hey,’ I smile. ‘Looks like we’re all early today. Have you been to the music room yet? I want to know what’s going on with Ari.’

Nadia tugs nervously at the wristband of her silver watch. ‘No news is good news, right? Why don’t we give him some space? Didn’t you already go to the jinn pasar malam yesterday?’

Kai Xin groans. ‘I’m still so jealous!’

My curiosity wins out. We walk to the music room, Nadia trailing reluctantly behind. The minute I step in, Ari appears. He looks terrified, and clings to my leg.

‘Kak Syirah! I’m so glad you’re back here. Something bad is going to happen.’

I frown, stroking his spiky black hair. ‘What do you mean?’

‘A very bad spirit is trying to lay claim here.’

Nadia and Kai Xin squint at me while I reply. ‘A very bad spirit is trying to lay claim here? What do you mean, Ari?’

‘I was here before. This is my ground. I make a bit of trouble, but nothing serious. I’m just a kid. It’s a harmless game.’ I nod encouragingly. ‘But the other spirit—’ Ari shudders. ‘It’s ancient. And angry. And it doesn’t like you.’

The weather is too hot, the mosquitoes are vicious and now an angry ancient spirit doesn’t like me? Seriously, Malaysia?

‘It’s coming for blood, Kak,’ Ari whispers. ‘Your blood.’

Fear trickles down my spine. ‘My blood? Why? I don’t understand.’

The lights go out. Ari clings even tighter to my leg, and Nadia and Kai Xin gasp.

‘It’s here, Kak. I have to hide, before it eats me!’ he whispers. Something hot brushes past my cheek, and fear unfurls in the pit of my stomach. A whiff of fire, iron and blood fills the air.

‘Insyirah,’ booms a voice.

‘Who are you?’ I say, looking around in terror. ‘What do you want from me?’

‘Silence,’ the voice hisses. ‘It is time for my revenge. How does it feel to be afraid, daughter of Adam?’

Some music theory textbooks, a xylophone and a bunch of flutes float into the air and start hurtling towards me. Something materialises and shields my body and Ari’s. There’s a loud thud and Kai Xin screams. What was that?

The lights come back on. Nadia is lying across the floor, unconscious, a book next to her. Kai Xin looks up at me in panic.

‘The textbook flew across the room and hit her in the head, Syirah,’ Kai Xin gasps. ‘That wasn’t Ari, was it?’

My heart hammers in my chest, and my mouth goes dry. ‘No. It wasn’t Ari. It was someone, or something else.’

Ari grips my hand tightly, looking afraid. ‘Hide, Ari!’ I say. ‘I’ll go and get help for my friend.’ Ari nods and vanishes.

I run for the school nurse. Her office is one floor down. ‘Nadia got hurt outside the music room,’ I say while trying to catch my breath. ‘Please, she needs help. I think she’s passed out.’

The nurse stands up in alarm, and the scrape of her chair against the tiled floor makes me flinch. ‘She’s unconscious? I have to call the ambulance.’ She makes a quick phone call, and runs alongside me as we go back to the music room.

‘What happened?’ the nurse asks Kai Xin, watching Nadia in concern. There’s a bruise blossoming on her left temple. Kai Xin looks at me, the music room, then back to the nurse.

‘I heard a voice,’ I say slowly. ‘And a book hit her in the head.’

The nurse looks at us. ‘Who threw the book?’

‘We don’t know,’ I say.

Kai Xin whispers, ‘The music room is haunted. Evil spirit.’

The school nurse raises her eyebrow. ‘Blaming invisible spirits? You sound like my grandmother.’

‘Well, do you have any other explanation for how a book could have hit Nadia’s head when there was nobody else to throw it?’ Kai Xin demands.

The nurse sighs, shaking her head. ‘If this is a prank, girls ...’

Kai Xin scowls. ‘I would never hurt my friend over a prank.’

I start pacing while waiting for the paramedics to show up. Two of them arrive and rush to Nadia’s side, measuring her pulse. They carefully lift Nadia’s limp body onto a stretcher, carrying her away to the ambulance. The nurse touches my shoulder, making me jump.

‘I’ll go with her to hospital and call her parents on the way there,’ the nurse says. ‘Please go back to class. I’ll update the principal and let you know what happens.’

Kai Xin and I look on helplessly. ‘What are we going to tell her parents?’ Kai Xin asks. ‘What actually happened in the music room?’

I sink to the ground and start rubbing my temples. Deep breathing is not helping me right now. My friend just got attacked by an unseen spirit who hates me, and if that other invisible force hadn’t been there to protect me, I could be unconscious too ... or worse.

‘The little boy in the music room told me that there’s an evil spirit who’s out to get me.’

Kai Xin’s mouth falls open. ‘Out to get you? Why?’

‘I don’t know, exactly. But I have to find out,’ I say. ‘My family has a lot of secrets. Like, a ridiculous number of secrets, of the unseen variety. And now my friends are getting dragged into it!’ My stomach churns.

Kai Xin squeezes my shoulder. Deep pressure calms me, so I welcome her touch. ‘Don’t blame yourself, Syirah. Please. This isn’t your fault. This school is just haunted.’

‘But now Nadia got hurt,’ I say quietly.

‘You didn’t pick up the book and throw it at Nadia.’

I can’t argue with that. But something doesn’t feel right. The evil spirit arrived right after I did. That can’t be a coincidence. How is it connected to me? To my family?

‘I’ll tell you as soon as I find out anything from my nenek,’ I say. Kai Xin and I get up and walk back to class. ‘This is just too much like a paranormal fantasy book, and not the good kind.’
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CHAPTER 9

AT school pick-up, I tell Mama what happened. She pales. ‘Syirah! I told you to stay away from the music room. I wish you’d listened to me. You have to tell Nenek.’ She groans. ‘I was so afraid of this kind of thing happening to you, and it did!’

We get home and despite my super-stressful day, I smile when I see Nenek sitting on her sofa. She’s been happier now that we’re living here. Not that she would ever admit it, obviously.

Mama clears her throat and gives me an encouraging look.

‘Nenek, there’s an evil spirit in my school music room,’ I say to her. She looks up at me from her newspaper, frowning in concern. ‘A new one,’ I clarify. ‘Not the little boy spirit. It tried throwing books at me, but hit Nadia instead. She had to be taken to hospital.’

Nenek puts her newspaper down and stands up, her face lined with worry. ‘Let me take a look at you.’

I groan, stepping away. ‘Nenek, I’m fine. I didn’t get hurt.’

‘Alhamdulillah, you didn’t get hurt. You and your friends need to protect yourselves from that evil spirit,’ Nenek says, her voice low and intent. ‘Stay in wudu when you’re at school. Read Ayatul Kursi after every prayer with the intention of protection.’

I nod and take it all in. Being in a state of ritual purity and reading Qur’anic verses of protection sounds like a sensible plan. ‘Okay. That’s a good idea.’

‘Of course it is,’ Nenek says calmly. ‘And I have an amulet for you to wear for protection when you’re ready.’

‘I’m not going to wear some weird amulet!’ I protest. ‘Is that even allowed?’

Nenek rolls her eyes. ‘It is lah. I’m not telling you to commit disbelief by wearing an amulet!’ I give Nenek another suspicious look, then look to Mama for guidance.

Mama purses her lips. ‘It’s permissible to seek protection from Allah through the amulet, so long as you remember that the amulet itself isn’t the source of protection for you.’ Her voice takes on a pleading note. ‘Syirah, can you please stay away from the music room? Nadia already got hurt. I don’t want you to get hurt too.’

‘But Ari—’

Mama squints. ‘Ari? The little jinn in the music room?’

‘Yes. He’s so afraid, Mama. I can’t just leave him there alone!’

Mama shifts uncomfortably in her seat and can’t meet my gaze. ‘I’m sure he can take care of himself.’

I give Mama a pointed look. ‘Mama, he looks six. What kind of six-year-old jinn can stand a chance against some ancient evil jinn who’s got a personal issue with me and likes scaring weaker jinn? Why is it even scaring Ari, anyway?’

Nenek sighs and throws her hands up in the air. ‘He may look young, but he could have lived for a century or more. And evil jinn don’t need a reason to wreak havoc. They draw strength from fear, pain and chaos. If it consumes the little jinn’s essence, it will get stronger. Maybe it’s not as strong as it used to be ... maybe that’s why it’s tied to the mass grave at your school, and can’t bother any of us here, at home.’

Finally! More useful information from Nenek. ‘But why is it out to get me? And why is it tied to the mass grave?’ I ask.

Nenek gives me a pensive look. ‘Our family has a history with jinn. Any place of great violence and grief is a source of power for evil jinn. The veils between our world and theirs are weakened in those spots. We’re safe at home because of the protection of our five daily prayers, and our regular recitation of Qur’an.’

Shuddering, I imagine a shadowy figure sucking dark energy from dead bodies. ‘Will it ...will it be able to move away from my school as it gets stronger?’

Nenek’s familiar dark eyes are unreadable. ‘Maybe.’

Mama muffles a scream with her hands and I groan. ‘Maybe? Nenek! I need clear answers.’ Uncertainty has never been my friend, especially not now.

Nenek chuckles and slowly gets to her feet, rubbing her shoulders. ‘I can’t give you clearer answers, Syirah. There’s something else I want to give you, for protection.’

‘No weird amulets, please!’ I insist. Even if Mama says it’s permissible, I don’t need the sensory discomfort of a chain and amulet underneath my hijab, resting on my already sweaty skin. Shudder.

‘Okay lah. Wait here, Syirah. I’ll get something for you.’ She walks upstairs, chuckling to herself. When she comes back, Mama’s face softens. Nenek is holding something wrapped in a yellow cloth. She uncovers it with surprising reverence, revealing a wooden sheath with a broad curved handle, and a metallic hilt. The wooden sheath has intricate carvings of flowers, and the hilt looks made out of gold.

Nenek grips the hilt and gently slides the wavy blade out of its sheath.

‘This is our keris pusaka, Syirah. Our family keris,’ Nenek says, her voice warm with pride as she holds up the long dagger. Light glints off the sharp metal, and it looks beautiful and deadly all at once.

‘This keris first belonged to your great-great grandmother, Rahayu. She was strong and mastered the art of silat as well as wielding the keris. She forged this keris herself, out of meteorite iron and nickel. I bequeath our keris pusaka to you.’

My jaw drops. My great-great grandmother was an actual metalworker? Not a made-up character from the fantasy novels I’ve read – a real woman who not only could forge her own keris, but also mastered silat, the ancient Malay art of self-defence. I imagine my awesome great-great grandmother performing epic silat moves in the jungle, keris in her hand, battling evil spirits.

‘The blade looks so sharp!’ I whisper. ‘Can I touch it?’

Nenek carefully returns our keris pusaka to its ornate wooden sheath, then glares at me. ‘Absolutely not. The keris is extremely sharp. Never touch the blade. It shall draw no more of our blood. This is only to be used in self-defence, against the evil spirit who is haunting our family. You’ll need to be taught how to use it. I’m too old for this kind of thing now.’

‘It’s gorgeous,’ I breathe. ‘But I can’t bring this to school! How do I even use it? Who’s going to teach me?’

Nenek shrugs. ‘Your mother was lax. You should have learned silat when you were much younger.’

Mama flinches, then smooths out her expression as she folds her hands primly onto her lap. ‘Ibu, silat wasn’t a priority while I was raising Insyirah alone in Sydney.’

Nenek raises her eyebrow, eyes flashing. ‘You didn’t have to raise her alone in Sydney.’

‘Silat sounds cool!’ I say loudly. ‘I want to learn now we’re in Malaysia. There’s no silat club at school though. I’m learning aikido, Nenek! I did do gymnastics and taekwondo in Sydney, so I’m not completely defenceless.’

Nenek frowns. ‘Hmph. Gymnastics means you can roll out of the way. And taekwondo is an Olympic sport and better than nothing at all.’

I chuckle, because that’s a compliment from Nenek.

‘But don’t worry. The right silat teacher will come for you, when the time is right.’

My thoughts go straight to Sensei Bilqis. Is she meant to be my guide through this jinn adventure? I wonder if I should tell Nenek and Mama about her. Mama would worry. Nenek would be intrigued. Before I let nerves get the better of me, I blurt, ‘Sensei Bilqis is part-jinn.’

‘What?’ Mama says, her eyes widening. ‘Your aikido teacher?’

Nenek claps her hands, delighted. ‘Excellent! She’ll be the one to teach you. I told you the right teacher will come.’

‘She wants me to be her apprentice, actually,’ I mention calmly, leaving out the exorcism part.

Mama shakes her head. ‘No, Insyirah. I don’t feel comfortable with that idea.’

Nenek glowers at Mama. ‘Ha! Are you comfortable with the idea of Insyirah being defenceless against an evil jinn?’

Mama squeezes her eyes shut and her voice is full of pain. ‘No, of course not. Just ... be careful. Promise me you’ll be careful, Syirah.’

I give Mama a strained smile instead of giving her a promise I can’t keep. I want to protect myself, my friends and my family, even if it worries Mama.




[image: Image]

CHAPTER 10

I’M dreaming again. I sit on Nenek’s rattan sofa in the garden and spot that familiar boy standing in front of Nenek’s mango tree. His arms are crossed tightly across his chest. The star-studded night looms above us, and the thick scent of jasmine makes me drowsy.

‘I’m sorry your friend got hurt by the evil spirit,’ he whispers. ‘I could block you from harm, but couldn’t reach her in time.’

I shiver as a night-time breeze rustles through the leaves. ‘Thank you for protecting me. Nadia is recovering.’

He looks away, frowning. ‘I’m not bound to protect you yet, not until your nenek passes away. My ability to protect you is limited.’ His luminous eyes meet mine. ‘That evil spirit is growing stronger. It feeds on pain and fear, and on the grief buried beneath your school. Protect yourself, Insyirah. You must get stronger. You must be the one to banish it before—’

My phone alarm goes off and I bolt awake, drenched in sweat. My heart is thudding frantically in my chest. I try to grasp a half-remembered dream, but it slips right through my fingers.
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Kai Xin waves at me from the lockers. Nadia is back at school too. I recognise the back of her hijab and the sensible dark green backpack slung over her shoulder. At the lockers, I call out her name and she jumps up in fright.

‘Sorry! Didn’t mean to scare you. How are you feeling, Nadia?’ I ask.

She gives me a wan smile, still shaking. ‘I’ve been better. When I woke up in hospital, I told my mum that my head got hit by a book, thrown by an unseen spirit. Do you know what she said?’

I shake my head very slowly. Nadia’s face is completely serious when she replies. ‘“Nadia, why did you take so long to wake up?”’

I start to laugh, covering my mouth with my hand. ‘She actually said that?’

Kai Xin is laughing too. ‘She sounds like my mother.’

‘Then she burst into tears and told me she’d never been so scared in her life, and to never, ever do that again. ’She sighs. ‘It’s not like I got attacked on purpose. Plus, my mother set some ground rules, like staying away from the music room.’ Nadia shudders. ‘I need to be alive if I’m going to make it to medical school!’

Kai Xin groans. ‘Aiyo, you and your medical school. But the music room is where all the action is!’

‘I can live with less action,’ Nadia says. ‘I would like to live, full stop. If both of you want to go running in there, that’s up to you.’ She pauses. ‘Actually, please don’t. I’d like both of you alive too.’

I give Kai Xin a guilty look. ‘Actually, my mum said the same thing. But I want to figure out what’s going on. I want all the bad unseen things to stop.’

Kai Xin nods in agreement and Nadia shakes her head.

We head back to our classroom, and Ms Lee has us reading from Hamra and the Jungle of Memories.

As my classmates take turns to read out loud, a chill runs down my spine. Dread pools low in my stomach. The feeling escalates, and I don’t understand why. A chill spreads through me as the temperature in the classroom drops. Even my other classmates start rubbing their hands together from the cold.

‘Turn to page—’

Suddenly, Ms Lee starts to choke. Her eyes widen in alarm. Terror washes over me. Ms Lee’s hands go to her throat and she staggers forward, then collapses. A few of my classmates start to scream. Nadia and Kai Xin stare at Ms Lee in fright.

A sinister voice tickles my ear. The same raspy, eerie voice from the music room. ‘Leave this school before I hurt more of your weak human companions. Leave Malaysia!’

I freeze, fear clamping down on my limbs. Then I remember what Nenek said. Don’t show fear. I grit my teeth, get up, and run to the school nurse.

‘Ms Lee choked and fainted,’ I gasp, winded. The nurse, Lydia, jumps up from her seat.

‘What? What happened?’

‘Um. Evil spirit.’

Nurse Lydia jogs beside me. ‘What? Again?’ She shakes her head. ‘Two evil spirit attacks in two days? Unbelievable. Are you making this up?’

‘No!’

By the time we reach my class again, I have a stitch from all that running. Ms Lee is sprawled on the ground, still unconscious, her straight black hair fanning around her.

‘Ms Lee,’ Nurse Lydia says, shaking her arm. ‘Wake up, Ms Lee.’

To my relief, she gasps, starts coughing, then sits up in confusion. ‘What just happened?’

‘What do you remember?’ Nurse Lydia asks her.

‘I remember wanting my students to read a passage from the book we’re studying. Then it felt like something strangled me.’ She touches her throat gingerly. Dark bruises are blossoming on her skin. My stomach lurches.

Not good. Definitely not good. It’s time to speak to Sensei Bilqis.
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Once the lunch bell rings, I make an excuse to Kai Xin and Nadia, then run for the staff room on the second floor. I knock briefly on the half-open door. Sensei Bilqis opens it all the way, her face softening into a smile.

‘Insyirah. It’s good to see you again.’

‘Can I please talk to you in private?’ I ask, glancing behind her to the seated teachers. They don’t need to hear this. She nods and steps out of the room, closing the door behind her.

‘I’m ready to be your apprentice.’

Her face and eyes glow. ‘Excellent. I’m happy to hear that. What made you decide?’

I shift from foot to foot, rubbing the back of my neck. ‘Well, two things. An evil spirit threw a book at me in the music room but missed, then hit my friend. Then this same evil spirit strangled my English teacher, Ms Lee.’

Sensei Bilqis’s glowing eyes narrow. ‘I see. It’s getting worse. I know it’s actively avoiding me, but it seems to be drawn to you. This evil spirit is trying to drive you out of BIS, perhaps out of Malaysia, by harming those around you.’

I nod and clench my fists. ‘Yes. I can’t just let this happen.’ Am I scared? Yes. Can I just stand by and let things get worse? No.

She takes one step closer and her gaze is almost incandescent. I tear my eyes away. ‘You’re being protected by another jinn,’ she says quietly. ‘Your family’s ancestral jinn. Has your nenek said anything to you about him?’

I blink in surprise. Something tickles my memory. A half-remembered dream. ‘Maybe?’

Sensei Bilqis chuckles and motions to the balcony. ‘Let’s talk here.’ We stand at the railing overlooking the Olympic-sized swimming pool. ‘An ancestral jinn is a jinn pledged to protect a certain bloodline, when a binding ritual is performed between the host and the jinn pledged to serve her. It usually skips a generation, so it commonly goes from grandmother to granddaughter.’ Sensei Bilqis sighs, rubbing her eyes. ‘There is so much taboo around this, Insyirah, which makes honest conversation very difficult. Ours is an oral tradition, so when stories stop being told, they get lost. Witchcraft and jinn enslavement are forbidden in Islam, but it happens anyway. I think your nenek will speak to you about her ancestral jinn when she feels her end is near.’

The thought of Nenek passing away sends panic shooting through me. Nope. Not ready for that.

‘Okay. This is a lot to take in. What else can you tell me, Sensei?’

Sensei Bilqis nods. ‘Before Islam came to Malaysia through the Indian Muslim and Yemeni traders, it was normal for farmers and fishermen to keep jinn to tend to livestock, and calm the sea for fishing. It was simply another way of working with the land and her spirits. But when Islam came, scholars made it clear that jinn and humans could no longer interact as freely as we once did. It was a way to increase our trust in Allah alone, and not rely on creatures as fiery, fickle and long-lived as jinn. Danger lurks when contracts go wrong, or when either party goes too far.’ Her eyes blaze again and I have to force myself not to stagger back. ‘I am, after all, the result of a marriage between a human man and a female jinn many, many generations ago. My jinn ancestry flows through my mother, and my father is human. We have very interesting family gatherings.’

Now that is a whole new level of family drama. Part-jinn relatives fighting over an inheritance? Or pitting their kids against each other? My kid can throw fireballs better than yours!

‘Are you planning to marry a human man?’ I cannot believe I am asking this question.

She chuckles softly. ‘I would like to, yes, a practising Muslim man who can embrace all of me. It would take a very special person. I have a temper,’ she admits with a sheepish smile. ‘That’s why I started aikido. It’s been incredibly grounding for me, and the perfect way to channel my rage and focus my powers.’

‘So cool. When do we start our lesson?’

‘We already have.’ She snaps her fingers and a glowing doorway opens before us. ‘Let’s go somewhere more private. Have you prayed Zohr yet?’
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CHAPTER 11

WE step through the glowing doorway. Awe thrums through me. I’m stepping through a portal into the jinn realm! Soft green grass crunches under my black school shoes. The rich scent of jasmine wafts towards me. An enormous banyan tree shades us with its vast branches.

‘Come and pray with me here. I prefer this to our school surau.’

One of the coolest things about being in school in Malaysia is the designated surau – prayer rooms – with built-in wudu facilities. Now I don’t have to suffer the embarrassment of getting caught washing my feet in the sink. I also don’t need to find some dusty unused corner of my school to pray in, or worry someone will walk in on me while I’m prostrating on the floor. So awkward.

Two silver prayer mats materialise and unfurl for us beneath the shade of the enormous banyan tree.

‘You can make wudu here,’ she suggests, pointing to a flowing stream. I blink. I have never made wudu in a stream. Now this is going back to nature.

Sensei Bilqis leads the prayer. Her quiet recitation is soft and melodic, sending tingles through me. Praying here is otherworldly and anchoring, all at once.

‘Where are we?’ I ask, after completing my prayer.

‘A safe pocket of the unseen realm. I come here to centre myself after teaching.’

I shoot her an amused look. ‘You don’t like small talk with other teachers in the teachers’ lounge?’

She rolls her eyes. ‘I would rather exorcise a horde of demons than endure the latest gossip.’

I chuckle. It’s official. She’s my favourite teacher.

‘Speaking of demons,’ Sensei Bilqis says, now serious, ‘no evil spirits can harm either of us here. I have warded this realm with Qur’anic verses of protection. Time also runs differently here, so you won’t be late for your other classes.’

Good to know. I do have to attend the rest of my classes. Will I ever get to relax and learn like a regular student? Standing here, it’s clear that the answer is no.

‘Cool. So ... how do we start?’ I have vivid images of shooting fireballs out of my hands.

‘With the basics. Your breathing, stance and awareness of your body.’

Okay. No fireballs. I am disappointed. A nervous laugh bubbles out of me. ‘I’m always aware of how uncomfortable my body is.’ Her expression turns questioning, so I barrel on. ‘When I hyperfocus, it’s hard for me to even notice when I need to go to the bathroom, or when I need to eat. I have to set timers to remind me to eat something, like when I’m studying. Mama taught me that, because she forgets to eat too when she’s painting.’

Sensei Bilqis’s expression softens. ‘It is uncomfortable being in a human body. Your soul was created for eternity, but the body and mind you are currently in has its rights upon you too. Honour them, if you can. Timers to remind you to eat are a wonderful idea.’

I take that in. Honouring my needs. I like the sound of that.

‘Okay. I’ll try.’

‘I want you to close your eyes, Insyirah. You have such a beautiful and powerful name. Think of how your heart can expand and be filled with joy – just like your name.’

A warmth spreads through me. Growing up in Sydney, a whole range of people mangled my name: doctors, teachers, and even the friendly local librarian, Ms Danvers. ‘Oh, your name is so exotic!’ she beamed, turning me firecracker red. ‘How do I pronounce it? In-shy-rah? How adorable!’

Blushing, I had mumbled, ‘No, actually, it’s In-sherah.’

She kept calling me Inshyrah.

In Malay, ‘sy’ is pronounced ‘sh’. I wish my name was spelled more phonetically. Well – it is phonetically accurate, in Malay. Everything is relative.

But here? In Malaysia, in this safe pocket of the unseen realm? My part-jinn aikido teacher tells me to draw strength from my name.

‘You will need to gain experience with different weapons. Let’s start with a short-range weapon, shall we? I have a feeling you will need experience with that.’

‘Why?’

‘It takes an enchanted weapon to permanently banish an evil jinn from this plane of existence.’

I swallow. ‘I can’t bring an enchanted weapon into class though. What do I do when the jinn comes for my classmates or teachers again?’

Sensei Bilqis gives me a penetrating look. ‘Do not show fear. Recite the protective verses of the Qur’an in the morning and evening, and when it comes to bother you again, tell it to leave, and bind your words with the intention of seeking refuge in Allah from evil.’

‘Is that ... is that enough?’

Sensei Bilqis’s eyes flash again and my heart is about to leap out of my throat. ‘Yes. It will be, for now, until you exorcise it permanently. The success of the exorcism is linked to you. There has to be a weapon in your family that you can use to defend yourself, and to defeat the evil jinn.’ She leans forward, her eyes solemn and intent. ‘It has to be you, because this jinn is linked to your blood. If anyone else expels it, even me, it will come back. Do you have a weapon?’

Immediately, I think of the gorgeous keris from Nenek.

‘I have my nenek’s keris,’ I say. ‘She said it would be mine, after she passes away.’

A small smile dawns across her face. ‘Perfect. Do you know how to use it?’

‘Er. Not yet.’

She smiles again and a wooden practice keris appears in her right hand, making me jump. ‘Let me teach you using this. This is a weapon designed for close-quarters combat.’ She flows like water with the wooden keris, showing me different moves.

‘You can use the blade to stab, slash and uppercut. You can even use the hilt to hammer.’ She pauses. ‘Now you try.’

‘What? Me? Now?’ She passes the wooden keris to me, hilt first, nodding very seriously.

‘Yes. Now. You need practice. No better time than the present, no?’

I swallow and hold it in my right hand. ‘Stab. Slash. Uppercut. Hilt hammer?’ I’m less like water and more like ... awkward limbs. Sensei Bilqis is kind enough not to burst out laughing.

‘Okay!’ is all she says, very brightly. ‘That’s a start. Try again.’ She taps her head. ‘Less head, more heart.’

I try again. And again. And again. Frustration claws at me. My movements feel awkward and forced.

‘Breathe, Insyirah,’ Sensei Bilqis reminds me. She watches me for a few more moments and helps to end my misery with a chuckle. ‘Time to take a break. Just keep practising at home, okay? Let’s head back to school.’

We step through the portal and return to a quiet spot in front of the teachers’ lounge.

I give her a sheepish smile. ‘Okay.’ As I watch her walk away, anxiety rises up within me like a familiar tide. I need things to be predictable. I need rules. I need to know what’s around the corner. And now, everything is blowing up in ways I could never have expected. Can I really roll with this? Can I really be prepared to take on an evil spirit?

Am I really cut out to be a jinn slayer?
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CHAPTER 12

MAMA’S running late for pick-up, so I stop by the music room. I’m bursting with excitement over my first teleportation and short-range weapon session with Sensei Bilqis. This is so real-life Studio Ghibli. Instead of losing myself in the gorgeous visuals of Spirited Away cuddled up next to Mama, I really did step into the unseen realm!

‘Ari?’ I call out. He materialises, grinning.

‘Kak Syirah! You came back.’ He hugs my leg fiercely.

‘Sorry I took so long. Are you okay?’

He nods, his dark eyes earnest. ‘I just hide most of the time. That ancient spirit sure is angry.’

‘Yeah. It’s hurt my classmate and my teacher. It can’t hurt you, right?’

‘I’m not planning to find out! I’m not important to it, anyway. It wants to hurt you. I just don’t want to get in the way. Because if I do get in the way, it would eat me and get even stronger.’

‘Yikes. Please don’t get eaten, Ari.’

‘I won’t. I’m very good at hiding.’

I check my iPhone. Mama’s still on her way. She lost track of time while painting. Very relatable.

‘Can you tell me how you ended up here, of all places?’

‘Sure,’ Ari says. ‘I’ve always liked children. A school seemed like a good place to bother some.’

I laugh. ‘But harmless pranks, right?’

He nods very seriously. ‘Harmless. Plus, I know I look young, but I’m actually a lot older than you. I just like taking this form.’

‘How old are you, exactly?’

He gives me a cheeky grin. ‘Never ask a jinn his age.’

I stare at him. ‘Are you more than a hundred years old?’ Nenek was right.

‘Does it matter how old I am?’ His face turns serious. ‘Lots of bad things happened here, before they built over it. So much innocent blood spilt. It’s like a beacon. I come here to keep others away. But that ancient spirit doesn’t care.’ He shudders. ‘Our kind have rules when it comes to interacting with humans. Never hurt them, and never fall in love. I think that jinn broke both rules.’

My heart clenches with fear and confusion. ‘What makes you think that?’

Ari shrugs. ‘It’s so angry. Somebody must’ve broken its heart.’

‘But what does that have to do with me? I haven’t even lived here for most of my life.’

Ari looks meaningfully at me. ‘It’s in your blood, Syirah. Maybe you remind it of someone who hurt it.’

Understanding filters through me like the slow rays of the rising sun. ‘One of my ancestors? How could they have hurt it?’

Ari shrugs. ‘Many ways. We were here first. Then you humans came and colonised our homes. Burned our jungles. Hunted in our oceans. Enslaved some of us to do your bidding. So much destruction.’ Something shifts in his eyes, and I step back. He doesn’t have the eyes of a six-year-old anymore. His eyes turn into cat-like slits, glinting with ancient malevolence.

‘What would the world be like, if there weren’t any humans?’ he asks, his voice both playful and threatening. Fear trickles down my spine while his small form grows and shifts into something larger and darker ...

‘Quieter,’ is the best I can come up with. He bursts out laughing, shifting back to his innocent, dark-eyed little boy form. My shoulders sag and I marvel at the things I used to worry about at school – the latest maths exam and racist comment. Nothing paranormal, like attacks by jinn only I can hear and see.

‘You’re so funny, Kak Syirah.’ He squeezes my hand. ‘I hope the spirit doesn’t hurt you.’

I gulp. ‘What if I just change schools?’

He shakes his head, his luminous eyes intent. ‘It will follow you for as long as you are in Malaysia, because you came back to your ancestral home. When you were in Sydney, you were safe because you were further away. But now you’re back, and the connections of your ancestors are re-established. The land, and the spirits tied to your family, calls to your blood in a way nothing else can.’

Something twists inside my gut. I don’t have to say it out loud.

I can’t run.

‘You’d better go, Kak. Your mother’s waiting. Thanks for coming to see me.’
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I tell Mama what happened to Ms Lee, and she pales.

‘It’s getting worse,’ she murmurs, shaking her head. ‘Okay. I’m going to need some time before I can drive. Let’s just process this.’

‘Why does this evil spirit want me to leave so much?’ I ask Mama. ‘Why is it trying so hard to scare me, but it’s not actually hurting me?’

She bites her bottom lip. ‘I don’t know, Syirah.’ She gives me a serious look. ‘I think coming to Malaysia was a mistake.’

‘What? Why?’

‘This evil spirit could hurt you eventually. We were fine in Sydney. I didn’t have to worry about you getting strangled or worse in Sydney!’

I give a nervous chuckle. ‘No. You didn’t. But I also didn’t have Nenek in Sydney. Or Maklong. Or my friends!’

Mama sighs and leans her forehead on the steering wheel. ‘Ah. Yes.’

‘Don’t give up, Mama,’ I tell her, rubbing her back. ‘We’ll figure out a way, like we always do.’

She sighs. ‘Isn’t that my line?’

I grin. ‘Now it’s mine. But seriously. I know this is all scary, but we’ll work it out, somehow.’ I squeeze her hand. ‘Sensei Bilqis said she’ll help. I had a great first training session with her today. In a safe pocket of the unseen realm.’

Mama cringes and rubs her temples. ‘Okay. That is slightly reassuring. But her being part-jinn is not so reassuring. Is she ... safe to be around?’

Sighing, I nod. Of course Mama would be worried about my part-jinn teacher. ‘She is, Mama. She’s had many years of training to control her powers. She’s a great teacher. She’ll prepare me, for when the time comes.’

‘For when the time comes?’ Mama almost shrieks.

‘For when I’m ready to take my skills to the next level.’

Mama gives a nervous, high-pitched laugh. ‘The next level? Do you want to change schools?’ Mama asks again, a hint of desperation in her voice.

‘About that. Ari said that it will just follow me if I change schools in Malaysia.’

Mama groans in despair. ‘You don’t want to go back to Sydney?’

I shake my head, surprising myself. ‘No, Mama. I want to stay right where we are.’

‘But I don’t want you to get hurt!’

I squeeze Mama’s hand. ‘Mama. Running away to Sydney means we have to leave Nenek too. She won’t come with us.’

Mama exhales. ‘Okay. You’re right. Nenek won’t ever admit it, but she is relieved we’re around every day,’ she says. ‘It’s so hard, Syirah. I want you to be safe, but I know Nenek needs us here.’

I love seeing Nenek all the time, and knowing she’s okay. Plus, there’s a new comfort here, something I didn’t experience in Sydney. I don’t need to explain why I wear hijab, or eat halal food. I don’t have to walk nervously on the footpath and brace myself in case an Islamophobe yells at me to take that rag off my head. I have friends who get me, without needing to know me for years and years. Here, I can just be.

Here, there are also jinn.

‘What are you feeling about being back in Malaysia, Mama?’ I ask.

‘You mean, aside from the supernatural danger you happen to be in?’ I cringe, and Mama gives an expansive sigh. ‘Being back is great, in so many ways, Syirah. Here, we’re just a regular mother and daughter. Wearing hijab, being Muslim ... it’s normal here. Plus, I don’t have to worry about paying the rent, because we’re living with Nenek. That takes so much stress off me, so I’ve been able to sketch and paint again, in a way I haven’t in years.’ Her eyes soften. ‘I’ll show you some of my new art. You’re right, Syirah. I’m not happy about it, but let’s stay and work this out.’
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CHAPTER 13

I’M dreaming. That familiar boy with eyes like the night sky visits me in Nenek’s garden, while I harvest some mint leaves. The night is serene and I’m lulled by the soft breeze rustling the leaves.

‘Here to warn me again?’ I ask, yawning.

He shrugs, the movement far too graceful to be human. ‘Yes. I cannot speak to you in the mortal realm unless you slip into the unseen realm. I can speak to you freely in the dreaming realm. If only you would remember my warnings!’ He shakes his head in exasperation.

I laugh softly. ‘My memory is already bad to start off with. Also, you can relax. Sensei Bilqis is helping me. She tells me not to be afraid. To banish the evil spirit with intention.’

He nods thoughtfully. ‘Good. That is good—’

The scent of iron and blood wafts through the air, making me gag. The boy throws his hands up in warning. ‘Wake up, Insyirah. Wake up!’
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With an evil spirit out to get me, school stress takes on a whole new meaning. The worst I had to deal with in my old school was the occasional racist comment and keeping my grades up. Nobody ever talked about spirits in Australia, or believed they existed the way they do in Malaysia. How am I supposed to concentrate in class like this? Someone sneezes, and I almost leap out of my seat.

I grip my pen tighter and try to take notes down. That’s when the whispering starts.

‘I will not stop hurting your friends,’ it hisses, hot and coppery against my cheek. ‘Leave this school. Leave this country!’

I shiver and drop my pen. But I hold strong to the words of Sensei Bilqis and Nenek. Don’t show fear. I pick up my pen again and press down so hard it leaves a hole on the page.

‘I’m not leaving my school, and I’m not leaving Malaysia,’ I whisper-hiss back, despite my racing pulse. ‘This is my ancestral home. I’m not afraid of you.’

‘Look up, little girl. You ought to be afraid.’

I make the mistake of looking up. Looming above me is a huge, black, hulking, humanoid shadow only I can see. Molten red eyes stare at me with menace. Terror races through me and I gasp. I try to push my fear away and look straight back down to my book. Don’t look up, don’t look up.

Ms Lee turns around and gives me a strange look. ‘Insyirah, did you say something?’

‘It’s nothing, Ms Lee.’ She turns back to the board.

‘I’m not afraid of you,’ I whisper again, summoning every inch of courage I have, willing all that strength into my voice, binding my words with the intention of expelling this evil spirit. ‘Get out of my school. You’re not welcome here.’

Another deep, throaty chuckle. ‘Trying to banish me already? Where is the fun in that? Very well. I shall give you some reprieve and entertain myself elsewhere. And when you least expect, I shall return.’

Great, just what I need: more surprises to look forward to. I hate surprises.

For now, I can concentrate on the lesson. But not knowing when the evil shadow will be back doesn’t help. It actually makes things a lot worse.

I crack my knuckles. Time to meet Sensei Bilqis.
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We’re back in the safe pocket of her realm and I’m doing some warm-up stretches for my legs.

‘That evil spirit came to bother me in class again,’ I tell Sensei Bilqis. Her eyebrows rise.

‘Did you banish it with intention?’

I nod, pride spreading through me. ‘Yes. I can’t believe it worked!’

‘That’s wonderful, Insyirah. Now, show me how you wield your practice keris.’

I slip my wooden keris out of my backpack and take a steadying breath. I’ve been practising every day after school in my bedroom. I still feel like an awkward potato. I show Sensei everything she taught me in the first training class, but my grip on my keris feels too tight, and my movements feel forced.

Sensei Bilqis gives me an encouraging smile. ‘Okay. Better.’ She taps her head. ‘You’re still using too much of this, though.’ Embarrassment floods through me. Maybe I’m just not cut out for this—

A glowing orb of light appears in front of us, bumping into Sensei Bilqis’s hand, interrupting my thought spiral.

‘What’s that?’ I gasp.

Sensei Bilqis groans. ‘It’s my sister, Zuleikha. Hang on. I’ve told her so many times not to call me when I’m at work.’

Sensei Bilqis taps the orb and a light blue misty screen appears. A beautiful young woman with raven-black hair blinks back at us. She looks like an older version of Sensei. This must be her big sister.

‘Adik? I’ve tried calling your mobile! Mama misses you and wants you to visit more. Where are you? Who’s that?’

‘I’m at work, Kakak! This is Insyirah. My apprentice.’

Sensei Bilqis’s sister eyes me and her luminous eyes narrow. ‘Insyirah. I know you and your kind. Filthy jinnkeepers. Adik, why are you training a human whose foremother enslaved our kind—’ I take a step back, shocked at the venom in her voice. Why did she call me that?

Sensei Bilqis clears her throat. ‘Okay, that’s enough. I’ll call you back, Kakak.’ She taps the screen, swipes and the orb vanishes. She sighs and shakes her head.

‘Sorry about that, Insyirah. My sister has very strong opinions about the freedom of jinn. A lot of harm happens to jinn when sorcerers enslave them and use them as weapons to hurt other humans.’

I sit down heavily on the grass, my heart still pounding. ‘Enslaving jinn and forcing them to serve a master ...that’s not okay. It’s not equal, like a friendship.’

Sensei Bilqis nods solemnly. ‘You’re right. That’s something you need to think about, Insyirah. If you had the power to free your ancestral jinn, would you?’

I blink at her, discomfort prickling through me. ‘Of course I would. I wouldn’t want to keep him against his will.’

She nods thoughtfully, then turns her luminous gaze on me. ‘What if he’s willing to stay and is willing to obey your commands for the rest of your life? What could you do with that kind of power?’

Uncertainty tugs at me. ‘I don’t want power. I just want to be a regular student in a regular school.’

‘Insyirah, neither is possible for you. At some point, you will have to choose to let him go, or keep him, and live with the consequences.’
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CHAPTER 14

IT’S Saturday. D-Day, otherwise known as Doa Selamat Day, is finally here. Nenek insisted on organising this gathering where we’ll recite Qur’an, see our family, and eat all the tasty food afterwards. It’s her way of welcoming us home. I’m trying to breathe through my feelings of dread. I prefer my lessons with Sensei Bilqis over interacting with people I don’t know very well. And I’m not looking forward to what I’ve come to call the AG – Aunty Grilling. All these aunties have too many questions and opinions!

I haven’t seen Mama’s side of the family in a long time. Even when we came to Kuala Lumpur at the end of every year, we mainly visited Nenek, Datuk and Maklong, except for occasional gatherings of extended family.

Maklong visited us yesterday and apologised for not being able to come today. ‘Work meeting more important than your family, is it?’ Nenek huffed.

‘It’s okay, Kak,’ Mama smiled. ‘We’ll be here when you’re back from your Bali wellness retreat.’

I glance up at the clock. The Malaysian way is to turn up just a little bit late. Not too early – and stress out the host who is still making preparations and/or having an extra shower – and not too late, and miss the whole function.

Mama must see the look on my face when she sits beside me at the dining table.

She adjusts the sleeves of her soft green baju kurung. The intricate beading around the cuffs bothers her, but I know she’s going extra-fancy to make Nenek happy. My matching light green baju kurung has much less beading, but passed the Nenek test.

‘Just a few hours of discomfort, Syirah. For both of us!’

‘I know, Mama. At least the food will be good!’

‘And maybe you’ll actually have a positive conversation with an aunty!’ We both roll our eyes and start laughing. ‘Okay, who am I kidding? Just remember to be polite, and if it gets bad—’

‘Excuse myself to go to the bathroom!’

‘I’ve trained you well, my little padawan.’

‘Yes, you have, Mama. Now you just have to figure out how to get me a baju kurung that helps me blend into the furniture.’ My preferred baju kurung is the simple cotton style, but that would not fly for a doa selamat. I tug uncomfortably at the beaded hem of my fancier-than-usual outfit.

Mama laughs. ‘I wish. I need one of those too. We can get a mother–daughter matching pair.’ Mama sounds a little nervous herself. These big family gatherings are hard on her too.

‘Are you okay, Mama?’

She gives me a too-quick smile, which is how I know she is definitely not okay. ‘Yeah. It’s just been a while since I’ve had a chance to sit down with family. It’s been easier to ...’ She shrugs vaguely, taking another sip of her Lady Grey tea.

‘Avoid all awkward conversation about your very interesting and mysterious personal life?’

‘Exactly.’

Her hands gracefully neaten the curve of her cream scarf, but I can spot a small tremble in her fingertips.

The guests arrive and we stand to greet them at the door. I love how beautiful and shiny everyone looks, young and old. They’re either in flowy one-piece gowns or beautiful two-piece baju kurung, in colours ranging from soft pinks to deep forest greens. Everyone is colour-coordinated. Their handbags match their shoes, and their shoes match their hijabs, and their hijabs match their hijab pins. Some guests are decked out in satiny outfits, which have to be incredibly uncomfortable and hot. The sensible ones are in soft cotton outfits. My kind of people.

Nenek herself is extra shiny today. She’s in her fanciest gold baju kurung and matching scarf and decked out in her jewellery – a chunky gold bangle sparkles at her wrist and her enormous sapphire wedding ring glints in the sunlight. We step away from the door and Mama and Nenek usher everyone to the enormous living area. Chairs are set up for the elderly and the carpets are for everyone else. The prayer books are stacked in a neat pile on the side table; it’s been my job to distribute them, ever since I was little.

An aunty dressed in a bright red floral baju kurung spots me from across the room and zooms straight to me, all smiles. ‘Assalamualaikum, Insyirah!’

I remember to kiss this aunty’s hand with the right level of head-bobbing deference. Casually shaking hands would spell TERRIBLY BROUGHT-UP CHILD RIGHT HERE all over my forehead. Even I know better than that. She graciously receives my salam by bestowing me with a warm smile.

‘How are you? Do you remember me? I’m your mother’s cousin on her father’s side. You can call me Mak Ndak. You’re so big now!’ I fumble along through more small talk.

Then, it starts to go downhill. ‘You’re still a bit dark, which is shame, even after all your years in Australia,’ Mak Ndak says. I bristle. Hello, Malaysian obsession with fair skin. What is up with this illogical conclusion that living abroad would magically make my skin lighter? Before I can respond, she powers on. ‘It’s a shame you didn’t inherit your mother’s lovely fair skin.’

And then it happens. I can feel it coming, like the first hint of rain on a hot, dry day. First, her body language shifts. She looks around, probably to check if Mama and Nenek can hear us. Uh oh. They’re too far away. She turns back to me, going for the kill, her face a picture of worry and kindness. ‘Syirah, did your mother ever tell why she didn’t want to raise you in Malaysia?’

Dread trickles through me. ‘Not ... exactly?’ Now I regret, with the fury of a thousand suns, not pushing Mama hard enough to tell me the truth. Because I didn’t push, this random aunty caught me off guard. Speaking of Mama, I start looking around the crowd of people, desperately sending her an emergency telepathic SOS. No sign of her.

The aunty keeps talking. Her voice drops. ‘It was so terrible, what your nenek used to do. She was a witch, you know. And your mother didn’t want anything to do with her.’ She tsks-tsks.

I blink, once, twice, feel the sudden need to vomit and then, of course, I start to cry. The stress of everything – our sudden move, the crowd at the doa selamat, my scratchy clothes, this aunty’s truth bomb – all of it. I’m trapped in the prison of my own skin.

Mama shows up. She’s right in front of me now, her hands on my shoulders. ‘Sayang, what’s wrong?’ She looks from me to the aunty, who has her hands up in an It wasn’t me! expression.

‘What did you say to her?’ Mama says through gritted teeth.

‘Nothing. I just asked her how she was.’ She scowls. ‘Your daughter is too sensitive. You’re spoiling her.’ Mama’s eyes harden, and she enters Rage Mode. She takes one step forward, nostrils flaring, hands balled into trembling fists.

‘Excuse me?’ Mama shrieks. ‘What did you say about my daughter?’

Nenek swoops down like the awesome dragon that she is. She looks at me, then glares at Mak Ndak. Mak Ndak folds into herself, mutters an apology, and scuttles away. I hope I’ll have that kind of effect on people when I’m older. That would be my superpower.

‘What did she say to you?’ Nenek demands.

I sniff, then try to talk coherently. ‘She told me you were a witch, and that Mama left Malaysia because of that.’ Mama’s and Nenek’s jaws drop lower the more I keep talking.

‘She said what?’ Mama gasps. And worse, she adds, ‘How did she know?’ Wait – what? Mama already knew this? Ugh. Of course she did. Anger and confusion roil through me.

Mama stares at Nenek and hisses, ‘This is what happens when you mess with the unseen. How many people know about your past, Ibu? Even Mak Ndak knows!’

Instead of answering Mama’s question, Nenek scowls and does a masterful deflection. ‘I’m going to give her a piece of my mind.’ And before anyone can stop her, Nenek homes in on Mak Ndak like a heatseeking missile.

‘We should help Mak Ndak,’ I offer softly.

Mama scoffs. ‘No, we should not. We can get popcorn and watch Nenek skewer her alive.’ I can hear bits and pieces of Nenek’s outraged shouts in the pin-drop silence. This is the thing about Malaysia. The elderly rule. I’ve heard that even bloodthirsty gangsters are afraid of their grandmothers. Mine is shrieking louder and louder.

‘... come into my house ... How dare you ... my own granddaughter ...’ Mak Ndak cowers, despite being taller than my petite Nenek.

A mixture of horror, embarrassment and joy floods through me. I sneak a glance at Mama, who looks triumphant, her eyes glistening and alive.

‘What happened to peaceful conflict resolution?’ I whisper to her. Mama shakes her head, still shaking, and when she does talk, her voice is like granite.

‘Some lines should not be crossed. Especially not with my little girl.’ Mama looks at me – really looks at me. She gestures to me to follow her to the kitchen, away from the bustle of guests.

‘We haven’t really talked about why I left Malaysia with you when you were so little. It had to do with Nenek.’

‘No, we haven’t.’ I pause. My resolve hardens. ‘Please tell me, Mama. It’s time for me to know.’

‘Even if it’s hard for me, you still deserve the truth,’ she says. ‘Your father was a good man who made mistakes. Our marriage was troubled from the start, but I was too stubborn to confide in Nenek because she didn’t approve of him to begin with. After I gave birth to you and struggled with sleep deprivation, terrible nightmares ... he didn’t handle it well. I ended up leaving him and going back to Nenek. He passed away shortly after that. I’m sorry he passed away when you were still so young. And Nenek ...’ Mama shakes her head. ‘Nenek did dabble in the unseen. She stopped when I was eighteen, after something bad happened to me ... But after I had you, I was so worried she would start it again. And when I moved back in with her, I had a strong feeling that she was dabbling in the unseen again. I didn’t feel safe in that house. That’s why I left Malaysia in the end. To give both of us a clean slate.’

My heart clenches. This explains so much about the tension between Mama and Nenek. I want to ask Mama what bad thing happened to her, but I want to hide in a dark corner even more.

‘Let’s go check on Nenek,’ Mama says.

I shake my head. ‘You go ahead, Mama, but I’m going somewhere to recover. That is way too much confrontation for me to deal with. Nenek is truly the Grandmother of Dragons.’

‘Absolutely, especially when it comes to her flock. Come back in fifteen minutes, Syirah. That’s when the doa selamat starts.’

I nod, then run upstairs to my room. I step into my bathroom and wash my face. After I dry myself off, I do some quick breathing exercises. I still feel skittish, but slightly better. At least my heart isn’t pounding in my throat. Last step: I curl up on my bed and hug my pillow tightly. Deep pressure calms me.

I slip on my noise-cancelling headphones, connect them to my iPhone, and play the sound of rain. The last of my stress slips away. Now I can go back to the doa selamat.

I slowly make my way down to Nenek and Mama, giving them both a thumbs-up sign. Nenek’s fierce expression softens. Mama looks exhausted. I sit beside them and listen to the familiar litany of chapters from the Qur’an and Prophetic supplications. The melodies settle around me like a warm, comforting hug and I tear up all over again. I keep my eyes trained on my hands, cupped in prayer. ‘Oh Allah, please grant me clarity, patience and peace,’ I whisper, my heart aching.
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CHAPTER 15

AFTER the guests leave and Nenek disappears to her bedroom, I turn to look at Mama. Weariness deepens the familiar lines around her eyes. I’m tired too. But there’ll never be a good time for me to ask this.

‘Mama.’ I sit across from her at the dining table. ‘Please explain what Mak Ndak said about Nenek. The truth. No more secrets.’

‘Okay, Syirah. Nenek’s already repented, and we’re not meant to speak about her past sins ... but what she used to do is why we both have jinn struggles.’ She takes a slow sip of her chamomile tea. ‘She never told me or Maklong what her meetings with some aunties used to be about. At first, I thought she offered a kind of counselling, because the aunties always arrived crying, but by the time they left, they were smiling.’ Mama shakes her head ruefully.

I laugh. ‘Wow, really? But Nenek tells it like it is! Maybe it’s aunty-style counselling? Where she’ll scold them and they’ll feel better?’

‘Exactly!’ Mama chuckles. ‘I eventually worked out that she was doing favours for people using her jinn. Strictly impermissible stuff that put me in direct danger and led to my own jinn encounter.’

My jaw drops. ‘Wait. What jinn encounter?’

‘When I was eighteen I ... was spirited away to another realm.’ She sighs and closes her eyes. ‘It was ... it was beautiful. It looked like paradise.’ A quiet smile plays across her face. ‘I painted it. Let’s go to my room. I’ll show it to you.’

We walk to Mama’s room, and I’m almost bursting out of my skin from anticipation. I follow her in, and the familiar scent of the room greets me. Rose, with the sharp tang of turpentine from her latest oil painting experiment.

There is a stack of canvases piled behind her bed. She rifles through them, pulling out a large one almost as tall as her bathroom door.

‘Whoa, Mama. That’s a huge painting! Let me take a look.’

She places it gently on her bedroom floor, careful not to scratch the dark brown linoleum. The scene Mama painted looks like something straight out of a fantasy novel. Tall, towering trees with ripe, low-hanging fruit frame a crystal-clear blue lake. Soft mist trails across the painting, giving it a magical feel. The focal point is a smiling man standing beside a tree, his arms outstretched. I blink in surprise. He looks almost familiar: tall, broad-shouldered, lean, with high cheekbones, tanned skin, and wavy hair. He’s wearing a traditional Malaysian outfit – formal shirt, batik sarong and songkok on his head.

Mama’s voice is wistful. ‘There was someone there, waiting for me. He said I was the most beautiful woman he had ever seen, and he asked if he could marry me.’

I gasp. ‘Who was he?’

Mama laughs softly. ‘I thought he was human.’

‘You said no, right, Mama?’

She looks away, her voice distant. ‘Eventually.’

‘Eventually?’

‘It took me some time to decide. I didn’t say no right away.’

I blink. ‘Wait. What did you do in the meantime?’

Mama flushes a deep red. ‘Well. I’d rather not say.’

I gasp, covering my mouth. ‘No! Mama! You didn’t!’

She blushes. ‘I was young! I ... I was lonely. Nenek was so determined for me to succeed in school and my acting career. She pushed me very hard. Datuk tried talking to her, but she wouldn’t listen.’ She bites her lower lip. ‘It gets worse. By the time I came back to our world, I thought I had been gone for only an afternoon, but I had been missing for three months.’

‘Three whole months? What did Nenek and Datuk do?’

‘It was the worst thing they had ever gone through. They launched a police investigation after I was missing for twenty-four hours. It was quite the scandal when I did come back. Made the headlines, because I was the daughter of a famous Dato’ and Datin and a rising star in the film industry.’

‘I’m so sorry, Mama. I can’t imagine what that must’ve been like.’

Mama stands up, blinking back tears. I help her put her painting away. We sit on her bed, and I squeeze her hand.

‘It was ... awful. Datuk was so relieved to have me back. He didn’t say or ask anything. Maybe he didn’t want to know.’ Mama’s voice drops, hurt in her eyes. ‘Nenek ...Nenek just got angry. But I knew. I tried to tell her what happened. But I think she never forgave herself for not protecting me in the first place. That’s when she started being even more controlling. Naturally, I kept on rebelling. I was so lonely and I met your father soon after that.’

The tension between Mama and Nenek didn’t start with Ayah. It started long before he came along.

‘How did Maklong react?’

Mama sighs. ‘You know what Nenek said about Maklong, right? Maklong has never been in tune with the unseen. So ... she just thought I was unhappy and ran away from home. We don’t really talk about that part of my past. It’s too hard.’

My heart breaks for Mama, all over again.

‘Maklong does the best she can with what she knows,’ Mama adds earnestly. ‘And I know she loves me.’

‘But Mama, how did you fall into the unseen realm in the first place?’

Mama’s eyes take on a faraway look. ‘I was running in the jungle near my home, and lost track of time. Nenek had been telling me, my whole life, to come home before maghrib. I had a bad day at school, I was so tired from all the auditioning and extra classes, and needed to forget, so I had my headphones on and just kept running. Then I saw a cave, with a glowing light ...’

‘Mama, don’t tell me you went into the cave!’

‘I did, Syirah. I went into the cave.’

‘Why didn’t you leave?’

She slowly closes her eyes. ‘I didn’t want to. Not right away. I was so young, only a few years older than you.

‘Ibu stopped all the jinn stuff once I came home after my disappearance. There were no more crying aunties on our doorstep,’ she says. ‘But that incident marked me. It left me ... wounded. Fractured. Some piece of me has always been left with the unseen.’ Her face twists. ‘It changed me for good. It primed me to always want something more. Something else. Your Ayah was too human. He made mistakes. Nenek never did approve of him. Add all of that to my worsening anxiety and nightmares, and our marriage just fell apart. My nightmares only stopped when I was back with Nenek. But still, I didn’t feel like I could trust her not to meddle with the unseen again.’

I think of the father I can’t even remember. All I have of him are photos from when I was a baby. We moved to Sydney when I was so small, and he died in a car accident shortly after that. That old, familiar sorrow around not having known him wells up in me.

Mama’s face softens when she sees the sadness on mine. ‘That’s why I worked so hard to keep you away from all this, Syirah. I didn’t want to put you in danger, the way Nenek did for me. But it came back for us, anyway. It’s come back for you.’
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CHAPTER 16

MAMA stays in her room for most of the day after the doa selamat. We sit together in silence during dinner, taking small bites of fried rice. The tension is so bad I fight the urge to crack an inappropriate joke.

Then something else happens. Something I didn’t see coming. Mama bites her lip, looking up. ‘Ibu, why did you keep dealing with jinn when you knew it was impermissible? Why did it take me disappearing into the unseen realm for you to finally stop?’

Nenek hesitates, then her eyes flash. ‘Sara, don’t blame me for what happened to you. You were foolish enough to run into the cave instead of coming home before maghrib like I told you.’

Anger roars through me and I slam my fist on the dining table. Not only did Nenek totally avoid Mama’s question, now she’s insulting her. ‘Nenek! Don’t snap at Mama.’

Nenek glares at me. ‘Syirah, don’t raise your voice at me! And don’t slam your fist on the table. Jangan biadap.’

‘Ibu!’ Mama gasps, eyes wide. Did Nenek just call me rude?

‘Nenek, don’t talk to me and Mama like that. That’s rude too!’ I snap back. ‘I can’t ...I can’t ignore it anymore. The way you talk to Mama is even worse than the way either of us have spoken to you! What did she do to deserve that? Why do you hate your own daughter so much?’

Nenek looks horrified. ‘I don’t hate my own daughter!’ She shakes her head, tries to get up then stumbles back onto her seat.

Nenek clutches her chest. Her eyes widen in speechless fear. She starts gasping for air. She makes one final choking sound. Her eyes flutter shut then she slumps sideways and falls off her dining chair.

I killed Nenek. I killed Nenek. I killed Nenek.

I stare at my grandmother, sprawled lifelessly on the floor. Mama is right beside her, her phone jammed between her shoulder and ear, calling the ambulance. This is happening. This is really happening.

‘I killed Nenek,’ I whisper, then start to cry.

Mama is shaking her head, her eyes wide and wet. ‘No, sayang, the ambulance is coming.’

In the next six minutes, my world falls apart again. What was I thinking? None of that matters anymore. Please Allah, let Nenek be okay. I promise to never, ever fight with her like that again. Being right isn’t worth her being dead. She’s my only Nenek. Please, Allah. I know she’s a grumpy old grandma, but she’s my grumpy old grandma.

The ambulance arrives, and the paramedic places the paddles of a defibrillator on Nenek’s heart. Her whole body jolts, and she responds with a muffled groan, her eyes fluttering open. Tears flood my eyes. She’s still breathing! She’s alive!

‘We’ll need to take her to hospital to monitor her,’ the paramedic says quickly.

‘I’m so sorry, Nenek,’ I cry throughout the ambulance ride, clutching her frail hand. ‘I’m so sorry.’

We arrive at the hospital, and I watch helplessly as the doctors and nurses take over and wheel her away. All I can do is keep praying that Nenek will make it through in one piece.

Mama rubs tears from her eyes. ‘Nenek is the most stubborn woman I know,’ she whispers to me. ‘She’ll make it through. I’ll call Maklong.’

‘Kak,’ she cries into her phone. ‘We’re at Pantai Hospital. Ibu just had a heart attack.’
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When Maklong arrives at the hospital, the three of us hug each other tightly, sobbing.

The hospital wing is cold, and a green light flickers out of the corner of my eye. A terrified part of me wonders if the evil spirit can follow me here, when I’m at my lowest. I brace myself, and slowly exhale when I don’t hear or sense anything ominous.

I have plenty of my own inner demons to deal with. The image of Nenek slumping off her chair because of what I said to her will haunt me for the rest of my life.

By the time the doctor comes out to see us, I have no tears left. ‘She’s stabilised,’ the doctor tells us. ‘The worst is over.’

We all cry again. Maklong gives me an extra-tight hug.

‘Don’t you dare blame yourself for what happened, Syirah.’ Her voice is thick but as strong as ever.

‘How can I not, Maklong? What I said—’

Mama squeezes my hands. ‘Syirah. Nenek is recovering. She’s alive.’

‘Yes. She’s alive. Thank God,’ I whisper.

We all sag into the nearest plastic blue chairs. Mama wraps her arm around my shoulder, and I lean my head against hers.

‘Want anything from the vending machine?’ Maklong asks.

‘Ribena, please, Maklong.’

‘Soyabean, please, Kak.’

‘Got it. And I won’t say anything about the ridiculous sugar content in both.’ That makes us chuckle.

‘You okay, Syirah?’ Mama asks me.

I nod, closing my eyes. I’m shaking from relief. Nenek is alive. Nenek is okay. Everything I know about the seen and unseen world is crumbling beneath my feet, but knowing that Nenek survived? That’s something I can hold on to, at least for tonight.

Maklong gently presses a cold can of Ribena into my hand. ‘I’ll look away while you drink those,’ she says, holding her bottled water and sitting beside me. Mama chugs back her can of soyabean.

‘Thanks, Maklong.’

As I sip the cold and deliciously sweet blackcurrant-flavoured drink, my thoughts circle back to how close I was to losing Nenek. My throat clogs up with unshed tears. Both Datuk and Ayah have already moved on to the next life. ‘What’s on your mind, Syirah?’ Maklong asks.

‘Datuk and Ayah are gone,’ I say. ‘I’m not ready to say goodbye to Nenek too.’

Maklong offers me a tissue. ‘Nenek will be okay, Insyirah. And inshaAllah, your father and grandfather are at peace now.’ She watches my face in that careful Maklong way of hers. ‘Is there anything else you’re worried about?’

I debate whether or not I should tell her the whole truth. Then I dive in. ‘Also ... there’s jinn stuff at school.’

Maklong looks at me in confusion. ‘Jinn stuff at school? What are you talking about?’

Mama and I stare at each other.

‘Uh ...’ I take one look at Maklong’s worried face. ‘I’m not sure how to tell you this. I know you think jinn stuff is superstitious ... but it’s not, Maklong. It’s real. And an ancient one is stalking me at school.’

Maklong’s face falls. ‘What did you say?’

Mama nods, pained. ‘You heard what she said, Kak. Jinn.’

Maklong’s voice hardens. ‘Adik, I can’t believe you’re brainwashing Insyirah now! It’s bad enough hearing Ibu go on about this, especially after you ran away from home for so long—’

Mama’s eyes narrow. ‘I did not run away from home. I fell into the unseen realm for an afternoon.’

I shoot Maklong Okay, we’ve got it under control, thank you looks. But that train has left the station. Maklong’s jaw is taut with anger. She stands up and paces. ‘Adik, honestly. You have to stop making excuses for your behaviour! You have to prepare Syirah for the real world, not teach her to use jinn as an excuse.’

Mama presses her hand over her mouth and I can tell how close she is to bursting into tears.

‘Maklong, please stop,’ I say. ‘I can’t talk about this right now. Nenek just had a heart attack. Can you please calm down?’

‘I am calm!’ she snaps. She sees the look on my face, and her shoulders sag in defeat. Mama manages to pull her back down.

‘I’m sorry, Syirah. I’m—’ Maklong starts to cry. ‘I can’t believe we’re having a fight over jinn.’

Mama’s eyes well up with tears. ‘We don’t have to fight. You just have to believe me.’

‘But I can’t believe that actually happened because that would mean Syirah, my one and only niece, is in danger too!’

I give a short, shuddering laugh. ‘I’m not helpless, Maklong. I’m learning how to protect myself. My teacher, Sensei Bilqis, is part-jinn and an amazing teacher.’

She leans her head against mine. ‘I can’t believe you,’ Maklong continues. ‘It’s too much.’

Mama rubs Maklong’s shoulder. Maklong gives a sad smile in return.

‘We’ll get through it together, ’Mama says. ‘Kak, which doctor do we ask to see how Nenek is doing? Actually wait, I’ll do that. Kak, please, just sit with Syirah.’

Maklong turns her hawkish gaze on me. ‘Assuming this is all true ...is Sensei Bilqis teaching you properly? I can help you come up with feedback if she isn’t.’

‘Thank you, but I’ll handle it, Maklong,’ I say, tiredness weighing down my voice. Maklong sighs and nods, rubbing her eyes.

We sit in tense, exhausted silence. The ghosts of the past sit beside us in the cold hospital waiting room.

Mama comes back. ‘The doctors said that Nenek is stabilised, alhamdulillah. If all goes well, she’ll be discharged tomorrow morning. They want to monitor her vitals overnight, to be on the safe side.’

Maklong and I sigh with relief. The Ribena goes straight through me. ‘I need to use the loo,’ I tell them.

Mama nods and squeezes my hand. ‘Go ahead. We’ll be waiting here, Syirah.’

I follow the signs to the bathroom, and I find it right around the corner. When I’m done, I wash my hands and walk back out. The strangest sensation, like passing through a spider’s web, pops across my skin, making me grimace.

Wait a minute. Confusion prickles my scalp. I don’t recognise this corridor. Instead of the cream walls and the low hum of hospital chatter and machinery, I’m standing in front of black walls shifting like starlight. My pulse starts to race. What’s happening now?

Before I can spiral into a panic, I try to talk myself down. Whatever it is, I’ll be okay. I’ll find my way back. I got out of the Unseen Market and I’ll get out of this too.

I take a few steps forward and knock at the nearest door. It swings open, revealing a beautiful, brown-skinned, black-haired woman sitting at a wooden table across from me. The room is vast and lit with softly glowing floating lanterns. I spot many rows of beds containing sleeping ...creatures. Some are humanoid, others reptilian, and I gawk at an actual giant taking up several beds. His foot is in a cast.

‘Why, hello there! How can I help you?’ The woman’s chirpy demeanour reminds me of the bubbly brunette receptionist at Dr Buksh’s medical practice in Auburn. Except I am most definitely not in Auburn. Did I walk through the veil between the seen and unseen realm? How do I find my way back to Mama and Maklong? I remember Nenek’s advice. Don’t show fear.

‘Where – where am I? I’m supposed to be at a hospital.’

She chuckles. ‘You are, my dear. Welcome to the unseen hospital. We’re the best in this precinct! We have the very finest healers. My, your heart is racing. Is that why you’re here? Come closer, so I can see you.’

The woman smiles and I fight the urge to recoil in horror. Her canines are sharp fangs. She can sense my heartbeat? Not good. I take a step back, my heart pounding even harder.

Her luminous silver eyes blink in surprise. ‘You’re ...mortal. A human girl, here? How unusual. How delightful!’ She stands up to her full height. Her hair is coiling around her head like hissing snakes. One tendril reaches for me and strokes me gently on the cheek. I’m frozen in place, too stunned to even protest the feathery touch of her living hair. ‘Human blood is such a potent elixir. Alas, it must be freely given for it to contain healing properties. Do you consent to donating some blood for a good cause? It’s so, so very hard for us to find willing human donors.’

I find my voice and wonder what honorific to use for her. ‘I’m so sorry, Puan, but I’m afraid of needles.’

She grins at me, her canines extending. ‘Who said anything about needles?’

Before a scream can rip itself out of my throat, someone materialises right before me. I recognise him at once. The boy from the unseen pasar malam! My stomach does a backflip when he steps towards the woman.

‘Melur,’ he says, disapproval heavy in his melodic voice, ‘you know the rules. No harming humans.’

She pouts. ‘You spoil my fun. And I didn’t harm her. I simply asked!’ Her canines shrink back in her mouth. She huffs and flounces back into her chair. ‘Fine. Please escort her back to the human realm, will you? She’s far too tempting to just walk around here. All that mortal fear and fragility. So delicious.’

He turns to look at me, barely meeting my gaze. ‘You shouldn’t be here.’

‘I didn’t plan to walk into the unseen hospital!’ I snap, anger pushing my fear down. ‘How did this happen? I just used the bathroom. Who are you anyway?’

He sighs, rubbing his fingers through his wavy hair. ‘Did you read the supplication for safety before entering and leaving the bathroom?’

I blush, remembering the simple supplication Mama taught me when I was little. I had no idea its protection could be so powerful! ‘I ...forgot.’

‘Don’t forget next time. The jinn realm is a mirror to the human realm. You’re more susceptible to stepping through because of your jinnkeeper heritage. And hospitals are places of great turmoil; they can attract malevolent spirits.’

‘Like ...Melur?’

He chuckles bleakly. ‘She’s cunning, but not evil. Not like the one haunting your school. You must leave now. Before it finds you here.’

The last thing I want is for the humanoid, fire-eyed creature to find me here. ‘How do I leave?’

He takes a careful step towards me, his voice softening. ‘Imagine where you want to be, in your mind’s eye. Hold that image solid in your mind. Make the intention to step out into where you want to be. Place your trust in Allah.’

I close my eyes, willing myself back to Maklong and Mama. O Allah, please bring me back to safety. I take one step forward towards the doorway. The sensation of walking through feather-light spiderwebs flutters across my skin again. I jam my eyes shut. When I open them, I find myself staring at the confused faces of Maklong and Mama.

‘Where have you been for the last hour, Syirah?’ Mama asks, her eyes filled with worry.

‘Mama! Maklong!’ I gasp, barrelling towards them, relief flooding through me. ‘Can we please go home?’
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CHAPTER 17

IN Malaysia, it’s perfectly ordinary to have several family members crammed into the doctor’s office. Like we are right now. Nenek was discharged from hospital a week ago and she’s back today for a followup appointment.

Mama and Nenek picked me up from school, then we went straight to Pantai Hospital. Family outing! This fancy hospital is practically a hotel anyway, with all the shiny decor – only the best quality warm wood panelling, leather seats and soaring ceilings.

All I need to do is make sure I don’t go to the bathroom, then I’ll be okay. No more Ribena.

‘You experienced something called takotsubo cardiomyopathy,’ the cardiologist explains to Nenek. Nenek blinks and nods meekly. The only force on this earth that can intimidate her is the medical establishment. Dr Subashani looks young, but she’s kind and confident. ‘It’s actually common in elderly women, especially after emotional stress.’

Guilt stabs through me. I start doing my breathing exercises. Mama’s eyes flicker to me, but I avoid them. This is something not even Mama can fix. I gave my beloved elderly grandmother a heart attack. I literally nearly killed Nenek.

‘Let’s talk about your recovery, Datin.’

Nenek sits up straighter. ‘Yes, Dr Subashani.’ Well, look at that. If I become a cardiologist, will Nenek take me seriously too? Probably not. The granddaughter effect would cancel out the doctor effect.

‘I recommend daily relaxation exercises to start out with. A meditation retreat, maybe? Would that be something you could look into, Datin?’

Nenek nods enthusiastically. ‘Yes, Doctor. My daughter Sara knows a lot about meditation.’ Mama looks at Dr Subashani with eyes full of gratitude. If this wasn’t so serious, I would be giggling.

‘Thank you for your suggestions, Dr Subashani. I’ll look that up right away,’ Mama says, and her voice is shaking with joy.

On our drive back home, Mama clears her throat.

‘Ibu,’ she starts very slowly. ‘Dr Subashani recommended a meditation retreat—’

‘I heard what the doctor said,’ Nenek snaps. ‘I had a heart attack. I’m not deaf!’ I wince at the ableist insult.

‘Ibu!’

Both of them are bristling. Then Nenek softens. ‘Please book us into a meditation retreat when you can, Sara,’ she says. ‘I’m sorry I lost my temper. This weekend is fine.’

‘It’s okay, Ibu. I’ll get on it right away.’ Mama’s face is beaming with what must be a lifetime’s worth of joy because she finally gets to take Nenek, the antimeditator, for a wellness retreat. She grins at me through the rear-view mirror and I give her a thumbs-up sign.

A meditation retreat sounds like something that could help me too. I’m still so wound up from everything that’s happened. Evil spirit attack. Nenek’s heart attack. Entering the unseen hospital. It could be exactly what I need.

As long as I don’t fall into the unseen realm again.
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CHAPTER 18

NENEK tried really hard not to complain during the one-hour drive to Janda Baik for the meditation retreat. It helped that Mama played relaxing nature sounds all the way, which literally put Nenek to sleep. My kind of soundtrack.

Mama pulls into the driveway, which is framed by massive coconut trees. I step out of the car, grateful I can get my blood circulation flowing again. Looking around the retreat, I breathe in all the green. The air is so much cooler out here, and I love the soothing sound of birdsong. I spot a few bright yellow birds flying around and perching up high in the branches.

Mama helps Nenek out of the car, and points to the large bamboo hut to our right. It’s huge and airy, with purple yoga mats lined up on the floor.

‘We’ll meet you inside the hut, Syirah,’ Mama calls out to me. ‘Nenek needs to stretch her legs for a bit.’

‘I can walk perfectly well on my own!’ Nenek grumbles, but I watch her carefully lean into Mama’s steady hand.

I give them a thumbs-up sign and pull out my iPhone.

I miss Kai Xin and Nadia. I take a few selfies in front of an enormous banyan tree, then send the least awkward one. They reply straightaway.


Kai Xin: Hahahah Syirah. Your selfie style is so hilarious. LOVE IT.

Nadia: Nice tree. That looks like an ancient banyan! Where are you?

Me: Thank you, Kai Xin, for supporting my unique selfies. Nadia, I guess you like trees more than my face, eh? I am only 10% offended. I’m at a meditation retreat at Janda Baik.

Kai Xin: Wow! Cool. Why?

Nadia: Meditation retreat! That’s what’s missing from my college application to-do list. Thanks, Syirah.

Me: You’re welcome, Nadia. Um. I gave my nenek a heart attack when I talked back to her and her cardiologist recommended meditation. Yeah.

Kai Xin: WHAT

Nadia: WHAT

Me: Gotta go! Meditation time.
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We’re sitting right up the back, underneath a gigantic ceiling fan. My eyes are closed. Birds are chirping like delicate windchimes. The scent of jasmine wafts through the air.

‘Breathe in, breathe out. Imagine your heart, filled with love and light.’

The meditation teacher’s voice seeks to lull me into some kind of calm. But as usual, my busy brain has other ideas. Mama was so excited to show me the meditation teacher’s bio on the website before she booked it. ‘Serena Lim. She’s experienced in somatic meditation to release trauma in the body! And Janda Baik is so green and lush – this is perfect for Nenek. Just perfect, for all of us.’

My nose starts to itch. At first it’s only a little annoying. I scratch it with my pinky. Then it gets worse. The itch spreads from my left nostril to my right nostril. I try to ignore it and refocus on the teacher’s soothing voice.

‘Breathe in positive energy, breathe out negative energy.’

Not. Working.

I give up, then peek out of the corner of my eye. Nenek sits with her eyes shut, grimacing, almost like she’s in pain. I don’t think meditation is supposed to look like that. She does get points for effort, though. Mama, on the other hand, has a serene smile on her face. She’s had a lot more practice than Nenek, for starters, and she’s so happy that the three of us are actually here. This is what she’s been wanting to do her whole life, with Nenek. To hold space together, to meditate together, to sit with their years of pain until they let it go.

Before Nenek’s heart attack – I can’t even think about that without having a fresh dose of guilt – there is no way she would have come here with me and Mama. Getting her to leave the house was becoming harder and harder. After Datuk passed away, it was only her and her garden. That was it.

That’s what Mama always says about trauma. It cracks you open, and can make you ready to transform.

‘Syirah,’ my mum whispers, her eyes still closed. ‘You’re thinking so loudly I can hear you.’

Nenek starts to groan and cracks her eyes open. ‘This is too difficult,’ she says. ‘I’m too old for this. I miss my garden. That’s how I meditate. Not like this!’

I look at Nenek, then at Mama. I feel them vibrating with years of unspoken pain; there is so much I don’t know and can’t understand.

‘Is everything all right there at the back?’ The instructor’s voice is soothing yet firm; we look up at her, guilty as charged.

‘Maybe it’s time to leave,’ I whisper. Mama and Nenek nod quickly, then we slowly peel ourselves off our soft purple yoga mats and emerge into the open air. ‘Well, that was kind of relaxing, Mama?’

‘Hmph. Maybe for the first five minutes,’ Nenek adds. ‘Why bother wasting the rest of the hour?’

I try not to laugh. Nenek has a point. ‘How does anyone meditate for an hour, let alone hours and hours?’

‘It just takes practice, ’Mama replies. ‘Like anything.’

We step into the cool shade of an enormous mango tree.

‘Sara, I know what you’re doing.’ Nenek’s voice is calm.

‘What do you mean?’ Mama sounds less defensive than usual, which is another win.

‘This isn’t something you can fix.’ What’s Nenek talking about? ‘I had a heart attack, Sara, but I’ll be okay, inshaAllah.’

Mama is shaking her head. ‘Ibu, you can’t be okay,’ she says quietly. ‘You had a heart attack. You need to eat better, meditate, forgive yourself—’

‘Can you?’

Mama blinks. ‘What do you mean?’

‘Can you forgive yourself too?’ Nenek repeats. What is going on? Is Nenek actually having a vulnerable conversation with Mama? Mama starts to blink even faster, which means she’s about to cry. She covers her face with her hands. ‘Ibu. I can’t. I’m so sorry—for everything. Everything I did to hurt you and Syirah. I made so many mistakes.’

‘It’s okay, sayang,’ Nenek says softly, pulling Mama into a hug, and she starts tearing up too. ‘It’s okay. I forgave you a long time ago. I’m so sorry for letting you and Syirah down.’ Her voice hitches, thick with tears. ‘I shouldn’t have forced you to stay in Malaysia, with me. I’m so sorry. I can’t – I can’t even tell you what I did. I’m so ashamed, and I can’t tell you how sorry I am.’

‘Don’t tell me, Ibu,’ Mama whispers. ‘I don’t need to know. It’s over now.’

This is the first time I’ve seen Nenek and Mama hug-cry, the healing, sobbing kind. I join in too, and they hold me even tighter.

Wow. Meditation works.
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On the car ride back home, I start to wonder. What terrible thing did Nenek do to Mama? What did she do that was so bad, she couldn’t even bring herself to say it out loud?

A quiet, knowing part of me goes still.

This has something to do with jinn. I just know it.

I push the thought away. No good can come out of dwelling on it.

We get home an hour later and all my bleak thoughts scurry away when I see Maklong’s car parked in the driveway. Woo!

Maklong, Mama and I group hug, and force Nenek to hug us too. She grumbles, then her body softens against mine before she pushes us all away.

‘Why do you hate hugging so much, Nenek?’ I ask.

Nenek scowls and her wrinkled face softens. ‘I was one of seven children, Syirah. My mother didn’t have time to hug me.’

My heart clenches for my fierce Nenek, who didn’t start off that way. ‘That’s so sad, Nenek.’

She grunts and waves her hand. ‘That’s just life, Syirah. Not everyone has a mother as attentive as yours.’ She snorts. ‘A bit too attentive, sometimes. The real world isn’t going to coddle you the way she does.’

‘I’m standing right here, Ibu!’ Mama calls out, her voice tight with annoyance. ‘And I’m not coddling her. I’m meeting her emotional needs, so she can be better equipped to handle the real world.’

Maklong smiles and ruffles my hair. ‘And we’re back to our regularly scheduled programming.’

‘Tell me about it, Maklong! Eh, it was nice while it lasted.’

And while their bickering sounds the same, it does feel like something deeper has shifted between them. Mama and Nenek do love each other, despite it all. And maybe, just maybe, because of it all.
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CHAPTER 19

ON Sunday morning, I confront Nenek as politely as possible.

‘Nenek,’ I say cautiously. ‘Please tell me the truth about the jinn in our family. I keep falling into the unseen realm. I need more information, so I know how to protect myself.’

Nenek’s face falls. ‘You’re right, Syirah. But let’s eat first.’

Nenek makes an announcement after breakfast.

‘Sara, call your kakak here. I need to tell all of you something.’

Mama raises her eyebrow. ‘Okay, Ibu.’ She gives Maklong a call and, amazingly, gets through. Maklong arrives ten minutes later, wide-eyed. Her hair isn’t in its usual neat up-do, and she’s in a casual purple T-shirt and grey trackpants. Whoa.

‘Are you feeling okay, Ibu?’ Maklong asks her quickly. ‘Do you need to see the doctor about your heart?’

Nenek scowls. ‘I am perfectly fine, Sofia. Let’s go to my bedroom. Syirah asked me a very good question. And it’s time to give all of you some answers.’

Mama and Maklong exchange confused, curious glances, while I glow at Nenek’s direct compliment. We follow her up the stairs, past Datuk’s office and into her enormous bedroom. If Nenek really was a dragon, then her bedroom would be her treasure-laden cave. A huge wooden four-poster bed lies in the middle of the room. Dark wooden shelves filled with books and blue and white porcelain vases line the walls, and there’s a warm mahogany walk-in wardrobe. Nenek seats herself on her deep-red winged chair, clearing her throat.

‘Get yourselves comfortable,’ she grumbles. ‘This might take a while.’

I plonk myself into my very out-of-place beanbag. Mama leans against me, squeezing my arm. Maklong sits cross-legged in the middle of Nenek’s plum-red Persian carpet, ramrod straight, revealing her inhuman core muscle strength. I don’t think I’ve ever seen her lean against anything.

Nenek looks a shade paler than her usual confident self. The tension is killing me.

‘I need to tell all of you something,’ she starts off. Mama and Maklong listen expectantly. I brace myself for the truth.

Nenek clears her throat. ‘It’s time for me to tell you all about something I should have spoken about many, many years ago. Especially because I might have another heart attack and actually die this time.’

‘Nenek!’ I gasp. ‘Don’t even joke about that.’

That is when she looks at me with eyes full of sadness. ‘I’m not joking, Syirah. I am dead serious.’ Mama, Maklong and I glare at her. Then she grins. ‘Haha. I’m so funny, right?’ She clears her throat. ‘Okay. For real this time. My grandmother – yes, I actually did have a nenek of my own once – was contracted to clear the jungle in our kampung, many years ago, to make way for construction. This kind of thing was quite normal, back in the day, when the jungles of Malaysia were abundant. Unlike today.’ She makes a sad and disgusted sound. ‘Anyway. She was only one woman, so she hired ...help.’

‘Cool,’ I say, imagining a wily great-great grandmother hiring workers to clear a path through the Malaysian jungle, machete in tow. She must’ve been some lady. Then Nenek drops the bombshell.

‘Her helper wasn’t human.’

Mama, Maklong and I gasp. ‘What? What do you mean?’ Maklong demands. Mama looks at Nenek and shakes her head.

‘She made a contract with the unseen,’ Mama said quietly. ‘The spirits who have lived in the jungle for generations – long before any humans – and who have their ways of taming the wilderness and its inhabitants.’

Nenek nods. ‘Yes. It was very common, back then. One of them agreed to protect her and her family. I think he owed her a favour. She cleared the jungle – with his help – without any fuss, got paid, supported her many children, and life went on.’

Mama’s eyes narrow and her voice is ominous. ‘Except the unseen contractor hung around.’

Nenek nods. ‘Yes, Sara. He did. And he’s still here.’ Nenek turns her watchful gaze back to me. ‘He is inherited from generation to generation, though I have a feeling it will skip your mother, Syirah, and go straight to you. We call it saka, in Malay.’

‘He’s going to Syirah?’ Mama shrieks. Whatever calm she had is gone now. ‘Ibu, you have to get rid of him. You can’t let him pass to Syirah. She’s only twelve! She has her whole life ahead of her. I don’t want some jungle spirit haunting her every step.’

Nenek scoffs and shakes her head, her eyebrows furrowed in irritation. ‘Sara, he does not haunt me. And he won’t haunt Syirah. His role is to protect his host, just like he did for my grandmother in the jungle, all those years ago. He’s my companion, of sorts. He helps me with tasks. Like finding things I’ve lost.’

Nenek keeps talking, her voice calm and factual. ‘He doesn’t bother me most of the time. I just have vivid dreams often. True dreams, when I need to make an important decision. And nightmares, sometimes, when I haven’t read enough Qur’an, or when I forget to stay in wudu. He’s worth the trouble though, especially when he warns me about unsavoury people. Why do you think I got divorced so many times?’

Maklong shrugs. ‘Bad luck with men? Very relatable. You don’t have to blame the unseen for that.’

Nenek scowls and shakes her head. ‘No! He warned me that they were all up to no good. They were in it for my money and connections.’

I shiver. ‘How did he warn you, Nenek?’

‘He would come to me in my garden and report what he found.’ She shrugs. ‘It is very handy to have an invisible helper. He chooses which humans to reveal himself to.’

Mama frowns, raising an eyebrow. ‘Couldn’t he have warned you before you married them?’

Nenek coughs and preens. ‘I can be very stubborn when it comes to handsome men.’

Mama and Maklong give each other ew-gross looks, covering their mouths. I giggle. ‘Nenek! So this is why you’re always warning me about handsome boys.’

Nenek powers on. ‘I got rid of them, until I finally met your datuk. He was the only sincere one. He didn’t marry me for my money or connections. He knew I worked hard to establish my health and beauty franchises, and didn’t want my money.’ Her voice softened. ‘He loved me.’

I imagine a wily, younger version of Nenek, hustling with bigshots and founding her empire of spas and wellness products. I glance up at the wall, to a framed picture of her younger self standing in front of one of her salons. Her smile is confident and bright. Next to her stands a younger version of Datuk, a quiet smile on his gentle face.

Nenek’s voice takes on a soft, wistful tone. ‘He was the only one I had daughters with. He was the only one worthy of being the father of my children, and the grandfather of my grandchild.’

That makes me miss Datuk all over again. Calm, unassuming Datuk, who in his steadfast, reliable way managed to stay married to a strong woman who had a jungle spirit hovering around her.

And when Nenek passes away, I will inherit that guardian jungle spirit. I don’t know if that is supposed to help me feel better or worse.

‘Did Datuk know?’ I ask.

Nenek nods, her gaze softening. ‘Of course he did.’

‘If I ever get married,’ I say slowly, ‘I’ll need to tell my future husband that he’ll have to answer to my inherited jungle spirit?’

Nenek nods very seriously. ‘If he knows what’s good for him, yes.’

Whoa. That is both terrifying and awesome. But this can’t be good. I’ve already got a haunted school to worry about! Now I have to worry about my ancestral jinn showing up after Nenek passes away? But ... after Nenek is gone ... maybe keeping her guardian spirit is a way I can still have part of her with me. Mama gets up and shrieks in frustration.

‘Ibu, that’s it. I can’t even begin to deal with this. You have to get rid of him. Please, Ibu, make this end with you. You can’t let him pass to Syirah, and then her future children! What if something goes wrong? What if she gets tangled up in something your jinn can’t help her with? What if an evil jinn tries to harm her – oh wait, that’s already happening!’

Nenek slams her hand on the arm of her chair. ‘Don’t you think I’ve thought of that, so many times, over the years? Syirah is my only grandchild, in case you forgot,’ she snaps. But, as usual, underneath her anger is fear. ‘And the separation ritual could kill me.’

‘What?’ I look frantically between Mama and Nenek. ‘Kill you? What do you mean, Nenek?’ I grip Mama’s hand. ‘I don’t want Nenek to die because of me!’ I already gave her a heart attack once, and that was horrifying enough. Maklong, Mama and Nenek exchange worried glances.

‘They don’t like leaving their hosts,’ Nenek says. ‘Especially after so many generations. Being with us gives their lives ...purpose. Something meaningful to do, over the centuries of their long lives.’

Something tightens in my gut. ‘But Nenek ... keeping him bound to us and our family isn’t morally right, or pleasing to Allah. Wouldn’t he want to be free?’

Nenek looks at me sadly. ‘I’m sorry, Syirah. Maybe you’ll be stronger than I am, and after I die, you can see an ustadha and finally end this. The bond between me and my guardian jinn is too strong now, because I’ve kept him with me since I was a bit older than you. We are bound not only through blood, but through our memories and his years of servitude to me. Your bond, when you inherit him, will be weaker. That’s why the separation ritual should be simple enough, if the ustadha is experienced. She’ll read some verses of the Qur’an and maybe use an enchanted keris to break the bond between you and your jinn. Then, at last, you can both be free.’

An Islamic Studies teacher, like Sensei Bilqis? With an enchanted keris? Images of magical curved daggers, dazzling light and separation rituals gone wrong flash through my mind. My stomach churns.

Maklong shakes her head, wide-eyed. ‘No way, Ibu. Not if it means she’s going to die, too! She’s my only niece!’

Mama’s pale face is stricken with fear. I don’t even want to know what’s going through her mind.

What I do want to know is how Nenek could have kept a guardian jinn for so long! ‘Nenek,’ I say, frowning at her, ‘why didn’t you let your jinn go when you first got him? Enslavement is not permissible for a reason. You can’t keep a jinn around like that to do your bidding. He deserves freedom like we all do.’

Nenek’s face reddens, then she huffs. ‘Easy for you to say, Syirah. Wait till you inherit our ancestral guardian jinn. Then you’ll see for yourself that it’s not easy to let that kind of power go.’ I shake my head because obviously I’m not going to keep an enslaved jinn and order him around!

Nenek sighs heavily. ‘There’s something else, Syirah.’ Oh no. As if learning about an inherited jungle spirit wasn’t bad enough for my anxiety, now Nenek has something else up her sleeve.

‘What else could there be?’ Mama whispers, her voice thick with dread.

Nenek turns to face Mama. ‘Sara, I have a feeling that evil jinn bothering Syirah at school had an encounter with our same foremother, Rahayu. She didn’t tell me the details, but she did warn all of us to never get ...romantically tangled with any jinn. I suspect she may have rejected one, and that same one is back to punish Syirah.’

Maklong’s jaw drops. ‘What? Now there are two ancient jinns tied to our family? And one of them was romantically rejected by our great-grandmother? This is just too much, Ibu, even for you!’

Nenek turns to look at Mama, her eyes full of regret. ‘Sara ...I think that the evil jinn bothering Syirah is also the same one you encountered, when you were a teenager. I have a feeling it’s the same jinn, haunting our bloodline. I fear that it’s been twisted with hate, and now it’s after Syirah.’

Mama sucks in a breath. ‘No! It can’t be. He wasn’t evil like that when I met him. He didn’t want to hurt me.’

A chill passes over me when I remember Ari’s words about interacting with jinn: never hurt them, and never fall in love. He was right.

I put my hands up. ‘Okay, deep breaths everyone. First of all, thank you, Nenek, for telling us the truth about the two jinns ...uh ...connected to our family. Ari suspected the same thing, about the evil spirit at my school.’ I rush on before Mama can pin me down with her Mama glare. ‘Nenek, if your ancestral jinn comes to me, then I get to decide how to handle it, right?’ Bossy Syirah. I like it. ‘I mean, there’s no guarantee of anything happening yet, right? We all just have to wait and see.’ I start feeling hopeful. ‘Maybe ... maybe after Nenek passes away, nothing will even happen! I mean that’s the best-case scenario.’

Nenek shakes her head. ‘No, Syirah. That is the denial scenario.’

I deflate. Denial Syirah was not what I was going for.

Mama sighs. ‘And denial is what we do best.’

Maklong scowls, gets up, and starts to pace. ‘Assuming this is all true, we’ve got to make a plan. Yes, Syirah, I agree, if it does pass to you, then it’s your jungle spirit, and whether or not you want to exorcise it is up to you. But we’re your family, we love you, and we want to help you. So maybe we can draw up a list.’

Everyone else groans. Maklong and her lists. Honestly? Even for this? She puts her hands up until we all stop complaining.

‘Calm down everyone, it’s just a suggestion. We can plan for the different contingencies. Assuming this is all even real – which I seriously doubt! Let’s say it does pass to Syirah—’

‘He is real, and he most probably will!’ Nenek pipes up, her voice as flat as her eyes.

‘—then we have to figure out when it’s worth going to see an ustadha to get him ...sorted,’ Mama says firmly.

The acrid smell of smoke wafts into Nenek’s bedroom window. I start coughing, looking around in confusion. ‘Does anyone else smell smoke?’

‘Fire!’ Nenek gasps.

Thick plumes of black smoke rise in front of Nenek’s bedroom window. My heart leaps to my throat and the rest of me jumps into action. Mama and I help Nenek speed-walk out of the room. Maklong is already halfway down the stairs.

‘How could I have been so foolish?’ Nenek mutters to herself. ‘He’s angry. Maybe I shouldn’t ...I shouldn’t have told you. Maybe that’s why nobody tells their children. I’m a fool!’

‘Ibu,’ Mama says quickly, ‘let’s deal with this fire.’

‘This is not an accidental fire.’ Nenek scowls as Mama and I dash down the stairs and grab our house hijabs along the way. Did her jungle spirit set something on fire when he thought I wanted to get rid of him? Not a good sign.

Nenek, Maklong, Mama and I rush out to the garden. Nenek shrieks. ‘My favourite hibiscus bush!’

Maklong grabs the garden hose and sprays water over the burning bush. Mama empties the watering can over it. Only a smouldering patch of blackened ash remains. I squeeze Nenek’s hand while she clutches her heart.

‘Sorry, Nenek. I know how much you loved that hibiscus bush.’

Nenek stares at the ashes, then looks at me. ‘Syirah, I want you to forget everything I said.’ I have never seen her so serious.

‘What? Nenek, how am I supposed to forget what you told me? And why?’

Nenek scowls. ‘I don’t want you to get hurt. My ancestral jinn might lose his temper again. Just forget everything I said. Promise me you will at least try.’

That is like trying to unsee a gory scene on TV. Super impossible. ‘Okay,’ I say slowly, knowing that Nenek could get stressed out if I disagree. ‘I’ll do my best to forget what you told me about ...you know.’

Nenek visibly relaxes. ‘Good, I knew you’d understand. Now go and do what normal girls your age do. Don’t you have some devil box thing to watch?’

I start to laugh. ‘That sounds like a good idea.’ I give her a hug and she indulges me for two seconds before swatting me away. ‘Everything will be okay, Nenek.’

‘I know that,’ she sniffles. ‘Tell your mother that.’

We both shudder. Mama did not take that whole conversation well.

‘Don’t be so hard on Mama,’ I say.

‘I’m not!’

‘Yes, you are.’

Nenek looks guilty. ‘Fine, fine. But we’re not talking about this anymore. Nothing happened.’

I put both hands up in a calming gesture. ‘Okay, okay, Nenek. Where is Mama anyway?’

Nenek shrugs. ‘I don’t know. I’m going inside to grieve the loss of my hibiscus bush.’

I spot Mama sitting on the outdoor rattan sofa, a safe distance away from the burnt hibiscus bush. Maklong signals that she has to take a phone call. I give her a thumbs-up sign, then walk to Mama.

‘Everything okay, Mama?’ I ask. She pats the tattered white cushion beside her. I snuggle up next to her, careful not to tip the yellow ceramic mug out of her trembling hands. She offers me a sip, and I try some. It’s still warm, but not scalding, just the way I like it. Aaah. Mint tea makes everything better. Even the aftermath of an angry jungle spirit’s tantrum. We soak in the sounds of the birds, the calming scent of rain-soaked soil, and the coolness of the breeze.

Then Mama puts her mug down on the wooden table in front of us, and I know she’s ready to talk.

‘Syirah, after Nenek passes away, I want to take you to an ustadha who specialises in exorcising inherited jinn. I don’t want the mistakes of our ancestors to hurt you, and your future children.’

I squeeze Mama’s hand. Time to tread carefully. ‘I don’t want to continue enslaving an innocent jinn, Mama. Don’t worry about that. Are you okay, Mama? It sounds like you’re very upset,’ I say slowly.

Mama sighs and rubs her eyes. ‘I am. I can’t believe that you have this to deal with, on top of everything else.’

An awkwardly timed joke is in order. ‘You mean, on top of my haunted school and Nenek’s heart attack?’

Mama flinches. ‘Yes.’

‘Nenek is too stubborn to pass away anytime soon, remember? We’ll deal with this one step at a time.’

Mama gives me a half-smile. ‘Okay, Syirah.’

‘I’ll go check on Nenek and Maklong.’

Nenek is busy in the kitchen preparing chamomile tea. Maklong is still on the phone. I sit myself down on Nenek’s sofa and start to think about my options.

It’s clear that Mama thinks this whole guardian jungle spirit thing is a bad idea. If I start showing any signs of inheriting it, she’ll insist on taking me to an ustadha to start the separation ritual. I gulp. It’s the most sensible thing to do, but does it hurt? What if it goes wrong? What if he gets angry and sets something else on fire? What if he sets someone else on fire? Namely, me? He wouldn’t do it on purpose – hopefully. Now I’m starting to understand why Mama is so afraid of me getting involved with jinn. Too late. I’m already involved.

I can only think of one solution. Maklong sits next to me on the sofa, ruffling my hair.

‘Maklong, help me make a list.’

She beams. ‘You know how much I love lists. Okay. What’s the working title?’

‘Pros and cons of keeping a guardian jungle spirit.’ Maklong smiles, not missing a beat. I love my maklong. She is beyond awesome. She whips out her iPhone.

‘Okay, so let’s start with the cons.’ I lift up my hand and start counting off my fingers. ‘Regular nightmares, hard to get married, chance my grandkids will inherit it, possibility people around me could get hurt.’

Maklong nods and types it all in. ‘What about the pros?’

‘True dreams, unseen helper, invisible bodyguard.’ Those are cool too.

‘What do you think I should do, Maklong?’

Maklong gets up, always active. ‘It’s tricky, Syirah. Very tricky. And what matters is what you want to do. But I’m biased, because I’m your only aunty, I love you, and I want you to have as normal a life as possible. And you know what that means.’ She gives me a meaningful look, and I nod, and then we both hold our breath.

Nothing catches on fire.

We both exhale and laugh nervously.

‘I’m sure there’s a logical explanation for the fire, Syirah,’ Maklong says, her voice not as confident as it usually is.

‘What kind of logical explanation?’ I press, eyes wide. ‘Things just don’t randomly catch on fire.’

‘I ...I don’t know. I just don’t think I can sleep well at night if I actually believe everything Nenek said. I know jinn exist, but they’re not meant to interact with us the way Nenek talked about. Maybe we can agree to disagree?’

‘Okay, Maklong. It’s okay for me to disagree with Mama, too, right?’ I ask her.

Maklong gives me a sympathetic smile. ‘Of course it is. You’re two separate beings, you know? It’s okay to have a little space. To disagree. To hold different opinions about things.’ She gives me a meaningful look.

‘You mean about unseen helpers?’ I ask wryly.

She nods eagerly. ‘And anything else. You’re growing up, Syirah. And you’re developing into your own person. You’ve got your own journey to chart through this life. Doing things differently is normal, even if it scares your mother.’ She pauses, and gives a small, nervous chuckle. ‘It scares me!’

I scoff, because that cannot be possible in this realm or any other realm. ‘Nothing scares you, Maklong.’

She chuckles, giving me a look full of pride and fondness. ‘You’re my only niece, Syirah. I don’t want you to get hurt. But that’s how you’ll grow. By making your own choices and learning from your mistakes.’ The familiar pull of anxiety tugs at me.

‘It’s okay to do things differently to what Mama wants?’

Maklong nods seriously. ‘Yes. Absolutely. I’m not saying talk back and be rude to her. She’s still your mother. But I am saying it’s good and healthy to make your own choices. Think about it, okay?’

‘Even if it involves wanting to keep our ancestral jungle spirit when she wants me to get rid of him?’

Maklong closes her eyes and gives a sharp exhale. She rubs her temples.

‘That cannot be the only thing you’ve both disagreed on, right?’

‘Um. Actually, it is.’

Maklong groans. ‘Seriously, Syirah?’
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CHAPTER 20

DURING school lunch break, my head whips up at the sound of screaming. A group of girls runs out of the bathroom, clearly terrified. Their uniforms are soaking wet. Worried teachers rush to their aid. Fear prickles through me. The haunting at school is getting worse. It’s not just the music room anymore. I get to my feet and quietly pull aside one of the girls.

‘What happened?’

She stares at me, wide-eyed, her teeth chattering loud enough for me to hear. ‘We wanted to wash our hands after using the bathroom ... then the stall doors started banging open and closed when there was nobody there. The hand dryers started running when nobody touched them. The lights kept going on and off. Then all the taps turned on at full blast. Nobody touched the taps! There was nobody else there but us.’ She gives me a look full of fear. ‘This school is haunted, isn’t it?’

I purse my lips and give her a rigid nod. ‘Yes. It is. Just ...don’t be afraid.’

Her lower lip wobbles. ‘It’s too late for that.’
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Mama watches me fidget with my watch strap on the ride home. I wish I could tell her what happened at school. First the music room, then my classroom, and now the cafeteria’s bathroom. What’s next? I’ve told Mama everything since I was a little kid, and she would always reassure me. But this time, I know that telling her the truth will only freak her out.

‘Everything okay?’ she asks.

‘Yes! All good,’ I say too quickly. I know exactly what Mama is thinking – if this is jinn-related, then the first thing I’m doing is taking Syirah to the ustadha to exorcise it. And I agree with her – I don’t want to continue the enslavement of an innocent jinn, who would otherwise be free. But that hasn’t happened yet. Nenek is still alive. I’m just bothered by a different evil spirit.

She sighs. ‘Syirah ...you know that you can talk to me, right?’

Except when it comes to jinn. ‘I know.’

‘Just not today. I’m meeting my new psychologist after I drop you back home. We can talk later, if you like.’

‘Sure. Thanks, Mama.’

The minute I get home, I go straight to Nenek.

‘Nenek! Things at school are getting worse – it’s not just a haunted music room, now it’s also the bathroom! And I keep falling into the unseen realm. Help! How do I stop that happening?’ I ask.

Nenek puts her crossword puzzle away, frowning. ‘Come sit next to me, Syirah.’ I slide in beside her and clutch her arm tightly.

‘Aiyo. Don’t suffocate me.’ I hug her even tighter, and she groans. ‘The unseen realm is the home of the jinn, and lies parallel to ours. They were here first, and the veil between the worlds is there for a reason. It’s to keep us safe from them. We’re made out of earth, but they’re made out of much more powerful smokeless fire.’

I gulp. The Demogorgon isn’t real, but jinn most definitely are. ‘Okay, Nenek. Please keep going.’

‘That evil spirit in your school feeds on fear. It must be getting stronger. The more your teachers or classmates scream and run away, the stronger it will be.’ I shake my head. This is not good. Not good. How do you tell a bunch of students not to be afraid when the lights go off and on, the bathroom stall doors slam open and shut, the hand dryers start running for no reason, and the taps spontaneously turn on and soak them?

‘As for you, Syirah, you have to be properly anchored to the earth to stop yourself from falling into their realm. Being in wudu helps with that – that ritual washing of our faces, arms, forehead and feet before we pray is a kind of spiritual protective armour. Reciting your supplications before you enter the bathroom, and when you leave.’

Wow. I will never look at wudu or supplications the same way again. ‘Anything else?’

‘Stay away from the jungle during maghrib time. Sunset is a dangerous time, because the angels guarding us on earth change shifts. The veils between the worlds are thinner then.’

‘Okay, Nenek. Got it. Anything else?’

‘Don’t go adventuring in jungles, graveyards, haunted homes, or anywhere that attracts evil energy. The veils between the worlds are thinner in those areas. That’s where witchcraft tends to happen too.’

‘But my entire school was built on an unmarked mass grave.’

Nenek shakes her head. ‘Terrible. They should have checked first. Maybe that’s why the land was sold for cheaper than its true worth and why your school is being haunted by that evil jinn.’ She peers carefully at me. ‘Why are you asking me this?’

I sigh. Confession time. ‘I’ve fallen into the unseen pasar malam and the unseen hospital – don’t worry, I didn’t get hurt. I was with Ari and someone else. I’m just really freaked out because I can’t control any of this!’

She watches me with careful eyes. ‘Someone else?’

I nod. ‘He helped. He looks a bit older than me.’

Nenek gives me a knowing chuckle. ‘Good. I’m glad you had a good jinn to help you out.’

I crack my knuckles, and Nenek smacks them with her pencil.

‘Ow, Nenek!’

‘Do you want arthritic hands like mine?’

‘No! Cracking my knuckles won’t give me arthritis. I’m just stressed.

Nenek gives a long and tired sigh. She even squeezes my hand. ‘I know, Syirah.’ Her voice takes on a different tone. Almost wistful. ‘My grandmother told us so many stories about the unseen. Those were our bedtime stories.’

I gasp, comparing her bedtime stories to the cuddly fairytales Mama used to read to me. ‘How could you get to sleep after that?’

She laughs softly. ‘My siblings and I didn’t find them scary. Her stories helped us make sense of our world. There was much less technology, and so much more mystery. Her stories taught us why we should never go out during maghrib – in case the jinn kidnapped us during sunset. Why some things go missing around the house. The toyol took it.’

I let that all sink in. A toyol is an undead infant invoked by black magic practitioners, fed by drops of blood. Creepy.

‘Did you tell Mama and Maklong these stories too?’

She huffs. ‘Of course I did, like any self-respecting Malaysian mother would.’ Her voice softens. ‘They just didn’t believe me. Your mother did, after she had her encounter. But your maklong never took anything of the unseen seriously.’

I nod in solemn agreement. ‘Mama told me what happened.’

Nenek stiffens, then sighs. ‘I’m glad she told you. It was ...very difficult.’ Her voice takes on a remorseful note. ‘It made me regret tangling with the jinn, because it got your mother hurt.’

I grip Nenek’s arm tightly and she strokes my hair. Will I get hurt too?

‘But back to you, Syirah. That was one of the saddest things about losing you to Sydney,’ Nenek murmurs. ‘I didn’t get to tell you all the stories my mother and grandmother told me. Only watered down, milder versions.’ She scoffs, but I can hear the pain beneath her derision. I hug her arm again, inhaling Nenek’s comforting scent.

‘Nenek, I’m here now. You can tell me all the unseen stories. But not before bedtime. I’m not as hardcore as you.’

Nenek chuckles. ‘Remember the time I told you a story of a girl vanishing in the jungle when you were little? Your mother got so angry with me.’

I groan. ‘How can I ever forget that, Nenek?’

Nenek chuckles. ‘Kids these days aren’t as resilient as they used to be.’

‘I know, I know, Nenek. I bet back then you could throw a kid into the deep jungle and they’d come back stronger, right?’

Nenek smiles. ‘Well, yes. And today, if I was to do that, I would get arrested for child endangerment.’ She pauses. ‘Actually, it is a terrible idea to go alone into the deep jungle. Those places are sacred and not for us to desecrate. If you come out at all, you may be half-mad, possessed or worse.’

‘Too scary, Nenek!’

‘Fine, fine, Syirah. Back to my grandmother. We knew she had unseen help, but she didn’t tell us that it would go to one of us after she passed away. Maybe she didn’t know who it would go to. I had quite a fright when I found out.’

‘What was it like? When you first met your family’s guardian jinn?’

Her wrinkled eyes take on a faraway look. ‘My nenek passed away when I was sixteen. I kept having such vivid dreams of running through the jungle in the weeks before my grandmother passed away. I met him in my dreams first. He was a shadow, but not a frightening one. I could sense his loyalty, and his kindness. But that wasn’t his true form.’ She gives a wry smile. ‘He’s actually quite handsome, in human form.’

‘What was his true form?’

‘I’ll never know. We’re not meant to see jinn in their actual state. It would overwhelm us.’

Curiosity overrides my fear. ‘When did you meet him outside of your dreams?’

Nenek closes her eyes. ‘The same evening my nenek was laid to rest in our family burial site. I was sitting in her garden, crying. He sat next to me to offer comfort. I knew right away that he wasn’t human.’

I shudder. What would that even feel like? ‘Were you scared?’

Nenek looks pensive. ‘Yes, and no. When I saw him, he looked kind. He looked only slightly older than me. It was his eyes that gave him away. I knew he wanted to help me.’

‘How did your nenek pass away?’

Nenek shrugged. ‘She died in her sleep. It was painless. She struggled a lot in her life. I’m glad her death was peaceful.’

‘Why didn’t she use her jinn to make her life easier?’ I push. ‘Couldn’t she have just told him to get her wealth and power?’

Nenek’s eyes grow distant. ‘Technically, she could have. But my nenek was pragmatic, and deeply spiritual. She preferred to use her own hands to care for her family.’ A ghost of a smile flits across her face. ‘But she did use him to frighten anyone who crossed her, or hurt us.’ A frown tugs at her lips. ‘She was careful not to go too far and seriously hurt anyone or break family ties. It is so easy, to have that much power, and to abuse it. She never did. As far as I knew, she never did.’ There’s something else behind her words.

‘Did you ever do that, Nenek?’ I say very carefully. ‘Did you ever go too far?’

Her voice tightens. ‘That’s enough talk of jinn, Syirah. Go and do your homework.’
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CHAPTER 21

I’M dreaming. I’m running through Nenek’s garden, my heart pounding so hard I can feel it in my throat. If I just get there in time … no. I’m too late. She is lying still near the mint bush. She looks peaceful, like she’s just fallen asleep. ‘Nenek!’ I cry out, shaking her shoulder. She doesn’t stir. ‘Nenek, wake up. Please wake up.’ I start to cry.

Her eyes fly open, and she smiles. ‘It’s time to let me go, Syirah.’ Then she refocuses on something, or someone, behind me. ‘Keep her safe.’

I turn around quickly, waking myself up. My bed is warm, the thin blanket kicked off, as usual. Everything is exactly where I left it before I fell asleep: my school uniform, draped over my study chair. The colourful clock hanging on my soft pink bedroom wall. My teal backpack on my tidy desk.

And yet, I know the truth in my bones – everything is changing.

Nenek is her usual grumpy self at breakfast. ‘There’s a demonic cat leaving its droppings near my mango tree! A white one, with green eyes ...something very strange about it.’

‘Oh?’ I say innocently, failing to hide my smile.

‘I’ve seen that cat around too,’ Mama adds, sipping her ginger tea. ‘So cute! I pat it sometimes when it visits me in the garden. I think it likes me.’

I give Nenek a lingering look when I’m ready to leave. ‘What’s wrong with you, Syirah?’ she grumbles, but she doesn’t fight back when I give her an extralong hug before I go to school.

‘I love you, Nenek,’ I whisper, and I wonder if this is the last time I can tell her that. She rolls her eyes.

‘I love you too lah, okay, okay, go to school.’

I hesitate and fight back a sob. ‘Can I stay home today, Nenek?’

Her eyes narrow in suspicion. ‘And skip school? Aiyo! Did you forget to do your homework?’

‘What if you pass away when I’m at school?’ I blurt.

Nenek’s eyes widen, then soften in understanding. ‘Oh, Syirah. If my death is written for me, then even if you stayed, you couldn’t stop it.’ She gives me another hug and even a kiss on my cheek. ‘You worry too much, like an old grandma. You’re only twelve. Just relax, okay?’ Her face softens. ‘Everything will work out, Syirah. Just be happy.’

On the way to the car, I turn to Mama, and wonder how I can even tell her about my dream. Sadness engulfs me.

‘Mama, I don’t want to go to school. I want to stay home with Nenek today.’

Mama looks at me in confusion. ‘Why, Syirah? What’s wrong?’

I gulp. ‘I ...I had a dream Nenek passed away in the garden. I can’t ...I can’t let her die.’ Tears prick my eyes.

Hesitation flickers in Mama’s expression before it softens into sadness. ‘Syirah. You might have had a true dream, or maybe ... or maybe it’s your anxiety. Nenek will pass away some day, sayang. I can’t imagine that day, either.’

I turn to look back at Nenek and try to memorise every last line of her. The familiar wrinkles around her eyes and mouth. The determined set of her jaw. The way her lips are scowling at me. ‘Go to school, lah!’ My lower lip wobbles again and her warm brown eyes – the same shade as Mama’s and mine – soften. ‘InshaAllah I’ll see you when you come back, okay?’

Tears fill my eyes again and I run in for what feels like our last hug.
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‘Insyirah, your mother is here to see you at the office,’ Principal Chan says, after letting herself into my English class. Her normally friendly expression softens into sympathy. Something bad must have happened. ‘She’s taking you home.’ I rush to my feet and almost knock my books off the desk. My hands are shaking.

I meet Mama in the principal’s office, and her eyes are bloodshot from crying. She pulls me into a hug. ‘I’m so sorry, Syirah,’ she whispers. ‘Nenek is—’

‘Gone,’ I manage to whisper, fighting the urge to cry.

Mama nods, her eyes filling up with fresh tears. ‘We’ll talk more in the car. Thank you, Principal Chan.’

We walk back in silence.

Mama pulls out of the driveway. When she can talk again, her voice is hoarse. ‘I was out getting groceries while you were at school. I came home and ...Aunty Maysa found Nenek lying next to the mint bush. Her heart had just stopped.’

‘My dream,’ I whisper. ‘It was a true one.’ Mama’s hands grip the steering wheel even tighter.

‘Yes. It was. I’m so grateful you got to say goodbye to Nenek before you left for school. That doesn’t mean ...’ Mama’s voice trails off.

She doesn’t need to say it. This probably isn’t the right time or place to bring up inherited jungle spirits, anyway. I choke down a sob. I’m so sad Nenek is gone, and beneath that, I’m worried that her jinn will come for me. I have no idea when or where that might happen. I wish I could talk to Mama about it. I wish she could just make it go away.

For the first time in my life, I have a problem Mama can’t help me solve.

Maklong is waiting for us at Nenek’s house. She has a white shawl wrapped loosely around her head, and her eyes are swollen. We hug her, and she says, ‘I got here as soon as I could. I’m so glad I didn’t catch that flight to Lombok.’ We let that sink in. Everything had to play out the way it did, so we could all be together to say our final farewells to Nenek.

‘Where is she?’ I whisper. Mama looks at Maklong, then back at me.

‘Her body is in the masjid washing area. Maklong and I are going to help perform her last purificatory bath.’ Mama hesitates. ‘Sayang, do you want to come with us?’

I shake my head quickly. ‘I’ll just wait at home. I’ll say goodbye to Nenek here.’ Mama nods and squeezes my hand. Then my thoughts jump to the day when it’ll be my turn to wash my mother, after she passes away. I squeeze Mama’s hand back. Still warm. Still here.

Mama sees the look on my face, and it’s like she can read my mind. ‘I’m right here, sayang,’ she says to me. It’s like I’m four all over again. ‘It won’t take long, I promise.’ Then Mama remembers something. ‘If you want, you can go to Nenek’s walk-in wardrobe, and take whatever you want.’

Hot, salty tears finally flood my eyes. ‘Her fancy clothes?’

Mama nods, wiping my tears from my cheeks. ‘She won’t be using them anymore. And I know she would love for you to have at least some of them, to remember her by.’

I won’t need her clothes to remember her. I’ll always a have a hole in my heart where Nenek was. I hug Mama and Maklong one last time before they go to the masjid. While I wipe the tears from my cheeks, I walk into Nenek’s enormous bedroom. I step into her walk-in wardrobe, close my eyes, then sink my face into her clothes. Fresh tears sting my eyes as I inhale her familiar scent: something unmistakably Nenek mingled with Tiger Balm massage ointment and her jasmine perfume.

By the time they’re back, I’ve taken five of Nenek’s baju kurungs – her most colourful and vibrant ones – and put them in my own cupboard. She would’ve been delighted to see me in them.

Nenek’s shrouded body is in the living room, for us to pay our last respects before she’s buried. I can’t stop crying and thinking of the time when I said goodbye to Datuk. This time, nobody has to tell me to kiss Nenek. Her forehead is cold. I look up at Maklong and Mama, tears running down their cheeks too.

‘Goodbye, Nenek,’ I whisper. At least now my grandparents are together again.
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The rest of the day passes in a blur. We receive guests and thank them for their condolences. Even the infamous Mak Ndak makes an appearance. Mama and I don’t have the energy to be mad at her. She looks genuinely sorry, and I’m too heartbroken to care about anything else. Nenek’s friends give me extra-long hugs, which makes me miss Nenek a million times more.

By the time I get into bed, I’m both exhausted and wired – the worst combo. I fiddle with the AC remote, turn on the sound of rain on my iPhone and bury my head beneath my pillow.

Then, something strange starts to happen.

‘Insyirah.’

I lift my head.

Something is calling me to the garden. It’s not Ari. This is different. This is a tug, deep in my bones. I climb out of bed, slip on my scarf, and walk slowly outside. The cool night breeze whispers against my cheeks. The almost-full moon hangs in the sky, casting the trees and flowers in an unearthly glow.

My bare feet pad on the damp grass as I make my way to the rattan sofa. I sit down, look at my hands, and turn them over. I am here but ...not.

I’m not alone. Someone is standing close by, leaning against the mango tree. Nenek’s guardian jungle spirit? It has to be. My heart starts to race. He can’t be more than thirteen. Wait. I’ve seen him before! In the unseen pasar malam, and at the unseen hospital!

His eyebrows are furrowed and his arms stiff by his side.

‘Who are you?’ I whisper.

He looks up at me. He looks both annoyed and ... handsome. Tanned skin, defined cheekbones, and eyes the colour of midnight. His black, wavy hair falls loosely across his forehead. He could pass as human, except for his eyes. The night sky is reflected in them, swirling endlessly.

‘Your guardian spirit.’

Nenek is gone. Now he’s mine.
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CHAPTER 22

I cannot believe that I am having a conversation with a jinn. In Nenek’s garden. A mixture of wonder and fear curdles in my gut.

‘I served her for a long time. Each death is always ... difficult. I always hoped it would be easier. I miss her.’

I blink back tears. ‘I miss her too.’

My heart is pounding in my throat. But I remember what Nenek said. Don’t show fear. I should be scared. Part of me is, and the other part is intrigued.

‘What happens now?’ I whisper.

He turns to look at me, his luminous eyes intent. ‘I am bound to serve you.’

I shudder and shake my head. ‘But enslavement is wrong!’

He looks surprised. ‘I am bound to your bloodline. I am content with my destiny.’ He hesitates, and his voice drops. ‘It is all I know. I fear I cannot imagine a different path for myself, after so long.’

I frown. ‘Don’t you want to be free to live your life though?’

He shrugs and looks away. ‘I have served an evil master. Your foremothers and you are kind to me, though your mother is worried that my presence in your life will unbalance you.’

Okay, that gives his age away. I don’t know any teenage boy who talks like that.

‘I don’t hear many positive jinn stories,’ I add very seriously.

He looks at me thoughtfully. ‘I can see why you say that. Only the bad stories are popular. But it doesn’t have to be that way, with us.’

Us? There’s an us now? A secret thrill races through me. The bad kind. The kind that Mama tells me always to pay attention to.

‘Uh. Okay. What do you mean?’

He shrugs, moves closer then sits next to me. I scoot away. He stretches like a cat, rearranging his long legs. He’s wearing slippers, because this is Malaysia. His toes are long and tapered, just like his fingers.

‘I can warn you when someone is up to no good. If anyone bothers you, I can take care of it.’

I sit up ramrod straight and give him a warning look. ‘If someone bothers me, you’re not going to set their house on fire, are you?’

He shrugs. ‘It depends.’

I shake my head frantically. ‘No, wrong answer. Setting someone’s house on fire is never okay. No matter how annoying the person is.’

‘Isn’t that something you would like? More power? More control?’

Something in me stirs in interest, before the rest of me pulls away. He inches a little closer. He smells like the forest during an early morning hike.

‘The power to hurt others? No. Never. I’d never want that.’ What I don’t say out loud is that more control does sound ...tempting.

He gives me a small, one-sided smile before leaning back. I exhale. ‘Very well. There are other things I can help you with, then.’

I perk up. ‘Can you do my homework and sit my exams?’

He looks almost insulted. ‘There are limits to what you can ask, and those definitely cross the line.’

Seriously? What is the point of a guardian spirit who’s willing to burn down houses but not do my homework? Not helpful.

‘I can help you understand your heritage,’ he says.

‘What do you mean?’

‘Your mother kept you from your ancestry for too long. You have a gift: me and my powers.’

I shift uncomfortably. I am in totally new territory. None of my fantasy novels have prepared me for this.

‘What kind of things can you do?’

‘Many different things. Teleport to different realms. I can bring you with me, if you would like. Fly.’

My jaw drops. I have, under my command, a jinn able to teleport and fly?

‘Whoa. Okay. Good to know. But, um, no thank you.’

He shrugs. ‘As you wish.’

‘Could you do other things for me though?’ I ask, sitting up straight. Possibilities spark through me. ‘Like helping me with Mama?’

He arches his eyebrow thoughtfully. ‘In what way? Give her rare gems from sunken treasure chests at the bottom of the ocean? Inspire her artistic talent to phenomenal new heights?’ He snaps his fingers. ‘I know! I can suggest the next big thing she can invest in. I knew Apple would do well—’

I burst out laughing. ‘No! She doesn’t want any of that. She just wants me to be happy. But I want her to be happy.’

My powerful guardian spirit frowns. ‘I cannot make her happy, Insyirah. Something as fickle as human happiness is beyond even my power.’

‘But can you, like ...find her a really nice guy she could marry? Someone who can love her and look out for her.’ I swallow the lump in my throat. Mama has never, ever talked about getting married again, and I wonder if it’s because of me. Maybe she thinks a stepdad would send me into a worry spiral. A bad one definitely would. But ...what if he’s someone genuinely good and kind? What if he could add to our life?

Something almost like guilt flits across the jinn’s face. Which makes no sense to me. Then he gives me a slow and thoughtful smile. ‘Yes. I could definitely scour Malaysia and beyond for a suitable husband and stepfather. We will need to discuss her preferences and set up an appropriate chance meeting.’

I clap my hands in excitement. ‘Yes! This is so cool.’ I push away the guilt that comes with choosing to keep him to help me out, instead of freeing him like I thought I would. I will let him go, of course. Just not right away. ‘Can I tell Mama about you?’

His glimmering eyes shine bright. ‘This is our secret, Syirah. If the wrong people find out, they could try to separate me from you so I could serve them, instead. That would be ...harmful, for both of us. So perhaps not telling your mother would be wiser.’

I swallow thickly. Wonderful. I’ve always been too anxious to keep big secrets and now I have the biggest one of all.

‘Is this what you really look like?’

His eyebrows furrow and he shakes his head. ‘No. My real form would distress you. We can shapeshift.’ He pauses, then gives me a wry smile. ‘Would you prefer it if I took a different form?’ His voice drops. ‘Does my current appearance not please you?’

My cheeks burn. ‘No. It’s fine. You’re fine. I mean ... it’s fine.’ He actually starts to chuckle.

‘What’s your name?’ I ask.

He smiles at me enigmatically. ‘You can call me Bumi.’
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The weeks since Nenek’s death feel like a blur. I still wake up expecting to see Nenek in her garden, or doing Sudoku on her sofa. I catch Mama in tears every now and then. I can’t bear to go out to the garden because Nenek isn’t there anymore.

It’s harder to concentrate in school, in between missing Nenek and wondering what to do about Bumi. I know I said I didn’t want to keep him, but he feels like a part of Nenek. A part I can still talk to, when I can’t talk to her anymore. I should let him go. It’s the right thing to do. But it also feels harder with every passing day. Guilt gnaws at me when I remember scolding Nenek for not freeing Bumi. Now I’m the one keeping him.

I wish I could tell someone about Bumi. Mama would freak out and tell me to exorcise him. Maklong would first tell me to stop being superstitious, tell me it’s up to me, but not-so-secretly agree with Mama. What would Nenek do? I start cracking my knuckles. I know what Nenek would do. Nenek would keep him. Nenek kept him all her life. And the cost of that was her relationship with Mama.

Over lunch at the school canteen, Kai Xin is telling me something about her older sister’s latest boy drama. I have one of my own. And he isn’t even human.

‘You’re thinking about a boy,’ Kai Xin teases me.

I splutter. ‘What? No!’

Kai Xin starts to giggle. ‘Tell. Me. Everything.’ Then she pauses. ‘Is he cuter than Timothée Chalamet?’

I snort. ‘Yes.’

‘I knew it! No wonder you’ve been all dreamy-eyed. Does your mum know?’

I shift uncomfortably in my chair. ‘Not ...exactly.’

Kai Xin covers her mouth with her hand. Even Kai Xin knows how much I tell Mama about my life. ‘Oh.’ Her voice drops to a whisper. ‘He’s not Muslim?’

I groan. ‘He is Muslim. He’s not ...’

‘Malay?’

I blink at that. Okay. This semi-explanation could work. ‘Yeah,’ I say slowly, ‘he’s not Malay.’

He’s not human, but not Malay is close enough.

Kai Xin squeezes my hand, giving me a sympathetic look. ‘It’s okay, Syirah. Love doesn’t look at race.’

Something tickles the back of my neck, and I swear I can hear someone laughing. Bumi. Of course, he’s listening in and finding this hilarious.

‘You’re right, it doesn’t.’ It’s getting hard for me to keep a straight face. Does love look at ...species?

‘So?’ Kai Xin whispers to me, eyes gleaming. ‘Give me the juicy details.’

‘Um. He’s ...a friend of my family. We go way back.’ Like generations.

‘That’s good, right?’

‘Yeah!’ I can’t stop now. ‘My nenek liked him. But she’s gone.’ I blink back tears.

Kai Xin makes a sad face. ‘So, your only ally isn’t here anymore.’

I shake my head. ‘No. It’s kinda lonely, you know? I can’t really talk to Mama or Maklong about him, the way I used to talk about him to Nenek.’

Kai Xin pats my hand. ‘Syirah, I can be your sounding board any day.’

I have to smile, then shoot her a warning look. ‘Thanks, Kai Xin. Don’t post anything I say on social media!’
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When Mama and I reach home, a lump forms in my throat. Nenek’s home felt empty without Datuk. Now it’s even emptier without Nenek.

I can’t look Mama in the eye. I’m keeping the biggest secret ever from her, and she knows me too well.

‘I’m feeling tired,’ I tell her, which is mostly true. ‘I’ll rest in my room for a while.’

Mama frowns and looks carefully at me.

‘Okay. Do you want me to send up a snack?’

I shake my head. ‘It’s okay, Mama. I’ll come down for a snack later.’ I give her a smile to reassure her, and she gives me an equally forced smile back. Ah. This is going to be harder than I thought. I walk up the stairs, step into my room, turn on the fan and AC, put down my bag, start to unpin and unwrap my scarf, and then I stop. Wait a minute.

‘Bumi, can you see me?’

He materialises on my study chair, smiling. ‘Of course I can see you.’ His face reddens. ‘But ...I don’t spy on you or anything when you’re relaxing. Your nenek made that very clear – I’m never to breach your privacy.’

I exhale with relief. ‘That is good to know.’

There’s a knock on my door. ‘Syirah? Are you okay?’ Mama asks. ‘Who are you talking to?’

‘I’m okay, Mama,’ I call back.

‘Can I come in?’

I groan inwardly and make a shooing motion to Bumi. He shrugs, mouths sorry and vanishes. Mama can sense that something is up, and I know she won’t let it go until she finds out what I’m hiding.

I open my door, and she immediately looks suspicious.

‘Why are you still wearing your scarf?’ Oops. Busted custard.

‘Oh, this?’ I quickly unwrap it and toss it on my bed.

Mama’s face softens and she sighs. ‘My funny girl. I have some onde-onde for you. Let’s have a picnic in your bedroom.’

‘Even if it means leaving behind crumbs?’ I ask her, smiling.

Mama gives a soft chuckle. ‘Very funny. You barely talk to me these days. I can handle a few crumbs, if that’s the price to pay for some special time with you.’

Guilt floods through me. ‘Sorry, Mama. I’ve been ... busy. ’We sit down on the linoleum floor of my bedroom. I bite into the green balls of my favourite dessert. I love the sweet taste of the gula melaka squirting into my mouth. Mmm. Good in the way only sweet, desiccated-coconut-dipped glutinous rice balls can be.

‘So, what’s been happening? Evil spirit trouble? Boy trouble?’ I nearly choke on the onde-onde, and Mama laughs while she claps me on my back.

‘Why do you always assume it’s boy trouble?’ I splutter. Mama blinks at me innocently.

‘Isn’t it always, when you’re young? And, to be fair, I did start off with evil spirit trouble.’

I sigh and shake my head. ‘It’s just ...’ I struggle to figure out what to say. Then my eyes land on Nenek’s soft green baju kurung draped over my bed. ‘It hasn’t been the same since Nenek passed away.’

Mama sobers and looks off into the distance. ‘Yes. It hasn’t been the same. What do you miss about her?’

‘Her fights with you,’ I grin. ‘All I needed was popcorn.’

‘Very funny, Syirah. Seriously, you have to name one thing you miss that has to do with you. Not me!’

‘Okay, okay. I miss the way she’d get all stiff when I’d hug her and try to run away ...but she secretly loved my hugs.’

‘She did. I miss the way she’d scold me when she actually meant to say that she missed me.’ We both sigh and smile at that. Oh, Nenek. We spend a good fifteen minutes swapping our favourite funny and bittersweet stories about her life.

Mama leaves my room with a satisfied smile on her face, and I know I’ve bought myself another day. I remember to pick up the crumbs off the floor and put them in the bin.

I put my scarf back on and clear my throat. ‘You can come back.’ Bumi appears at the edge of my bed. I startle.

‘Not on my bed!’ I gasp, scandalised. ‘You can sit on my chair.’ He laughs softly, shakes his head, and moves to the chair.

‘Your mother loves you dearly,’ Bumi says quietly, tracing the top of the chair with one long finger.

I nod. ‘She does. And she doesn’t want you here, with me.’

He looks at me with those deep midnight eyes, his winged eyebrows furrowing. ‘I would never hurt you, Syirah. Never. I’m here to serve you.’ I tremble. Nobody should have that kind of power. But ...now I do. Guilt tugs at me when I realise it’s getting harder to even think of letting him go.

‘No burning houses, please.’

He laughs. ‘Yes. I will not burn houses.’ He looks away, embarrassed. ‘That night, when your nenek told you about me, she took me by surprise. I ...I panicked, when I thought you would consider severing our bond. I lost my temper and ...’ He shrugged.

‘And you burned down Nenek’s favourite hibiscus bush,’ I say dryly.

He chuckles, sounding sheepish. ‘Yes. That was not my intent.’ Then he looks at me again. ‘I have been in your family for many generations. Serving you and your foremothers has given my life purpose for so long.’

Guilt tugs at me. ‘But what about your family? Did they try to look for you?’

Bumi looks away. ‘I don’t know. At first, I hoped they would come and find me, but ...’ His voice softens. ‘It is not easy for a jinn to be reunited with our family once we are bound to a human bloodline. There is a stigma around enslaved jinn like me. I have made my peace with my fate, and am committed to serving your family.’ He pauses. ‘I don’t know what I would do if you were to ...’

I watch him carefully. ‘Would it hurt you?’ I ask him quietly. ‘The separation ritual?’

He looks uncertain. ‘I am not sure. If done by a qualified practitioner skilled in these arts, then no, it should not hurt either you or me. But if it is attempted by someone who is not qualified, then it could be excruciating ...for both of us.’

I swallow. That does not sound good, on any level. ‘Could it be fatal?’

He hesitates, then nods very seriously. ‘Yes. You could die.’

I gawk at him. ‘I could die? But I’ve barely done anything with my life! I’m not ready to die.’

Bumi inhales sharply. He looks even more distraught than I am, which is kind of sweet. ‘I could not lose you too.’ Aw. My very own grieving guardian jungle spirit? Awesome. Except I still don’t want to die. Not yet. Not until I’m also a 65-year-old nenek with amazing fashion sense.

‘So ...what do you do with your day, while I’m doing my own thing at school, and at home? Do you have any hobbies? Do jinn have hobbies?’

Bumi smiles. ‘Of course we do. We live very long lives, so it’s natural for us to want to keep occupied. I was born in the jungle, so I love being there. I help protect the flora and fauna as best as I can. And the occasional avid hiker.’ He grins ‘Scaring people away after sunset is one of my favourites.’

‘What are you scaring them away from?’ I ask, confused.

His face darkens. ‘Other jinn. Not all of us occupy ourselves with ...positive pursuits.’

I sit up straighter. So Nenek was right about not going into the jungle after maghrib.

‘What do you mean?’

Bumi starts to shift in his chair, looking uncomfortable. ‘There are good humans and bad humans, yes?’

‘Yes, there are people who do good things and bad things,’ I reply.

He nods thoughtfully. ‘Then there are definitely jinn who do bad things. To humans.’

I am instantly intrigued. ‘What kind of bad things?’

Bumi’s handsome face twists. ‘Strictly forbidden things, like frightening humans. Stealing their belongings.’ His voice lowers. ‘Possessing their bodies.’

I gasp, my hand flying to my mouth. The Reddit thread was right! ‘That can happen?’

‘It can,’ he says, but adds hurriedly, ‘but we’re not meant to do any of that. At all. That’s why it’s forbidden for us to hurt humans. It’s sinful.’

I look at him in horror, and he scowls. ‘I would never do any of that to you, or any other human. Especially not to you. I’m here to help protect you, Syirah.’ Something flickers at the edges of my mind. Bumi wants to help me. He’s got the power to do things that I can’t, not on my own. The way I worry and want things to be exactly right is exhausting sometimes. Mama says learning to live with discomfort is part of life, and it’s a skill I’ll get better at as I get older. Ugh. I hate sitting with discomfort. But what if I have Bumi around? I like the idea of Bumi ...sorting things out for me. As long as he doesn’t hurt anyone else, then it should be okay, right? My guilt around keeping him enslaved continues to grow. Uncomfortable, I push it aside.
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CHAPTER 23

‘SYIRAH, can I see your English homework, please?’ Ms Lee smiles, standing beside me while I fiddle with my pen.

‘My ...my English homework?’

I gulp. With all the chaos, I forgot to do my homework. Panic floods through me. I never forget my homework! Ever! What do I do what do I do—

Bumi. Bumi can help me.

‘Bumi,’ I whisper. ‘Distract her. Without hurting her or anyone else.’

The smile on Ms Lee’s face fades when the lights in my classroom start flickering, then switch off completely. The windows fling open. The temperature of the classroom plummets, and even I start to shiver.

Ms Lee’s eyes widen and she gasps in surprise. The rest of my classmates start murmuring. Kai Xin and Nadia exchange worried looks.

Ms Lee steps away from me and clears her throat. ‘Class, give me a few minutes to speak to Principal Chan about the ...electricity failure. I’ll be right back.’ The wobble in her voice sends guilt flooding through me.

I shift uncomfortably in my seat. Lunchtime can’t come soon enough.
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Frowning, I line up for my food. I don’t have much of an appetite, so I settle for a tuna sandwich. I literally used my ancestral jinn to get out of forgetting my homework. So much for not abusing my power.

Kai Xin looks at me strangely during lunch break. She’s biting into her bagel slowly and thoughtfully, which means she’s got something on her mind.

‘Everything okay, Kai Xin?’ I ask her, in between bites of my own sandwich.

She gives me a very measured look. ‘You’re hiding something,’ she finally announces. Statement, not question. I open my mouth, close it, then nod slowly.

‘Yes. I am.’ I can feel Bumi’s disapproval. Our secret.

‘Hm.’ She takes another bite. ‘Will you tell me what’s going on?’

I sigh and rest my head on the cold canteen table. ‘I don’t even know where to start.’

‘Well, when you’re ready to tell me, I’m here to listen.’ She pauses. ‘Can you try to be careful?’

I nod miserably. It’s getting harder and harder to keep Bumi a secret.

Nadia joins us, and chimes in.

‘You okay, Syirah? You’ve been distracted lately. You know you can tell us anything, right? No judgement.’

‘I know.’ I wait for about five seconds. The pressure of my secret starts building up behind my eyeballs. And I crack.

‘I have a jinn in my family. And I made him turn the lights off because I forgot my English homework.’

Bumi’s disapproval is cold against my skin.

Kai Xin drops her tuna sandwich. Nadia gasps.

‘You have a jinn – like one of the inherited ones?’ Kai Xin whispers.

I nod, whispering back. Why are we even whispering? Bumi can obviously hear us. You both ...know about that kind of thing?’

They nod, eyes wide. ‘It’s common with some Malay families,’ Nadia says. ‘Some Mamak families have jinn stories. But not mine. I’ve never actually met anyone with one! Wow. What’s it like having your own family jinn?’

I groan. ‘It’s not wow! It’s a big secret I’m keeping from my mum because she wants me to get rid of him, but I’m struggling to set him free.’

Kai Xin nods sagely. ‘Oh! So he’s the boy on your mind.’ She grins. ‘That’s so paranormal romance.’

‘There’s no romance happening!’ I hiss, my cheeks burning. ‘Trust me! That is the last thing I need right now. He hangs around and watches over me. In a totally unromantic way.’

Nadia is both scandalised and intrigued. ‘That’s kind of terrifying. Is he listening now? How scary!’

‘Does he do anything you ask him to?’ Kai Xin asks.

‘Well, yes. But not my homework or exams.’

Kai Xin gives me a look of pure longing. ‘Eh, nobody’s perfect. The things I could do with that kind of power!’

‘I’d take absolute obedience over romance, any day,’ Nadia says.

I clear my throat. ‘Kai Xin and Nadia, seriously. I’m very confused by how chill you are about my inherited family jinn. How are you not, you know, freaking out?’

Kai Xin grins. ‘This is Malaysia. We have spirits galore. We grow up on ghost stories.’

Nadia nods sagely and she starts whispering again. ‘My Islamic Studies teacher told me this part of the world is actually the kingdom of the jinn.’ Beside her, Bumi gives a slow nod of approval.

‘That’s exactly what my ustadha in Sydney said too!’

Nadia nods grimly, shuddering. ‘They were here long before us. In the jungles, in the mountains, in the oceans. We came along with our deforestation, pollution – the works.’

Kai Xin closes her eyes and shakes her head. ‘And we wonder why the spirits get angry! Think about the bad haze we get here, from all that land clearing to make space for palm oil plantations. It’s not only trees and animals that go up in flames. What about the jungle spirits who were there first?’

Wow. Climate change took a supernatural turn.
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When Mama picks me up from school, I can’t meet her eyes. I can’t hide Bumi from her, either.

‘Something happened at school today,’ I say quietly, while Mama pulls out of the school driveway.

Mama’s voice drops to a low whisper. ‘Is it that evil jinn again?’

I clear my throat. ‘Actually, I was the one who scared someone this time.’ Well, more like my entire classroom.

Mama stares at me. ‘What? What happened?’

‘Uh. I don’t know where to start.’ I close my eyes. ‘Remember what Nenek said about the jungle spirit I would maybe inherit?’

Mama’s fingers tighten on the steering wheel. ‘Yes. I remember.’

‘Well. I definitely inherited him.’

‘Insyirah!’ Mama takes a deep breath. ‘Okay. I can’t drive while having this conversation with you. Let’s wait until we get home.’

It’s a tense ten minutes. I glance at the rear-view mirror. Bumi sulks in the back seat, his arms crossed. He glares at me, and I glare back. I’m not entirely sure how this works, but I think I’m the only human who can see Bumi. Nobody else seems to, not even Mama. Maybe he’s hiding himself from her for now.

When we get home, Mama rushes us into the house. ‘Okay. Now let’s talk.’

‘Can’t you see him?’ I ask Mama, while I sit on the couch. ‘He’s sitting right there.’ She looks at where Bumi is sitting, and they both shake their heads at the same time. Mama closes the gap between us, her eyes filled with worry.

‘You have to get rid of it,’ Mama hisses, gripping my shoulders. ‘Nothing good can come out of you having a jungle spirit following your every step.’

‘You can’t force me to!’ I hiss back. ‘And his name is Bumi.’

Mama gasps. ‘You’re on a first-name basis with him now? Syirah!’

The disappointment and hurt in her voice is a punch to my gut. I scowl and cross my arms. ‘I know the right thing to do is to free him, Mama. Give me some credit. But you can’t force me to make that decision when I’m not ready to let him go! And Bumi doesn’t even want to leave me! He told me he’s content, but maybe he’s just afraid of leaving me. You haven’t even given him a chance, and you’re already telling me to get rid of him. Nenek kept him all her life, and she wanted me to keep him if I wanted to.’ Mama flinches. Using the Nenek card was a low blow.

‘I want you to have a normal life, Syirah,’ Mama pleads. ‘Please. Can’t you see that? Having it ...him … or whatever it is in your life makes it very far from normal.’

‘I know, Mama. But it’s not like I’ve lived a very normal life anyway!’ I throw my hands up. ‘Seriously, who are we kidding? I don’t think we do normal very well.’

‘I didn’t see any of this coming.’ She sighs and closes her eyes. I can see how hard it is for her to speak. ‘I trust you, Syirah. I know you’ll do the right thing.’

I look at Mama. My brave, resourceful, and resilient Mama, who clawed her way out of so many difficulties in her life. And now she’s faced with the hardest one yet, because I can’t let go of Bumi. I think of all the problems we’ve gotten through together, from preschool, to primary school, and now we’re both facing something I don’t know how to overcome.

I start to cry. Big, huge, heaving sobs. ‘I don’t know how to, Mama,’ I whisper. The thought of losing Bumi so soon after losing Nenek feels too much for me to bear.

‘Of course you do, sayang,’ she croons, rubbing my back. ‘Of course you do. Give yourself time. I know you’ll do the right thing when you’re ready.’ The effort it takes Mama to keep that smile on her face breaks my heart.

This is the worst fight I’ve ever had with Mama because I know she’s being reasonable, but I can’t give her what she wants. Not without resenting her for the rest of my life. I know that giving Bumi up would make her happy, and I know that’s so important, but what about what I want?

I matter too. What I want, even if it frightens Mama, matters too.
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CHAPTER 24

‘INSYIRAH, try again.’

Sensei Bilqis’s firm and patient voice cuts through my latest daydream. Mama would wave her hand in front of my eyes and say, ‘Earth to Syirah!’ Mama isn’t here though, in this safe pocket of the unseen realm.

I blink and shake my head. ‘Sorry, Sensei Bilqis.’ I stare at the wooden keris in my hand. It feels too heavy. My head feels too heavy. I’m too much in my thoughts to be very good at ...whatever I’m trying to do. ‘I don’t think this is working. Could we take a break?’

Sensei Bilqis motions for us to sit down. I pass the wooden keris to her.

‘Let’s try some seated breathing exercises instead.’

Oh no. This is going to be even worse! Sensei Bilqis laughs at the horror on my face. ‘Not a fan of seated breathing exercises either?’

I give her a sheepish grin. ‘Not when I’m sitting down! Sitting still and breathing makes me feel even more anxious. Movement meditation works better for me. And ...talking about what’s bothering me helps me too. It helps me a lot, actually. That’s probably ninety per cent of my conversations with my mother.’ And now I’m blathering and Sensei Bilqis is probably bored. She takes a deep, steadying breath in, and I instinctively do the same.

‘What’s on your mind, Insyirah?’

I blurt, ‘I inherited Bumi. My nenek’s jinn.’

Sensei Bilqis purses her lips and her eyes narrow a tiny bit. ‘I see. How has that been for you?’

‘So. Stressful!’ I jump to my feet and start pacing. ‘I told Mama. It didn’t go well. Bumi’s really nice though. He told me he can even help me find a good husband for Mama. And even check out his background to make sure he’s not some weirdo. But I told him not to burn down any houses or bushes.’ I sag with the relief of saying all that out loud.

Sensei Bilqis’s eyes get wider the more I speak. ‘Interesting. That is a lot to take in,’ she says very slowly.

‘Right?’ I groan. ‘I know! It’s so much! I’m so bad at keeping secrets. I’m glad I told Mama and you, Sensei Bilqis.’

She gives me a firm nod. ‘Honesty is important. I know it’s a lot right now, but I trust that you can work through this together, with her. I’m here to support you, as well.’

I sink back down onto the soft grass. ‘Thank you, Sensei. Can we try the keris exercises again?’
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I sip my cold glass of iced lime juice in the garden. It’s much cooler in the evenings. As I inhale the sweet, thick scent of jasmine, I sigh and think of Nenek. It’s like she’s just around the corner, watering her flowers. It still hasn’t hit me that she’s gone. Everything else is the same.

Well. Almost.

Mama is out having a catch-up with one of her old government school buddies. ‘Are you sure you’ll be okay?’ she asked before stepping out, that familiar crease between her eyebrows.

‘Mama!’ I groaned. ‘I’m twelve, not two. And yes, I’ll be perfectly fine. You go ahead and hang out with your friends.’ I had to push her out the door.

I yelp when something warm rubs itself against my ankle. Cat Ari is purring contentedly next to my foot.

‘Ari! You startled me.’

He grins. ‘It’s fun visiting you at home.’

Bumi materialises beside me, sitting on the other end of the rattan sofa.

‘Is Ari bothering you?’

Cat Ari rolls his eyes. Now that is something to witness. ‘Relax, Bumi. Kak Syirah can hang out with whoever she wants. You don’t own her. In fact, she’s the one who owns you.’ Bumi flinches, then scowls deeply at him.

‘Chill, both of you! Can’t we all enjoy the garden in peace? I’m trying to finish my juice.’

‘Evidently not,’ Bumi mutters. ‘His kind are renowned for being extra irritating.’

‘And yours? So subservient to your human masters!’ For a split second, Bumi’s eyes darken.

‘Insyirah does not own me,’ he says very quietly. ‘And I am not subservient.’

Cat Ari shrugs. I ...didn’t know cats could shrug. ‘I could never do it. Bind myself to a human. They live such short lives. And they’re too fickle.’

Bumi glowers. ‘It wasn’t something I had planned for myself.’

Now that is a change from my usually earnest and loyal guardian spirit.

‘Oh? How did it happen?’ I ask.

Bumi sighs, a rueful smile on his lips. ‘I was born a free jinn. My mother was from the jungle tribe in Sabah, and my father was from the ocean tribe off the coast of Melaka.’

‘Ocean and jungle jinn equals you?’ I ask. ‘Wow. You’re a mixed-tribe jinn.’

He nods, looking almost shy. ‘Yes, I am.’

Cat Ari snorts. ‘Mixed-tribe jinn have their weaknesses.’ He preens. ‘Pure bloods like me are always stronger.’

Bumi ignores him and continues. ‘My father always told me to stay away from humans,’ he said solemnly. ‘I was the youngest of four children, and we grew up on stories about terrifying humans ravaging our jungle and ocean homes.’ His eyes shine with mischief. ‘Naturally, that made humans incredibly intriguing to me.’

Cat Ari shakes his head. ‘Foolish.’

Bumi scowls at him. ‘Curious. Not foolish. There’s a difference.’

Cat Ari flicks his tail. ‘Still foolish.’

‘Keep going, Bumi,’ I say, taking another sip of my lime juice. ‘This is so cool. How did you first meet my great-great grandmother?

‘I ...may have ventured to a human village when I should have stayed safe at home in the jungle,’ he said. ‘I liked to watch humans from afar.’ His voice takes on a wistful note. ‘They lived such short lives and loved and lost so much. And yet, after each loss, they picked themselves up and kept going. I admired that. But I always stayed safely away.’ He stands up and starts to pace.

‘But one day, I saw something I couldn’t ignore. A little boy was crying at the edge of his village. Huge, heart-rending sobs. I broke the rule of not showing myself to a human. I went to ask him what was wrong.’ His handsome face clouds over. ‘That’s when it happened. The little boy was an illusion. A trap, used to draw me out of my realm, into yours. A sorcerer enslaved me.’ His eyes darken. ‘He needed a jinn to do his bidding.’

I’m surprised that Cat Ari isn’t making a snarky comment. He even curls up against Bumi’s ankle. Bumi leans down and strokes Cat Ari’s head. He can’t look me in the eye. I swallow.

‘What was that like?’

He shudders. ‘It was ...terrible. I don’t remember everything, maybe because it was too horrible to recall ... but I do know that your great-great grandmother, Rahayu, was the one who rescued me from the sorcerer.’ He steps away from Cat Ari, who jumps onto my lap instead.

My jaw drops. ‘My great-great grandmother rescued you from a sorcerer?’ Awesome. I had zero doubt that the women in my family were strong, but that’s nextlevel strong.

He nods, looking both pleased and shy. ‘She was her village healer and matriarch. She found me injured after completing one of the more deadly tasks assigned to me by the sorcerer.’

I put my glass down on the rattan table beside me and lean forward. ‘Tell me everything.’

He smiles. ‘Even better. I can show you.’ He lifts his hand, and in front of me a scene unfolds as vividly as a movie. But way cooler. Cat Ari pricks up his ears and purrs in excitement.

A dark form lies limp beneath the vast canopy of a mango tree. It is sprawled near the trunk and wracked with pain. It doesn’t look like the Bumi I know, but it ...feels like him. I can’t look away.

A young woman steps towards him, her keris still sheathed. Her expression is both cautious and curious. She looks like a much younger version of Nenek. Formidable and elegant. This must be my great-great grandmother Rahayu – the one who forged our keris pusaka.

‘Leave me,’ Bumi grunts. ‘Let me die!’

She frowns, then shakes her head. ‘No. Every life, even yours, is sacred. What have you done?’

‘Do not judge me for what I have been compelled to do.’ An exhausted moan escapes his lips. ‘I am only a weapon now.’ She takes one step closer. His weary voice turns fierce. ‘Let me be! I would rather die than continue being enslaved to such a monster!’

Something flits across her face.

‘I will free you from him,’ she says, her voice granite. ‘But I must bind you to me.’

He shrinks away. ‘No more enslavement. Let me die and gain my freedom.’

She kneels beside him, her voice gentler. ‘I do not have the skills to free you, jinn. But I can offer you a gentler existence. It is your choice.’ Bumi releases a low and guttural cry. ‘Make your choice quickly,’ she says sharply. ‘Before your master returns.’

‘There is none to make,’ he whispers. ‘Bind me to you. Please.’

My great-great grandmother unsheathes her keris. A dazzling light comes out of the tip of the wavy blade. She directs the light to his ankle and it starts to glow, red-hot. Something falls out of his ankle, making him sob with pain. A spider? A lizard? A scorpion? It skitters away, but my great-great grandmother stomps on it with her sandaled foot, disgust curling her lips.

‘It is done.’

Bumi sits up, slowly. A small golden chain starts forming around his ankle and it extends all the way to my great-great grandmother’s right wrist in a loop. She observes her handiwork and gives a grim smile.

‘I free you from your previous master. Now, pledge to serve me and my descendants. We have a jungle to clear.’

This is the part where the scene cuts out.

I exhale. ‘Wow. That was ...wow. Thank you. My great-great grandmother was a boss!’

He nods, chuckling. ‘Yes, indeed she was.’

After my awe wears off, something else remains. ‘I’m sorry she didn’t free you, though, or find someone who knew how to free you. You could have gone back to your family.’

He shrugs, looking away. ‘She was much kinder than my former master. I did not mind.’

Cat Ari moves closer to me and sniffs the inside of my wrist. ‘What are you doing?’ I yelp, pulling my hand away.

He growls, deep in his feline throat.

‘Be careful, Kak Syirah. The veil between realms will be thinner to you now. Try not to fall through. You won’t end up in the unseen pasar malam or even the hospital, like before.’ He meows, slinks away into the night, and vanishes.

I gulp, and turn to look at Bumi. ‘Do you know what he’s talking about?’

Bumi purses his lips, concern furrowing his brow. ‘Perhaps.’

‘Okay. So?’

‘Stay in wudu,’ he starts. He opens his mouth to say more but then vanishes.

‘Syirah? What are you doing in the garden?’

Mama’s home. I clear my throat. ‘Just getting some fresh air.’

She narrows her eyes. ‘I thought I heard you talking to someone.’

I lift my chin up. ‘I was talking to Bumi.’ I brace myself for a lecture. Instead, Mama sighs, closes her eyes and turns away from me. My heart sinks.

‘It’s getting late, Syirah. I don’t want to argue with you. I’m going in to get some rest.’

Deflated, I sit alone in the garden. Bumi appears next to me. I can’t meet his eyes.

‘I am sorry your mother does not approve of me.’

‘Yeah,’ I reply softly. ‘Me too.’
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CHAPTER 25

I wake up to the sound of my alarm. My skin is hot and tingly. I’m coming down with a fever, but it doesn’t feel like a regular fever. Is this what Cat Ari was warning me about? The full moon is almost here too. Everything is shifting.

Mama can tell something is off. I am quiet at breakfast, and she watches me carefully before placing her hand on my forehead.

‘Syirah, you’re warm. Are you coming down with the flu?’

I shrug sluggishly. ‘I’m feeling a bit off.’ From Nenek’s passing to my hidden conversations with Bumi ...it’s too much. I’m bubblegum, stretched out too thin.

I try to distract myself with my favourite comfort movies like Spirited Away and Princess Mononoke, but not even that helps to take the edge off. Maybe being cooped up at home isn’t helping things.

‘Let’s go for a picnic, Mama,’ I suggest after lunch. ‘At Tamantun Park. The fresh air will be good.’ I have so many fond memories of walking in the park with Datuk, Nenek, Maklong and Mama. ‘But not now! It’s way too hot. Let’s wait till later today.’

When we get there, Mama spreads out a picnic mat beneath the lush green trees, then lines up our favourite goodies: a cool thermos of iced lemon tea and tuna and mayonnaise sandwiches.

‘There! Now you can lie down and relax. I’ll keep an eye out for the red ants.’ I laugh, stretch myself across the mat, and take a bite of my sandwich. Mm. Yum. I fall asleep to the sounds and scents of the rainforest.

‘Time to head back, Syirah,’ Mama murmurs, gently shaking me awake. ‘It’s getting too close to maghrib.’

I yawn drowsily. ‘Okay, Mama. Give me a minute.’

Mama’s phone rings with the upbeat ring tone she reserves for Maklong. She looks up. ‘Maklong is finally calling me back. Let me get this call. I’ll wait in the car?’

‘Sure thing.’ I sit up, stretch and look around. I know that I need to get moving, back to Mama, but something is tugging at me to step into the cool, sweet shade of the jungle. Part of me wonders what I’ll find there. Magic. Mystery. What if I like what I find? Mama is so afraid of the unseen ...but what if I know how to handle it better? I want to choose for myself. My resolve hardens. I want to know what’s waiting for me.

Everything else is screaming at me not to go, especially so close to sunset. But my feet slip into my sandals and start walking away from Mama, towards the jungle.

Towards Bumi. His mouth falls open when he sees me.

‘What are you doing here so close to maghrib?’ he hisses. His midnight eyes are even darker in the waning light, but still full of concern. He is careful not to touch me and motions back towards the car park. ‘The jungle isn’t safe for you. You need to go.’

I know he’s right. Nenek warned me that the veils between the seen and unseen realm are thinner at sunset. And jungles are soaked with unseen creatures that were here long before any humans. The earth shifts under my feet. My skin starts to crawl. I breathe in the intoxicating scent of damp jungle leaves and sickly sweet jasmine.

‘What do you mean it’s not safe for me?’ I manage to whisper.

He scowls. ‘You’re ...jinn-touched. Because of me. And that ...that calls others of my kind to you, like mosquitoes to blood. Some of them hunt humans.’

I try to shift my feet, away from the jungle. Back to the road. Back to where I can call Mama to pick me up. But they feel rooted to the ground. I try to move my arms, my hands, but it’s like they’ve been frozen too. Cold beads of sweat form on the back of my neck.

‘Bumi, I ...I can’t move.’

Despair flits across his face, before grim determination sets in.

‘Then it’s too late. Please read Ayatul Kursi for protection. I’ll do everything I can to keep you safe.’

Even though I can’t move the rest of my body, my tongue still works. I start to recite Ayatul Kursi, the familiar words flowing from me – a litany for protection, which Mama has been reading over me since I was a baby. But for the first time, it manifests around me, like swirls of gold.

As I keep reciting, the swirls start to harden around me, like armour. The invisible grip on my body slowly starts to loosen.

Bumi looks hopeful. ‘Keep going, Syirah. Focus your intention on protection.’ I’m able to give him a small nod, then I keep reading, focusing on drawing strength and protection from my recitation. And then, my heart gives a lurch as I think of Mama.

Remember your intention, Syirah, she has told me over the years. Remember to always renew it and focus it.

I hold that image of Mama in my heart, and it makes me both sadder and stronger. I imagine her pacing the jungle, worried sick, wondering where I’ve gone, and my focus starts to waver.

‘Syirah!’ Bumi warns. That’s when it begins. A soft, sinister laugh.

‘Oh, daughter of Adam,’ the disembodied voice chuckles. ‘Look at you now.’ A black humanoid figure with coal-red eyes steps out of the forest, surrounded by smoke. I open my mouth to scream. Waves of evil intent rise from the figure like thick smoky tendrils, and I know that whatever this thing wants with me, it cannot be good. It also sounds eerily familiar. The evil spirit haunting my school! It found me.

‘Leave her!’ Bumi shouts, in a voice too loud to be his.

The black figure chuckles and tilts its head, eyes glowing redder. ‘Oh? What is this?’

‘Come no closer,’ Bumi hisses, stepping between us. All the black figure does is laugh, which sounds like something between a thunderstorm and an avalanche.

‘Oh, how quaint. So protective.’ The humour in its voice vanishes. ‘You are far too young to get in my way. Now move, before I consume you too.’

Bumi doesn’t budge. The being steps forward, arms extended, black tendrils racing towards me like sinister arrows. Bumi is engulfed first. I start to choke.

Terror. Terror, pure and simple. I have never been so afraid in my life. Hot, molten lava burns through my skin, right down to my nails. I can’t move. I can’t. My feet are rooted to the ground, refusing to budge, no matter how hard I try.

I keep hearing laughter. Amused, deep, terrifying laughter. Bumi is gone. Where is he? He said he would keep me safe! Is he okay? Will I be okay?

An inhuman cry claws itself out of my mouth. Instead of the lush trees, colourful playground and wide walking paths of Tamantun Park, I’m surrounded by the towering, dark, terrifying trees of the deepest jungle.

Then I think of Mama. I think of my soft turquoise prayer mat. I think of the Prophet Sulayman, peace and blessings be upon him, who commanded the jinn. I think of the legacy of the strong women in my family.

I start reciting Ayatul Kursi again. Slowly, the pain in my body fades. I fall to the ground. It’s grassy, still moist from rain. I can move my hands again, and I shudder with relief. Hot, wet tears stream down my face. I don’t know where I am. I know I’m still in the jungle, but when I look up and beyond, there is no car park, no roads and none of the cars that are usually there. It’s more and more jungle. Endless trees, thick and enormous. My heart sinks.

I’m not in Kuala Lumpur anymore. I am, but I’m not. Something crashes beside me.

‘Syirah—’ It’s Bumi. He’s alive! I’m crying tears of relief.

He looks battered, with cuts on his face, arm and hands. But he’s here.

‘Can you move?’ he rasps. He cradles his right arm.

I nod, barely. ‘What happened?’ I whisper. ‘Where are we?’

He looks around. ‘We’re in a dark pocket of my realm. You shouldn’t be here. Time runs differently, and the longer you stay here, the harder it is for you to get back. We need to find an entry point back to your world.’

I gulp. ‘Like the unseen pasar malam, and the unseen hospital! But ...this feels even more dangerous.’

He nods slowly. ‘I found you in those two locations, and could help you escape. This is a deeper, darker zone. We’re always parallel to your world. But you don’t see us. He gestures to the star-filled sky. Even that looks different. It’s a deep purple, studded with bright yellow pinpricks. It would be beautiful, if I wasn’t so scared.

‘What was that thing that attacked us? Is it the evil spirit from my school?’ I whisper. Bumi looks around, looking afraid for the first time.

‘Yes, it’s the same one. An evil jinn. It thrives on pain and chaos.’

‘What are you?’

Bumi stares at me, hurt. ‘One of the good ones, Syirah.’ His voice drops. ‘But I am much younger. I’m not as powerful.’ He looks ashamed. ‘I’m sorry. This has never happened before, with any of your foremothers under my protection.’

I rub the last of the tears from my eyes. Right. Time to get back up again, and get out of this place. ‘This wasn’t your fault, Bumi.’ I pick myself up and brush the leaves and dirt from my hands. ‘So how do we get out of here, and get back to my world?’

‘Follow me. Stay close, keep reciting Ayatul Kursi.’ He gives me a fierce look. ‘No matter what you hear, or what you feel, don’t look back. Keep your eyes on me.’ Bumi starts to run, and so do I. I’m so relieved aikido has helped my overall stamina and strength. It’s always helpful when I’m stuck in the other realm.

That’s when it starts. That laughter again. Cackling this time, and female. Is that a pontianak? The infamous female vampire of Malaysian legend? Hantu Kak Limah isn’t so funny anymore. Cold sweat breaks out on my skin. ‘Keep running, Syirah!’ Bumi calls out. Our footsteps pound through the undergrowth as small animals shriek and skitter out of the way.

That irresistible pull tears at me again, calling me to turn around. It wouldn’t matter, would it, if I turned around for a second?

No! No! I fist my hands into tight balls, jam my eyes shut and keep barrelling forward. I think of Mama, and I wish Nenek were here so she could frighten whatever evil demon is trying to hunt me down.

When I think I can’t go any further, Nenek steps in front of me. What? Nenek?

‘Syirah!’ she scolds me. ‘What are you doing here?’

‘Nenek?’ I gasp. ‘What – what are you doing here?’

She snorts. ‘Saving you. My body may be dead, but my soul is free to seek you out. I haven’t even been dead a month, and look what happens. Bumi!’ Bumi snaps to attention. ‘How did she get into this mess? You’re meant to protect her!’ He looks both guilty and annoyed.

‘One of the older jinn coerced her to the jungle. I tried to stop it, but—’

Nenek huffs. ‘Syirah, if you’re going to keep Bumi, then you need to protect yourself better. Read more Qur’an, stay in wudu more.’ I always knew that reading Qur’an was protective, but I didn’t realise the actual jinn-protective properties that could bring. Nenek went on, ‘Bumi is one of the good ones, but not all of them are.’

‘Clearly,’ I mutter.

‘Syirah, stop mumbling. Now try harder to leave this place. It’s about intention. You have to want to go back enough. Please try harder, Syirah. This is no place for you.’

‘How do I try harder?’ I shriek. ‘I don’t want to stay in this terrifying place!’

Nenek shakes her head, scowling. ‘Something within you is keeping you here. Something you’re avoiding in your realm.’ Nenek’s face softens. ‘Think of your mother. Think of how worried she is right now. Think of everything that ties you to the earth, enough to bring you back.’

I think of Mama and hold her face in my mind. The sound of her laughter, the way she raises her eyebrow when she’s making a point, and the warmth of her hugs. This is helping, but I still feel stuck, like the wheel of a car sunk too deep in mud.

‘Thinking of Mama isn’t enough, Nenek,’ I whisper.

‘Then think of me, and how much I want you to live.’

That does the trick. Something shifts inside me. The last of my hesitation falls away. A very relieved Bumi points to a glowing doorway that opens up between two enormous banyan trees. I gasp. I did that?

‘At last,’ he whispers. ‘Here. Step through.’

But before I step forward, I give Nenek a sad smile. ‘Will I see you again, Nenek?’ Nenek cups my face with her hands. I close my eyes and feel their warmth.

‘I don’t think so, Syirah.’ She pauses, then gives me her infamous glare. ‘Don’t get trapped here again!’

I have to laugh. ‘I’ll do my best, Nenek. I love you.’

She gives me a gentle smile. ‘I know.’

Nenek starts to shine, an impossible glow, and begins to fade.

‘Tell your mother and Maklong I love them, and that I’m sorry for all the times I let them down.’

I take one step through the golden doorway, but then something pulls me back.
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CHAPTER 26

‘NOT so fast, little girl,’ the voice hisses.

I tumble backwards and hit the back of my head on a gnarled tree root. Pain shoots through my skull. I groan, hearing the sound of laughter again.

Nenek is gone. Bumi isn’t here either. I look around frantically. Nobody else is going to come to my rescue. This is on me. This is all on me.

I’m done being afraid. Slowly, I get back to my feet, cross my arms, and square my jaw. I’ve got this, God willing. He’s put all this chaos into my life for a reason, and I’ve got the skills to overcome it. What skills exactly, I don’t know, but I’ll figure it out. I always do. I think of Mama telling me to fake it till I make it.

‘What do you want?’ I demand, remembering Nenek’s first rule of never showing fear.

‘Some entertainment,’ it growls. ‘And revenge.’

Revenge? ‘I’m not afraid of you.’ Okay, that is ninety per cent a lie. My heart is pounding so hard right now. I try to steady my erratic breathing.

‘You should be afraid, little girl. Your foremother Rahayu and then your mother Sara were fools to turn me down. How dare they think themselves superior to me, when I am so much more powerful! I will exact my revenge upon you.’

A scene unfolds before me, like when Bumi showed me what happened to him. A young woman stands in the jungle, shaking her head, with her arms crossed, her lips a thin, grim line. The impossibly handsome young man in front of her scowls and reaches out to her, with something like hunger on his face. She steps back.

‘I said no,’ she says firmly. ‘I will not consort with your kind. My mother taught me better than to fall for a jinn. I am not foolish enough to lose myself in your realm and return here alone and barren.’ His dark eyes blaze, but before he can take another step towards her, she murmurs a prayer, blows firmly, and he melts away, howling. His shadowy form gets sucked into a ring she holds up.

‘She sent me away for too long,’ it growls, a massive shifting black shadow, molten eyes flaming. ‘She bound me to an enchanted ring and cast me deep into the ocean. That weakened me, until I could finally break free of my prison. And when I regained some of my strength and found your mother, even she turned me down!’ It growls and the guttural sound sends fear curling through me. ‘Modernity makes you soft.’ It scoffs. ‘You did not even know we were real until you came back to your ancestral home.’

I falter. It’s right. And if we hadn’t moved back, then I would have never found out at all. And this whole chunk of my heritage would have stayed missing. Or would it?

I blink and shake my head. ‘I come from their strength,’ I say firmly. ‘It’s in my blood. They’re in my blood. You can’t take that away from me. And my foremother and mother were right to reject you.’

It snarls. ‘You speak bravely for someone so afraid. I can smell your fear.’

I scowl back. ‘I am more than my fear. And I won’t let you scare me.’

It finally hits me. I’ve always been enough. I don’t need Mama to reassure me. I don’t need Nenek to approve of me. I already have titanium inside me.

The tendrils snaking around me fall away. Extinguished.

‘What is this?’ it scowls. It strains towards me again. ‘Impossible!’

‘You’ve lost your power over me,’ I laugh. My skin glows, a beaming gold aura hovering over my skin. Time to go home. I step away, chin up, and will myself back into my world.

I fall onto the grass, Mama sobs with relief. She helps me to my feet and pulls me into a hug. Bumi hovers close by, looking guilty.

‘Syirah! Thank God you’re safe!’ Mama gasps, holding me tight. I hug her back, so relieved to be back in the right realm and safe with her.

‘What happened? Where did you go for the past hour?’

‘Into the other realm.’ I shudder when I remember the red-eyed being.

Mama’s hands fly to her mouth. ‘What? You fell into the other realm?’

‘And I saw Nenek,’ I whisper in awe.

Mama looks at me in shock. ‘Nenek? What? How ... how is that even possible?’

‘I don’t know. It was her soul, maybe? She came to help me escape.’

‘But Syirah, how did you even ... fall in?’

This is a very fair question, and I brace myself for Mama’s reaction.

‘It’s because I’m ....jinn-touched. Because of Bumi. It’s kind of like being a walking lighthouse for both good and bad jinn.’

Mama whips around, looking furious. ‘Bumi!’ she shouts. ‘This is all your fault. I could have lost her!’ She looks like she wants to say something else when she gasps. To my surprise, Bumi steps forward, and Mama takes an involuntary step back.

‘Aunty Sara, please forgive me. You have every right to be angry.’

Mama blinks, clears her throat, crosses her arms, and narrows her eyes. ‘You must be Bumi.’ She’s using her Serious Mum voice.

He nods solemnly. ‘Yes. I am. I promise to try harder to keep Insyirah safe.’

Mama looks torn between annoyance and sadness. ‘Thank you. But wouldn’t it be easier if you left her alone? And let her be an ordinary twelve-year-old?’

Bumi’s luminous eyes flash. ‘But she is not an ordinary twelve-year-old,’ he says firmly. ‘She is a distillation of generations of your incredible foremothers and forefathers. She has inherited their strength, their brilliance, their sensitivity to the unseen. And she will always be different. Embrace that, Aunty Sara, and let me help her tap into her gifts.’

I preen, then pause. ‘Wait, what gifts? You mean what I did in the other realm? I can do that here?’

Mama looks at me in alarm. ‘What did you do in the other realm?’

‘I scared an evil jinn away,’ I grin.

Mama looks like she’s going to faint. ‘Are you serious?’

‘Yes, Mama. I know. It was amazing. I am officially a jinn scarer.’ Okay, not as impressive as jinn slayer, but it’ll do.

I look at Mama. What does she see when she looks at me? Her little girl, who screamed at night? Or who I am right now? A jinn slayer in training?

On the ride back home, Mama shakes her head. ‘We are never going for a picnic in the jungle ever again.’

I laugh. ‘I agree.’

Mama’s voice drops. ‘Is Bumi here?’ I glance at the rear-view mirror. He’s smiling at us.

‘Um, yeah. He’s sitting in the back.’

‘Can we get some privacy, please?’ Mama says loudly. Bumi shrugs, nods, and vanishes.

‘He can hear you, Mama,’ I add, chuckling. ‘You don’t have to shout. But he’s gone now.’

Mama snorts then clears her throat. ‘So what’s it like having your own jinn?’

I give her a very wary look. This feels like a test. She cannot suddenly be okay with Bumi.

‘It’s ...okay.’

‘Hmm.’ Mama does not look or sound convinced. I don’t blame her.

‘He can teach me ...stuff.’ Normally, I find talking to Mama the easiest thing in the world. But it looks like when it comes to talking about Bumi, my brain and mouth stop working.

‘Stuff?’ Mama raises her eyebrow. ‘What kind of stuff?’

Okay, now Mama is teasing me, making this already awkward situation a million times worse.

‘Mama! Look, he doesn’t do my homework, and I told him not to burn down anyone’s house—’

‘Not to burn down anyone’s house? What?’ Now Mama looks horrified.

Okay, maybe I shouldn’t have been that honest. But it’s such a relief to finally be able to talk to Mama about Bumi. It’s like this dam I didn’t know I had inside me has finally burst, and everything I’ve held back is coming out.

‘Mama! Please let me talk, okay?’

Mama takes a deep breath in, and exhales.

‘Okay. Go ahead. Sorry, Syirah. This is so beyond normal.’

‘I know it is. You’ve got to trust me, Mama. I know that none of this makes any sense, but please, can you do that?’

Mama looks at me with eyes full of both fear and maybe a little awe. ‘You’re growing up, my baby girl,’ she whispers. ‘You’re growing up.’

By the time I’m done talking to Mama about what happened in the jungle, she’s shaking her head in amazement. Mama had to stop driving because she kept taking wrong turns. Now we’re sitting at Mukha Cafe and sipping on hot chocolate.

‘I don’t know what I would’ve done if I was there alone, Syirah.’ Her eyes soften.

I roll my eyes, embarrassed. ‘Mama! Stop looking at me like that.’ I take another sip of my hot chocolate, savouring the comforting warmth.

Something in her face shifts, and she gives me a careful look. ‘Syirah, do you think we could go chat with an ustadh or ustadha about all of this?’ My guilt about keeping Bumi comes trickling back. Mama’s right. I know she is. But the thought of letting him go makes my stomach turn.

I frown and Mama holds her hands up. ‘I’m not saying we do anything to Bumi,’ she adds very quickly. ‘We can have a conversation.’

‘A conversation,’I say slowly. ‘About what happened.’

She nods. ‘Exactly. Just a conversation. What about with Sensei Bilqis?’ Mama says. ‘I’m not thrilled that she’s part-jinn, but maybe she’s the perfect person for us to talk to. You’ve been taking private classes with her too, right?’

‘Sure,’ I exhale. ‘Why not?’ My eyes sparkle with mischief. ‘Maybe you can join my private class after school tomorrow and see it for yourself.’ I gasp when I remember something. ‘I forgot to tell you, Mama. Bumi said he could totally set you up with a great guy.’

Her eyes narrow. ‘Insyirah Abdullah. Don’t you dare meddle in my love life with your guardian spirit.’

I gulp. Oops. Time to tone down any matrimonial attempts. I try to lighten the mood. ‘So you do have a mysterious love life I don’t know about?’

She huffs and rolls her eyes. ‘Of course not. But that’s enough changing the subject. It’s time for me to meet Sensei Bilqis.’
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CHAPTER 27

MAMA and I meet Sensei Bilqis at the gymnasium after school.

‘Assalamualaikum, Sensei Bilqis,’ Mama says nervously, her eyes darting around the massive, sunlit walls. The afternoon heat is bearable thanks to the gigantic ceiling fan spinning above us.

‘Wa alaikumusalaam, Puan Sara,’ Sensei Bilqis replies. Mama takes a step back and shrinks from her.

‘Your – your eyes! And your face!’ she squeaks. I sigh with relief. Finally. Someone else who can see her true form.

Sensei Bilqis chuckles. ‘I see that you and Insyirah share the Sight. Well then! Let’s get straight to it. What can I help you with, Puan Sara? Would you like to know Insyirah’s progress in her apprenticeship?’

Sensei Bilqis snaps her fingers and a glowing doorway appears right in front of us. Mama takes another step back. ‘I ...yes. Where are we going?’

‘A safe pocket of the unseen realm,’ I smile at Mama. ‘Come. It’s beautiful.’

Mama hesitates for a moment, then steps through, clutching my hand tightly. She gapes as she takes in the huge banyan tree, bubbling stream and ethereal serenity before us.

‘This is ...this is beautiful.’ Tears prick her eyes. ‘Just like the cave I went into when I was eighteen.’ She shakes her head then looks uncertainly at Sensei Bilqis.

‘Could you please tell me a bit about yourself, Sensei? Insyirah fell into the unseen realm yesterday. I was hoping you could help us understand how to move forward. We have a history of entanglement with jinn in our family, unfortunately.’

I nod. ‘Yeah, yesterday was intense.’

‘Family is complicated, yes?’ says Sensei Bilqis, giving us a bittersweet smile. ‘I am the middle child from a human father and a part-jinn mother. My parents have an interesting marriage. My mother spends half the year in the jinn world, and the other half with my father here. My oldest sister doesn’t understand why we want to pass as human. She lives wholly in the jinn realm, is married to a jinn and has two jinn children. My younger brother is like me and hopes to marry a nice human girl some day. We help my father exorcise evil jinn.’

And I thought I had a complicated family. ‘Wow,’ is the only thing Mama can say, as she looks from me to Sensei Bilqis.

For the first time ever, Sensei Bilqis’s serene confidence fades a little. She sighs and gives us a halfsmile. ‘To be honest, it’s not easy, being part-jinn. I don’t truly fit with other jinn, who are extremely powerful, long-lived and spend all their time in the jinn realm. I don’t fit in with regular humans, either.’ Her eyes soften. ‘I am between worlds, always.’

‘That’s really amazing, though,’ I pipe up. ‘You’re really amazing. What you do, going around exorcising evil jinn – you’re using your gifts to help make the world a safer place. Even if regular humans can’t tell.’

Sensei Bilqis sits up straighter and tilts her head. ‘Thank you, Insyirah.’ She gives me a fond smile. ‘I appreciate your support. Now, tell me what happened to you yesterday.’

I give her a rundown of what happened, starting from my picnic in the park with Mama, and ending with escaping the evil jinn that found me. Sensei Bilqis’s expressions flit from wonder to worry, then settle on awe. She looks from me, to Mama, then back to me.

‘SubhanAllah, Insyirah,’ she says softly. ‘You’ve had quite an adventure.’

‘Tell me about it, Sensei.’ I pause, then ask the burning question. ‘Did I actually see my nenek, in the other realm?’

She shakes her head slowly. ‘No. It was most likely a good jinn, trying to help you. They can take any form.’

My hopeful smile fades. Sensei Bilqis gives me a sympathetic smile. ‘I’m sorry, Syirah. We believe that our souls move on after death.’

‘I’ll never see my nenek again, in this life?’ My eyes are filling up with tears again. Will I ever stop crying over Nenek? Probably not. Time to accept that and move on with life.

‘Her soul is still making dua for you from her grave,’ Sensei Bilqis says gently. ‘And she could come to you in your dreams.’ Nenek can still pray for me from her grave? A lump forms in my throat.

Mama perks up at that. ‘Hear that, Syirah? You dream a lot. You could still see Nenek.’

Sensei Bilqis gives me another kind smile, her luminous eyes filled with warmth and understanding. ‘Death is only a temporary separation.’

I nod, sniffing, wiping my eyes with my sleeve. I miss Nenek’s fierce presence in my life. Life without Nenek is like nasi lemak without sambal. Without the chilli, the zing is gone.

‘I wish she were here, so she could scold me in person,’ I say.

Mama gives me a sad smile. ‘Me too.’

‘She sounds like she was an amazing woman,’ Sensei Bilqis says.

I give a little sob. ‘She was.’

‘You’ll always be part of her legacy, Insyirah,’ Sensei Bilqis tells me. ‘I know that you already make her so proud.’ Sensei Bilqis’ smile falters. ‘This may be difficult to hear, Insyirah, but families with a history of dabbling with the unseen often keep many painful secrets.’

Mama’s eyebrows rise in alarm.

‘It may not be the case with your nenek, of course,’ Sensei Bilqis says smoothly.

Back to unseen family secrets. I look away. The memory of Nenek is too raw for me right now. Mama touches me gently on the shoulder.

‘I’m sure Nenek didn’t hide anything from us,’ Mama says in her most soothing tone, ‘especially nothing of the unseen variety.’ She gives her nervous laugh. ‘We’ve had plenty of family drama, as it is. No need to go dredging up anything supernatural, on top of that!’

A look I can’t pin down passes over Sensei Bilqis’s serene face.

‘Very well. If there’s anything else you’d like to talk about with me, Insyirah, unseen or otherwise, please know that I’d be happy to chat with you.’ She gives me a fond smile. ‘You remind me a lot of myself, when I was younger.’

I grin. ‘You fell into the unseen realm too?’

Her eyes twinkle with amusement. ‘That’s a story for another day.’ She turns to look at Mama. ‘Is there anything else you’d like to talk about?’

Mama gives me a meaningful look.

I clear my throat. ‘Sensei, could you tell me about the separation ritual between a jinn and his ...host? Is it safe?’

Sensei Bilqis sits up straighter. ‘Yes, when both parties are willing.’ She watches me closely. ‘This is something that can only happen when both parties consent, fully. It cannot be coerced. If there is any coercion, or any unresolved matters, then the ritual separation could go wrong.’

I gulp and let that sink in. I have to be truly ready to let Bumi go. And Bumi has to want to be free, even if he’s unsure and afraid.

‘Thank you for sharing that, Sensei Bilqis,’ Mama says. I can’t meet Mama’s gaze right now.

‘Is it okay if I drop Insyirah off at home later? She has a bit more training to do with me.’

Mama looks at me, then back at Sensei Bilqis. ‘Will you be okay, Syirah?’

I give her a bright grin and a thumbs-up sign. ‘Absolutely.’

Mama steps out of the portal, and Sensei Bilqis turns to me. A small smile tugs at her lips.

‘You’ve been doing well, Insyirah, so you get to pick where we go for our next training session. Anywhere in the jinn realm.’

My eyes widen with the possibilities, and I decide on exactly where I want to go.

‘I want to meet your sister.’

Sensei Bilqis grins. ‘Very well. You can call her Puan Zuleikha.’

Sensei Bilqis traces the shape of a glowing silver doorway. She steps through and I follow her into what looks like a shop. Wooden floorboards creak under my feet, and the chatter of voices floats towards me. The intoxicating scent of freshly baked cinnamon rolls makes my mouth water. Customers are reading newspapers and eating scones ...and is that a gigantic apple pie on the counter? Yum. Three little jinn boys are floating in the air while their mothers giggle over a pot of bergamot-scented tea.

‘Your sister works in a bakery!’ I squeak. The Unseen Bakery. My life is complete.

Right on cue, an annoyed voice cuts through the hubbub. ‘Adik? What are you doing here with a human?’ She’s beautiful, in a much more otherworldly way than Sensei Bilqis. Her violet eyes peer at me.

I smile warmly at Sensei Bilqis’s scary older sister. ‘Assalamualaikum, Puan Zuleikha. I’m Insyirah, your sister’s apprentice. It’s lovely to meet you.’

Her hard expression softens, but she’s still giving me the side eye. ‘Wa alaikumusalam, Insyirah. Why are you here?’

I clear my throat. ‘I wanted to clarify something.’

She raises an elegant eyebrow then wipes her hands on her bright-orange apron. ‘I’m listening.’

‘I’m different to my foremothers,’ I say, heat rushing to my cheeks. ‘I don’t want to enslave jinn against their will and use them as weapons.’ The real question is ...will I be ready to let Bumi go, even if I treat him kindly, the way Nenek and our foremothers did?

She huffs in surprise. ‘You believe in freedom for jinn? That’s refreshing.’

I nod quickly. ‘Yes. I do.’

Sensei Bilqis squeezes my shoulder, beaming with pride. ‘See, Kakak? This is why she’s my apprentice. She’s got what it takes to change things, and a good heart.’

‘Let’s hope she decides to free the jinn bound to her family, then,’ she shrugs, making me think of Bumi, and if I’ll ever be ready to say goodbye to him.
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CHAPTER 28

IN the middle of English class, Ms Lee starts to scream. I whip my gaze up from my book. With one hand on her mouth, she points to the blackboard. I squint at it in confusion. Thick red liquid oozes out and slowly trickles down. Is that ...paint? No ...it can’t possibly be – blood!

‘It’s ...it’s bleeding!’ I gasp.

Fear prickles my scalp. I jump to my feet. Fresh blood oozes out of the blackboard, dripping onto the floor. The rich, iron stench fills my nostrils, making me gag. The rest of my classmates start to scream. Everyone stands up and scrambles out of the classroom, bumping into each other in the chaos. Someone stomps on my foot and I shriek and stumble into the corridor.

‘What is going on?’ Kai Xin gasps, helping me to my feet.

‘Is that really blood?’ Nadia whispers, her voice rising in fear.

The stench is unmistakable. ‘Yes,’ I say, fighting back the urge to throw up. ‘It’s ...it’s really blood.’

It’s happening again. It caught me off guard, just when I thought I could pretend everything was okay.

Bumi’s voice whispers in my ear. ‘This won’t stop until you do something to end it.’

He’s right. I know he’s right.

Ms Lee calls the police on her mobile. ‘Blood. Yes. Blood on the blackboards. Floor too. No, I’m not imagining it.’

Principal Chan arrives on the scene, shaking her head in disbelief. The police officers arrive only minutes later. They stare at the pool of blood congealing on the floor, then look at us, frowns etched on their faces.

‘Please call your parents and take the rest of the day off,’ Principal Chan announces to the students, barely hiding the tremble in her voice. Other teachers have gathered at the bloody scene in my classroom. They whisper among themselves, shaking their heads. Even Nurse Lydia stares in horror. Her eyes lock on mine, and narrow. Guilt floods through me. She takes a few steps towards me.

‘What is going on?’ she asks me, her eyes intent. ‘You’re always in the middle of something ...supernatural.’

I clear my throat. ‘I ...I know that this school is haunted.’

Nurse Lydia bites her bottom lip. ‘It’s true, isn’t it? This school was built on an unmarked burial ground. And ever since you arrived, everything’s gotten much worse!’

I whisper. ‘Do you know how to get to it? The section of the school that contains the ...mass grave.’

Her eyes narrow in suspicion. ‘You can’t possibly mean to try to get there? It’s sealed off, right down at the basement section of the school. Nobody goes there, not even the school cleaners. It gives everyone the creeps,’ she says. ‘I don’t know what you’re planning, but please be careful. Don’t go looking for trouble.’
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The next day, we’re all still thinking about the blood. The classroom is squeaky clean again, but Ms Lee stays away from the blackboard. The students in my class keep glancing nervously from the site of the blood to the fading bruises on Ms Lee’s throat. She’s trying hard to keep calm, but when one of my classmates accidentally drops her pencil case on the floor, Ms Lee screams in fright.

‘I’m sorry, class,’ she whispers, taking a seat. ‘Give me a moment to calm myself.’

Kai Xin, Nadia and I exchange worried glances.

I call my friends together at lunch.

‘We have to end this,’ I say firmly, digging into my bowl of fried noodles.

Kai Xin and Nadia look at me, and then at each other.

‘End this? How?’ Nadia asks slowly.

I shrug expansively. ‘I don’t know.’

Kai Xin gets excited and actually raises her hand. ‘You don’t have to raise your hand, Kai Xin,’ I point out.

‘We have to cleanse our school, to help the spirits move on.’

‘What about the extra-malevolent spirit who has a serious problem with Syirah?’ Nadia points out.

Kai Xin looks thoughtful. ‘Let me do some research. But off the top of my head, I think you’ll need an enchanted weapon.’ Sensei Bilqis said the same.

Nadia gives a small shriek. ‘An enchanted weapon? Are we really going to turn up to school at night with enchanted weapons and start a cleansing ritual? What are we going to tell our parents?’

‘The truth,’ I offer. ‘Also, I want to bring my mum.’

‘Your mum?’ Kai Xin gawks. ‘I know that you’re best friends with your mum and all that, but seriously? Inviting her to an exorcism?’

‘My mother can also see jinn! She can help!’ I insist, my cheeks burning.

Nadia and Kai Xin exchange uncomfortable glances.

‘That is a good point,’ Nadia admits.

‘It is kinda weird to bring your mum along, not gonna lie.’ Kai Xin shrugs. ‘But it’s your call, boss.’

Heat burns my cheeks. ‘I’m not the boss! But I still want her to come.’

Nadia makes a small sound of protest. ‘Syirah, please don’t take this personally, but I don’t think I can be part of this. It’s too much, after the music room incident. It’s too scary for me.’ Her voice softens. ‘Can both of you please stay alive too? I don’t want anyone to get hurt!’

Kai Xin hugs Nadia tightly. ‘I promise we’ll stay alive too.’

Surprising myself, I join in the group hug. ‘No worries, Nadia. You’ve already taken one for the team. Now it’s our turn to step up.’
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Mama is sitting in the garden, sipping some mint tea.

‘Mama, I need a big favour.’

She raises an eyebrow. ‘How big?’

I put on my thinking face. ‘Everest big.’

‘Wow. Okay then. What can I do for you, Syirah?’ She takes another sip of tea.

‘Can you please come with me and my friends and help us exorcise our haunted school?’

Mama starts choking and spits out her tea. ‘What did you say?’

I sigh and repeat myself.

Mama gets up and starts shaking her head. ‘Syirah, I don’t want you anywhere near any of that. You know how I feel about you dabbling with the unseen! Isn’t there anyone else who can take care of it?’

I groan. ‘Mama. There’s nobody else, because the jinn who is bothering the school is the one who’s been haunting our family, like what Nenek told us before she passed away! It’s the same one that you turned down. It’s the same one I encountered when I vanished in the jungle.’

Mama’s eyes widen. ‘Oh no, Syirah. Nenek was right. This is all connected to our bloodline.’

‘Exactly! The bad jinn that tried to hurt me was mad because one of our ancestors turned him down, then exorcised it and trapped it in a ring. And it tried to take it out on me.’

Mama covers her mouth. ‘Our ancestor did that?’

I nod, and something almost like understanding gnaws at me. I wouldn’t want that fate for myself. ‘She booted it out of our realm, trapped it in an enchanted ring, and tossed it into the ocean ...until it broke free. It found you in that cave when you were a teenager, then you rejected it too. Now it’s tracked me down, and it’s come for revenge! Basically, it’s really, really angry. And now it’s been stirring up trouble at our school!’ I start to pace. ‘That’s why we have to end this. I have to end this.’

Mama’s eyes go wide. ‘We ...we have to find someone to talk to. A Shaykh or Shaykha who specialises in this.’ She turns to look at me pleadingly. ‘Please, Syirah, don’t try to do this alone with your friends. What if any of you get hurt? Or worse?’

‘I’ll ask Sensei Bilqis for help,’ I say firmly. ‘We can trust her.’
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Sitting at our dining table, Sensei Bilqis nods solemnly when I tell her our plan.

‘Show me your family keris.’

I run up to my bedroom and carefully retrieve the weapon, anticipation thrumming through me. I’ve been practising every day after school. Sensei Bilqis looks on, nodding, while I unsheathe the blade and move into my fighting stance. I take a deep breath and try to quiet my racing thoughts.

Just be. Move with the keris. Be one with the keris. Breathe. Be.

That’s when something shifts. My keris feels ... lighter. It almost hums in my grasp, like it recognises me at last. I smile, excitement coursing through my tired muscles.

Sensei Bilqis smiles at me. ‘Well done, Insyirah.’

Jinn slayer, coming right up.
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CHAPTER 29

IT’S finally the decided time: Friday, just before midnight. I’m buzzing with nerves and energy. As Sensei Bilqis advised when we first met, I fasted on Monday and Thursday this week to boost my spiritual batteries. I’m ready. At least, I hope I am. I glance down at my iPhone. Sensei Bilqis is on her way.

Mama, Kai Xin and I show up at the school entrance. Part of me knows that there is no possible plan that could cover this situation. The rest of me is hoping to wing it and come out in one piece.

‘Are we really going to do this?’ Kai Xin asks, sounding worried for the first time in living memory.

‘Yes.’ I clear my throat and put on my brave voice. ‘We’ll go underneath the school, to the source of all this pain. Say a prayer for the deceased. Send them a blessing. Get rid of all that darkness. Bring in some light.’

Kai Xin grimaces. ‘And what about the jinn who’ll get in the way? The one that hurt Nadia?’

Mama cracks her knuckles. ‘Leave that to me. I have some holy water handy.’

‘Mama, you’re prepared!’ So that’s why she was reading verses of the Qur’an and blowing into all the bottles last night.

‘Always. Several bottles, just in case. Here, we all get one.’ She offers the bottles to all of us. I slip mine into my right-hand side pocket. I can feel the reassuring weight of my keris on my hip. Jinn-busting essentials kit. Now or never. A strange sensation comes over me, and I’m compelled to step forward. ‘Let’s go inside.’

Mama presses her hand on my shoulder, her eyebrows pinched in concern. ‘Shouldn’t we wait for Sensei Bilqis?’

Fear shivers through me. I’m worried that if I don’t start moving, then I’ll be too afraid and back out. A tiny part of me is already panicking about all the things that could go wrong. But I don’t want to tell Mama that and make her call off the whole thing. I put on a brave face.

‘Let’s just take a look, Mama. Sensei Bilqis will arrive soon.’

‘Yeah, Aunty Sara,’ Kai Xin smiles, backing me up with her effervescent optimism. ‘We’ll just explore a little first. Get the lay of the land and all that.’

Mama’s shoulders relax a fraction and she nods. ‘Okay. We’ll just take a look.’

We quietly walk up the front stairs and push the large wooden doors open.

‘How is our school’s front door unlocked?’ Kai Xin mutters. ‘Lax security.’ I don’t tell them that Bumi already unlocked all the doors for me. Yup. Keeping that to myself. There’ll be plenty more unseen drama ahead.

The school hallway looks a lot creepier in the dark. The full moon casts a baleful glow across the walls and our faces. Focus, Syirah. I’ve already mapped out our path. Go straight along the hallway, turn left to the elevators, and head down to the forbidden basement.

The familiar call of the unseen tugs at me. It hurts, right down to my teeth. I grimace, and Mama squeezes my hand.

‘Breathe, Syirah. You’ve got this.’

‘Okay, Mama.’ I clear my throat again. ‘We’ve got to go down to the basement.’

Kai Xin exhales. ‘We go straight to where the mass grave is? Wow. Okay.’

‘That’s how we end this, for good,’ I say, sounding a lot more confident than I really am. ‘I don’t want anyone else to get hurt.’ So many worst-case scenarios race through my mind.

‘Are we ready?’

Kai Xin looks excited. ‘I can’t believe we’re actually doing this!’ she whisper-shrieks. ‘We are going to exorcise our school! I wish I could Instastory this.’ A look of pure longing crosses her face. I instinctively think of hashtags for the photo before swiping those thoughts out of my head: #exorcism #dread.

‘Aren’t you at least a little bit afraid?’

Kai Xin deflates. ‘Of course I am!’

Time for reinforcements. ‘Bumi,’ I call.

He materialises and gives a wave and a shy smile.

‘Mama, Kai Xin, this is Bumi.’

‘Good evening, ladies,’ says my ancestral guardian jungle spirit. Something twinkles in his eye, then he bows.

‘You’re Bumi?’ Kai Xin gasps. ‘Wow. Okay. Hi. I can see you now.’ She turns to me, wide-eyed, then whispers. ‘He’s so hot.’

I turn red, of course, because even in life and death scenarios, I can still blush.

I’m excited and relieved they can both finally witness this hidden part of my life. Mama takes one step closer to me, her body radiating with disapproval. She is not a Bumi fan. Not now and not ever.

‘Okay then,’ I say loudly. ‘Bumi will help us get into the basement. Just remember to be prepared for anything.’

Mama pauses and shakes her head. ‘I still don’t think we should do this yet. Shouldn’t we wait for Sensei Bilqis?’

Fear starts pulsing through me. Mama has a point. She always does. That supernatural tug drawing me to the burial site, however, has other plans. Standing still only increases my agitation. That pull hooks itself deep in my gut, and the only way I feel better is by moving forward. Bumi senses my distress, and I look to him for reassurance.

‘Puan Sara, I’ll keep everyone safe until Sensei Bilqis gets here,’ he promises.

Mama sighs. ‘Okay. I’ll hold you to that.’

We take the lift to the basement. It rattles ominously on the way down. When we step out, it’s eerily quiet. The lone ceiling light bulb flickers off and on. The air smells stale and unused. I taste something metallic in the air.

A few steps ahead, I spot a large, barricaded door that no one could possibly open alone. Well, no human. At least a dozen wooden slats have been nailed down.

Bumi pries open the wooden slats as easily as lifting sticky tape off cardboard. The stench of death and decay hits us full in the face. Bile rises up to my throat. This doesn’t make any sense. The burial site should be at least a few decades old.

‘Something has disturbed their resting place,’ Bumi warns.

And that’s when it starts. The rattling. The moaning. The hissing. I grip Mama’s hand. Kai Xin reaches out in panic and grabs mine.

‘What’s happening?’ she shrieks.

‘Your worst nightmare,’ hisses the evil spirit haunting my family. It looms before us, a huge black shadow with eyes burning like molten lava. It steps aside to show us its gory handiwork. This is the exact moment I regret not waiting for Sensei Bilqis.

Mangled, decaying corpses climb out of the disturbed burial site. We all scream and stagger backwards. The corpses march forward, moaning. I keep my hand over my mouth so I don’t throw up. I wasn’t expecting this. Kai Xin sways on her feet then crumples to the ground.

‘Kai Xin!’

She’s fainted. Kai Xin, my buddy who loves all things supernatural, is literally unconscious. I drag her limp body back. Bumi steps forward. ‘Protect us!’ I shout at him, and he nods, encircling us in a shield of fire. That keeps the corpses away, but the evil spirit steps right through, chuckling.

‘Fire? Ah, that will not work with me.’

Bumi strains to keep the fire going and shakes his head at me, his eyes darkening with effort.

My pocket! Holy water. I take a deep breath, then exhale. I’ve got this. Even more reassuring, the weight of Nenek’s keris is cool against my skin.

‘Time to die,’ the spirit snarls, lifting its arms up high, black tendrils reaching out for us.

Round one. I throw the bottle straight at it. It hisses, bends over in pain, then straightens again, angrier than ever. Mama throws her bottles at it but it swipes them away with inky black tendrils. Its fiery eyes blaze.

‘Is that all you have? Some water?’ It laughs. ‘It will take much more than that to stop me.’ I ball my hands into tight fists. Round two. It’s keris time. My hand reaches for it, but before I can unsheathe it, Mama steps in front of me. Her mouth is set in a grim line.

‘Stop,’ she says firmly. ‘I won’t let you hurt my daughter.’

It laughs, deep and throaty. ‘And how will you stop me? You turned me down, just like your foremother did. You will pay for your insolence.’ Black tendrils drift away from me and coalesce around Mama, lightly touching her face. She stiffens, swatting them away.

‘Don’t even think about it,’ I hiss. I brandish my keris and jump towards the dark figure in front of us, the tip of my blade poised to its heart. Right before I make contact, it leaps away, too fast for me to catch. A tendril snakes around Mama’s wrist and pulls her forward. Another pushes against me, hard, sending me sprawling backwards.

‘Syirah!’ Bumi cries out. His protective circle of fire flickers out. The growling of the reanimated corpses grows louder.

‘Focus, Bumi,’ I snap, wiping sweat off my brow.

The circle of fire lights up again. We’re completely surrounded now by shuffling bodies, with only Bumi’s fire between us and them. Kai Xin lies unconscious by my feet and Mama stiffens as the black threads flick closer.

She starts to scream. The inky tendrils are winding up around her arms, around her neck, covering her face and then enveloping her whole body. The smoky black cocoon tightens around her and then – it’s gone. Her whole body stiffens, then she collapses.
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CHAPTER 30

‘MAMA!’ I cry, shaking her limp form. ‘Mama, wake up!’ She doesn’t move. What just happened? I look around. The evil spirit is gone. But did it just ...did she get ...

Mama’s eyes fly open, pitch black and alien. I gasp, scrambling backwards. She slowly stands up, her movements stiff.

‘Insyirah,’ she says, in a rasping, inhuman voice. ‘It starts and end with your blood.’ Her hands reach out for me.

I step back, my hands shaking. I tighten my grip on my keris. I can’t stab Mama! I don’t know whether to cry or recoil in horror.

I scream. ‘Get out of her! Get out of my mother!’

Tears of rage and helplessness flood my eyes. I wipe them away with the back of my hand. What do I do now? The thing wearing Mama’s body takes another lurching step towards me. There’s nothing of Mama left in her eyes. More sobs choke my throat. It can’t end like this.

Sensei Bilqis appears in a blaze of light. I almost weep from relief. With one movement of her hand, she freezes the ambling corpses. Bumi parts his circle of fire for her. She takes one look at Mama and her face hardens.

‘Insyirah, I can exorcise her!’ she hisses. ‘When the jinn exits her, you have to stab it in the heart. You only have one chance.’

Sensei Bilqis starts reciting Ayatul Kursi, holding her hands forward.

My jaw drops as light radiates from her palms. Her glowing hands reach for Mama, who hisses like she’s being burned.

‘Help me keep her down!’ She pushes Mama back on the floor with surprising strength.

Mama starts thrashing and howling. All three of us can barely pin her down. She lets out an inhuman roar, sending terror racing through me. While Sensei Bilqis continues reciting, Mama screams even louder.

Sensei Bilqis uncaps a small bottle and pours a thin white liquid down Mama’s throat. What is that? Some kind of jinn-busting potion? Mama chokes, thrashes her head around, then becomes completely still.

Sensei Bilqis exhales. ‘Now we wait. If she is strong enough, she will wake up.’

My heart sinks. ‘What do you mean “if ”?’ I ask, my hands shaking. ‘Is it poisonous? Could it hurt her? Sensei, what did you give her?’

Sensei Bilqis shakes her head. ‘It’s a poison for the jinn, not for her.’ Her eyes search mine. ‘But there is the possibility that if she is not strong enough ...the poison could harm her too.’

Dread churns inside my gut. ‘Permanently?’

Sensei Bilqis gives me a look filled with regret. ‘I’m so sorry, Syirah, I don’t know.’

My heart plummets. ‘You don’t know? I need you to know!’

I turn to look at Mama and hold her hand. Cold. Too cold.

There’s the sound of coughing behind me, then Kai Xin’s voice: ‘Syirah?’

‘Kai Xin!’ I gently drop Mama’s hand and scramble to my friend. ‘Are you okay?’

Kai Xin sits up groggily. ‘What just happened?’ She looks around, taking in the horror. ‘Are we in a circle of fire?’ I nod, then point beyond the circle with a trembling finger.

‘Bumi’s helping us keep the undead out.’

Kai Xin covers her mouth with her hand. She gasps when she sees Mama lying still on the ground beside us.

‘What happened to your mum?’

‘The evil spirit possessed her,’ I say.

Sensei Bilqis kneels beside Mama, holding her hand and reciting familiar verses of the Qur’an. I think of how many times I’ve read those same comforting verses over the years, and how I never imagined I would be reading them at my mother’s exorcism.

I join in Sensei Bilqis’s recitation. As our voices increase in volume, Mama’s body starts trembling.

She makes small movements at first. Her right pinky finger starts to twitch. Her right thumb flexes. Her right elbow moves. Like she’s slowly waking from a deep sleep, the rest of her body starts to stir.

My voice falters as I watch Mama, though Sensei Bilqis recites with full conviction. I have to believe that my mother is still in there, and that she will be okay. But what if she isn’t? What if—

And that’s when Mama’s eyes fly open. My heart stops as I lunge forward, desperately seeking recognition in her face. But before her eyes can focus on me, Mama’s mouth drops open, her jaw wide. Something black and smoky curls out of her mouth.

I watch in horror as the dark vapour pours out of Mama, coalescing in front of us as a huge, hulking, humanoid shape.

Kai Xin and I scream and stagger away. The monster advances towards me with even more malice than before, molten eyes aflame. Waves of rage emanate from it like a pulsing sun. I grip my keris in anticipation, my hand slick with sweat.

It spreads its arms and roars at me, senseless in its fury.

Sensei Bilqis shouts, ‘Syirah, now!’

I leap to my feet and plunge my keris deep into its heart. Black tendrils lash out at my hands, slicing into my skin. I gasp in pain, but hold steady, pushing the blade in deeper, right up to the hilt. In the background, I hear the sound of screaming.

Beneath my bleeding hands, the ancient evil thrashes and twists against my keris. This close, intense waves of heat burn my own flesh. I grit my teeth against the pain and press even harder. I can feel my own strength fading. I don’t know how long I can hold on. My vision starts to blur.

Just before I black out, Bumi appears at my side. ‘Syirah! You can do this!’ he yells. ‘You’re strong enough!’ Bolstered by his belief in me, I ignore the pain as I tighten my grip on the hilt of my keris and press harder. The monster roars in protest and more heat flames out from it, weakening me. Tears burn my eyes. I can’t hold on—

Something warm brushes my ankle. A surge of strength pulses through me. Ari! I don’t know what he’s doing, or how he’s doing it, but he’s lending me some of his own strength – enough to help me hold my keris steady for a moment longer. Long enough for the ancient spirit to finally howl and vanish. I fall to my knees.

It’s over. It’s finally over.

‘Ari?’ I whisper to the little white cat beside me. He shifts back to his little boy shape. Mama and Kai Xin gasp. The animated corpses around us fall to the ground.

‘You fixed it,’ Ari grins. ‘They’re quiet now.’

I sheathe my keris, still trembling.

Bumi steps forward, his head bowed. ‘Go ahead and look after your mother. Sensei Bilqis and I will return later to lay the dead to rest.’

Sensei Bilqis helps Mama get to her feet. She leans against me and Kai Xin, her eyes closed. Her skin is pale and cold to the touch.

‘Mama,’ I say. ‘How are you feeling?’

‘Terrible,’ she coughs.

Sensei Bilqis gives her a bottle of water.

‘Drink this,’ she says. ‘It’s zam zam water. It’ll help with your cleansing.’

Mama turns her face away. ‘I’m not drinking anything ever again.’ I try to take the bottle from Sensei Bilqis but hiss in pain when the bottle touches my skin.

‘Your hands!’ Mama gasps. My hands are blistered and bleeding.

‘I’ll be okay, Mama.’

‘We have to get you to a hospital!’

This is what I get for bringing Mama along to our school’s exorcism. She’s still worried about me even after she got possessed! Warmth and relief spread through me.

‘We did it,’ I say quietly. ‘We actually did it.’

Sensei Bilqis pulls me aside. ‘Insyirah, I need to tell you something.’ I purse my lips, bracing myself for an epic scolding. But it doesn’t come. Instead, she surprises me.

‘When it comes to the unseen, someone always pays a price,’ she says, her luminous eyes serious.

‘What do you mean?’

‘Maybe it won’t be you. Maybe it won’t be your granddaughter. But somewhere down the line, your family’s guardian spirit may want something in return. He may want to collect. Think about that, Syirah.’ Her tone softens. ‘And for as long as he is still bound to you, he is not free to live his life, on his terms. He remains enslaved. You remain a jinnkeeper.’

I give a long exhale, my pulse still racing from the night’s events. Do I want my descendants to pay the price? Is it time to let Bumi go?
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CHAPTER 31

‘REMIND me to never, ever come with you to an exorcism again,’ Mama moans, rubbing her temples. She’s lying in bed, with chamomile tea on her bedside table.

I shudder and shake my head. ‘Mama, that isn’t something I plan to do ever again.’

Mama groans in relief. ‘Thank God.’ She peers at me through her half-lidded eyes. ‘You were amazing with your keris, sayang.’ She shakes her head. ‘You literally saved my life. Thank you. What a night. How is Kai Xin?’

‘She’s recovering. I am too.’ We both look at my bandaged hands. I can still use my iPhone, so that’s a relief. ‘What about you, Mama?’

Shadows pass over her eyes, sending worry coursing through me. Will she be okay? It was bad enough when she vanished for three months as a teenager. Now she has been possessed.

Mama gives my hand a reassuring squeeze. ‘I’ll be okay, Syirah. Sensei Bilqis promised to check up on me every week until I feel better.’

‘I’m glad it’s all over, Mama,’ I say quietly, hoping she really is okay.

‘About that ...have you decided what to do about Bumi?’

I purse my lips. ‘I’m still thinking about it, Mama,’ I say softly, bracing myself for her reaction. Then she surprises me.

‘Your maklong gave me a piece of her mind about my supposed helicopter parenting,’ she mutters. ‘I promise to give you as much space and time as you need to decide. I won’t bring him up again, until you’re ready.’

I smile. ‘Wow, Mama. This must be really hard for you.’

Mama laughs. ‘You have no idea. And I cannot believe that adorable white cat in our garden is another jinn! The one from your music room?’ I give her a guilty smile and she stifles a groan. ‘I’ll rest a while longer and meet you downstairs.’

I kiss Mama on the forehead. ‘Sure. Rest well, Mama.’

I wander out to Nenek’s garden. I didn’t tell Mama, but when we came back from the school exorcism, I was too rattled to sleep. What Sensei Bilqis said kept swirling through my mind. And the only way I could get any rest was by making wudu and praying two cycles of The Prayer of Guidance. And for once, when I slept, I didn’t dream.

Instead, I woke up with a bone-deep clarity that I didn’t want my granddaughters to pay the price for my mistakes. That’s when it hit me. It’s time to let Bumi go. It’s time to free him, me, and my unborn descendants.

Not having his protection makes me nervous. That part of me is scared. But part of me is always scared, and it’s finally time to be okay with that.

I don’t need an ancient jungle spirit to help me feel safe. I have Allah. I have Mama. I have Maklong. Most of all – I have me. I’m enough as I am. I’m strong enough to handle whatever life throws at me. And if it gets too hard, I have my safe people I can lean on.

I close my eyes and inhale the sweet scent of jasmine. It’s time to say goodbye, where we first met. I sit down on Nenek’s rattan sofa.

‘Bumi.’

Bumi materialises in front of me in his red T-shirt, blue jeans and mussed wavy hair. We’re not at a school exorcism anymore, but my heart still skips a beat.

‘Yes, Syirah?’ His eyebrows are furrowed, like mine.

‘We need to talk.’

He sits down beside me on the rattan sofa. ‘Very well.’

I clear my throat, willing myself to stay strong. ‘I think it’s time for us to say goodbye, Bumi.’ I’m surprised by how steady my voice sounds.

Bumi’s face wavers between confusion and hurt. ‘Why? I thought that after last night we were in a good place.’ And in that moment, he doesn’t look his true age. He looks as young as I am. His voice drops to a whisper. ‘I’m not ready for life without you.’

My heart twists within my ribs. I knew this wasn’t going to be easy.

‘I know what it’s like to feel scared,’ I say gently. ‘I know what it’s like to want to be in control all the time. To want things to be the same.’ I think of my old life in Sydney, with Mama. Where everything was safe. Where everything was predictable. Then I think of how my world exploded after we moved to Kuala Lumpur.

‘I also know what it’s like when things change. And it’s not easy. But it does get better. I promise you, it does get better.’

Bumi closes his eyes, then opens them again. Endless night swirls inside them. He blinks, and it’s back to a deep black. I exhale.

‘What do I do with my life after you?’ he asks quietly.

I smile. ‘Go on adventures of your own. You could ...you could even go to outer space, like in Star Trek! Or underwater!’

He laughs. ‘You’re right. There are so many adventures I haven’t had yet. His eyes soften. ‘I will miss you, Insyirah.’

My eyes start to sting. I can’t help it. I think of how long Bumi’s been in my family. Am I making a mistake by letting him go? I breathe in and out. It’s okay to not know everything before making a decision. It’s okay to not know what will happen next. Even if I don’t know, I trust that Allah does. Everything works out, in the end.

‘I’ll miss you too.’

‘Ask Sensei Bilqis to perform the ritual,’ he says softly. ‘She’ll know what to do.’ And just like that, he fades away.

I wipe the tears from my eyes then leave the garden in search of Mama. I miss Bumi already. I miss the way he looks at me, his warm smile, and most of all, his unwavering belief in me. My heart aches when I think of how I won’t be able to see him again. He’ll live for centuries after I’m gone. A hard knot of grief forms in my belly.

Mama. It’s time to tell Mama.

Mama is downstairs, sitting quietly at the dining-room table. She takes one look at my face and her eyebrows furrow.

‘What happened, Syirah?’

I swallow thickly. ‘I told Bumi it’s time to let him go.’

Her face softens and she stands up, pulling me into a hug. Fresh tears well up in my eyes. As Mama holds me tight, I know that eventually, I’ll be okay.




[image: Image]

CHAPTER 32

MAKLONG, Mama and I meet with Sensei Bilqis in her home. She opens the door with a warm smile and salaams, then leads us straight to her study.

Her study has the rich, woody scent of kemenyan, and her deep maroon cushions are soft and plush. The smell normally overwhelms me and Mama, but this time, it grounds and comforts us.

‘Can I offer any of you some tea? Coffee? Any refreshments?’

We all shake our heads. I don’t want to drink anything I can potentially throw up.

She smiles at us. ‘I’ll renew my wudu. Give me a moment. Please sit down and relax.’

Mama can’t sit still, and Maklong squeezes her shoulder. ‘Hey, Adik. You okay? I thought you wanted this for Syirah all along? Not to have Ibu’s guardian spirit hanging around her?’

Mama groans. ‘I know that, Kak. But – now that it’s actually going to happen, I’m extremely worried.’

Totally understandable. I’m worried too. Separating my ancestral jinn from me doesn’t sound like the easiest thing in the world. And oh, I could die.

‘Um. Yeah. I’m actually feeling worried too,’ I say in a small voice. ‘Because of what Nenek said. Before her hibiscus bush caught on fire.’ Mama gives me a pained look and reaches out to hold my hand.

‘But she’s an expert, right?’ Maklong asks Mama, looking from me to her.

Mama nods slowly. ‘Yes. She’s been advising us through this whole ...saga.’ Mama gives me A Look. We have a shared understanding to never, ever, tell Maklong about exorcising my school. There is only so much ‘unseen mumbo-jumbo’ Maklong can take, and that would be too much for her to handle. But I wanted her to come today, for moral support. I also want her to meet Bumi before I say goodbye.

‘Okay, that’s a good sign,’ Maklong murmurs to herself. ‘Does she have backup?’

‘I don’t think it works that way,’ Mama says quietly.

Just at that moment, Sensei Bilqis emerges from her bathroom.

Maklong clears her throat. ‘Sensei Bilqis, I mean no disrespect, but have you done this kind of thing before?’

Sensei Bilqis smiles and nods. ‘Believe it or not, yes, I have. My father taught me everything I know. His father taught him. Exorcism is a specialty in our family.’

Maklong presses again. ‘Have there been any fatalities in these kinds of situations?’

Sensei Bilqis’s face grows serious. ‘There have been some complications, in some scenarios where the jinn was unwilling to leave its host, but that won’t happen here, inshaAllah. Both parties are willing.’ She turns to look at me with a gentle smile on her face. ‘Shall we begin?’

I nod, my heart thudding in my throat. ‘Yes, Sensei.’ I look at Mama and squeeze her hand and Maklong’s. ‘Don’t worry, I’ll be okay.’ I try to put a brave face on, but fear bursts through. ‘Wait,’ I gasp, my hands shaking. ‘Nenek said an exorcism gone wrong could kill me. Is that ...is that true?’

Sensei Bilqis nods very solemnly. ‘Your grandmother was right. There have been cases of these matters being ...mishandled, causing at least one death. Usually the host.’ Mama, Maklong and I gasp. Am I going to die in this study, after surviving my school’s exorcism? How tragic would that be?

Sensei Bilqis sees the look on our faces and uses her magical calm voice to reassure us. ‘Please don’t worry. Like I said earlier, both Bumi and yourself are willing. And I have trained for many years to do this. Please trust that you’re in good hands.’ I take a deep breath and exhale. Time to let go.

‘Ready?’ she asks. I nod.

Sensei Bilqis starts to read Ayatul Kursi. I close my eyes and recite with her, the familiar verses settling deep into my bones. Grounding me. Soothing me.

‘Assalamualaikum, Bumi,’ she says. ‘Please show yourself.’

He materialises, sitting cross-legged in front of us. ‘Wa alaikumusalaam, Sensei Bilqis,’ he replies.

Maklong scrambles backwards, then stares at Bumi. ‘You’re real,’ she whispers. ‘You’re actually real.’

He nods and smiles at her. ‘Yes, Aunty Sofia. I am real.’ She keeps staring at him, gobsmacked.

‘This whole time I thought everyone else was being superstitious.’ Maklong’s face crumples as she looks at Mama. ‘I’m so sorry, Adik. When you went missing, I felt so helpless and so angry. I blamed you. But it’s real. It’s real.’

They hug, and years of unspoken pain dissolve.

Bumi looks at me with a mixture of pride and sadness.

‘Take care of yourself, Syirah,’ he says quietly. ‘I’ll miss you.’

‘You’ll still be watching me, won’t you?’ I ask him wryly. He shoots a guilty look at Sensei Bilqis, who smiles knowingly at him.

‘I’ll ...try not to. But it’ll take time.’

I nod. ‘I know it will. Thank you for looking after my family for so long. Now it’s time for you to look after yourself. Make your own way through life.’

He chuckles ruefully. ‘Very well, Syirah.’ He bows his head to me, and places his hand on his heart. ‘It has been an honour.’ He turns to look at Mama, smiling warmly.

‘Aunty Sara, please know that your daughter is very brave, and very capable. You don’t have to worry about her. You’ve raised her well.’

Mama blushes and looks a little flustered. Ha. How cute. ‘Thank you, Bumi.’

‘Are you both ready to sever your bond?’ Sensei Bilqis asks. Bumi and I nod. I look down to the golden, pulsing chain from his ankle to my right wrist. This is what has been keeping him bound to us for all these years. And this is what would have passed to my unborn granddaughters. The golden chain formed by my great-great grandmother.

Sensei Bilqis lifts her keris and cuts the chain. It fizzles and falls away. Bumi and I gasp. My wrist is lighter. I’m lighter.

And that’s when it starts. I cough. Something else tugs at me. I clutch at the dull ache blooming in my chest.

‘What’s – what’s happening?’ I whisper, my eyes widening. Sensei Bilqis looks at me in alarm.

‘I can’t—’ I cough again as my breath catches in my throat. Bumi’s concerned face swims in front of my eyes.

‘Syirah! This isn’t meant to happen.’ He turns, his voice fierce. ‘Sensei Bilqis, do something!’

I can barely hear Bumi’s voice over the pounding of my slowing heart. Sensei Bilqis stares at me, shaking her head in confusion.

‘Something isn’t right,’ she says. ‘Something isn’t resolved. Bumi – is there something you need to tell Syirah?’

Bumi gives me a look of sheer despair. ‘There is something. I can’t tell you what it is, Syirah. Your nenek told me to carry that secret to my grave, and I cannot break my promise. Just know that I’m sorry. I’m so sorry for what I did. Please forgive me.’

I blink hazily at him and try to speak. I’m running out of air. But I need to know. I need to know.

Mama clutches my hand, screaming at him. ‘What did you do, Bumi? Tell her, please! Nenek is dead! Don’t let Syirah die too!’ Maklong is crying softly, gripping my other hand.

‘Allah forgive me.’ Bumi’s eyes close, and when they open again, they’re full of anguish. His voice breaks. ‘Insyirah, I’m so sorry. When you were little, Nenek sent me to frighten your mother. I frightened her so badly she knew she had to leave her husband, and come home to Nenek.’

Mama, Maklong and Sensei Bilqis gasp in shock. A cry tears itself from my lips. It was Bumi, all along? Nenek broke up my parents’ marriage? By sending him to their home when I was a baby? No. She couldn’t have.

But of course she did. Oh, Nenek. My eyes flood with tears. She did go too far.

‘My nightmares,’ Mama whispers, tears in her eyes. ‘Those terrifying shadows. They only stopped when I was back in Nenek’s house.’

Pain flashes in Bumi’s midnight eyes. Strength drains out of my limbs. Time to break the cycle of intergenerational pain. I won’t send a jinn to break up my daughter’s marriage. And I won’t keep one, either.

‘I forgive you, and release you from serving my family,’ I whisper with the last of my strength. ‘You are free.’

With my final words, I feel a weight lift. The pressure gripping my chest releases. I can breathe again. I swallow huge gulps of air, falling to my knees as the darkness that was gathering around my vision ebbs away. Bumi kneels down in front of me, his face suffused with relief and remorse.

‘Are you okay, Syirah?’ he asks.

I nod, still shaking with the effort it takes to breathe. ‘I think so.’ I shoot him a look of anger and despair. ‘Bumi. How could you?’

‘I’m so sorry, Syirah.’

‘And you wouldn’t even have told me, would you?’ I continue. I can barely keep my voice calm.

He shook his head. ‘No. Under normal circumstances, I would never have broken my promise to your grandmother.’ He swallows, looking stricken.

Sensei Bilqis looks at him through narrowed eyes. ‘Bumi, what you’ve confessed to is deeply serious, and a major sin of breaking family ties.’

Bumi bows his head. ‘Yes, Sensei. I accept whatever punishment you deem necessary for me to make this right.’

He turns to Mama, his eyes filled with regret. ‘I’m so sorry, Aunty Sara. I hope that you can find it in your heart to forgive me some day.’

Mama is full of sadness and anger. ‘How could you?’ Her eyes flood with tears, and she turns away to look at Maklong. ‘Ibu ...how could she have done something like that?’ Maklong pulls Mama into a hug, her eyes also damp. What a way to find out Nenek’s most terrible secret. After she’s gone. There’s no way to even reconcile with her now. To ask her why. I look at Bumi. This is my last chance to find out.

‘Why did Nenek order you to do something so terrible?’

Bumi closes his eyes and looks away. ‘She resented your father for taking your mother away from her. She had a bad feeling about your father from the start. She sent me to spy on your parents after you were born, and I told her how your mother was struggling. Nenek wanted her to come home.’ He runs his hand through his hair, shaking his head. ‘But she knew that your mother wouldn’t come back to her willingly, because they were estranged. She was afraid she would stay with your father and keep you away from her, too.’

I bow my head, tears stinging my eyes. I knew that Nenek had control issues, but this is next level. ‘Would you have stayed with Ayah?’ I ask Mama. ‘If Bumi didn’t ...?’ I can’t bring myself to finish the sentence.

Mama nods her head slowly, tears filling her eyes. ‘Yes. I would have. I loved him, so much. I loved having him as your father. He did his best with what he knew. I did too. It’s too late now, but maybe if Nenek hadn’t interfered the way she did ...we could have worked things out.’

My heart breaks all over again, for the father I didn’t get to know. For the precious years I could have spent with him, before he died and left us all for good.

‘Bumi,’ Sensei Bilqis says quietly, ‘even though you were coerced by your host, you will need to be punished for your role in breaking up Insyirah’s parents’ marriage.’

He nods. ‘I understand.’

Sorrow constricts my heart. ‘What will Bumi’s punishment be?’ I ask. A million terrible possibilities flash through my mind. Death. Banishment. Imprisonment.

‘Imprisonment in his human form,’ Sensei Bilqis says, her voice like iron. ‘Bumi, you will be bound in your human form and lose all your jinn abilities.’ Her voice softens and her eyes twinkle. ‘You will go to Insyirah’s school and live as a human. I will arrange for your food and lodging. You will live with my brother. We have ...rehabilitated jinn in similar situations.’

I gasp. My ancestral guardian spirit is going to be a regular thirteen-year-old boy, attending my school?

‘Is that a good idea?’ I manage to squeak at Sensei Bilqis.

She smiles mysteriously at me. ‘We’ll wait and see.’ Sensei Bilqis turns to look at Mama, her eyes blazing. ‘How long do you want him to be bound for?’ she asks.

Mama’s entire body is trembling. She inhales, exhales, and steadies herself.

‘Syirah, I want you to decide.’

I take a step back. ‘What? Me? Why me, Mama?’

‘Because you were an innocent child when all of this happened. None of this was your fault, and you lived in the aftermath. You had no choice.’ Tears spring to her eyes. ‘Now I’m giving you one. You get to choose how long Bumi is trapped in human form for.’

I look at Mama, Maklong, and Sensei Bilqis. I can’t bring myself to look at Bumi. Not yet.

‘It’s your call, Syirah,’ Maklong says, with the perfect combination of you’ve-got-this and I-believein-you.

I think about the kind of adult I want to be. Most of all – I think about what I want to do differently. Nenek was my protective dragon of a grandmother, but what she did to Mama was wrong.

I don’t want to nurse a grudge for decades. I don’t want to send unseen spirits to hurt my loved ones. I don’t believe in ‘my way or the highway’. What I do believe in: love, mercy, and how everyone makes mistakes. Even jinn. That’s when I turn to look at Bumi. He’s sitting cross-legged, his shoulders slumped in defeat. He can’t bring himself to meet my eyes. I take in a long breath then exhale.

‘I don’t want to punish him. I want him to stay free,’ I say firmly.

Bumi’s head snaps up. He stares at me with a mixture of disbelief and gratitude. ‘What?’ he says. ‘Are you sure?’ He sits upright, eyes narrowing. ‘That is not a fitting punishment.’

‘I don’t want to punish you, Bumi,’ I reply. ‘I know that you and Nenek have punished yourselves enough. I don’t need you to be in even more pain, to help me feel better. I’m already okay.’ And I mean it. Every single word. I grin. ‘You can go look for your family now!’

His face is a whirlwind of emotions: fear, shame, confusion – but most of all ...hope, and maybe even a bit of joy. ‘Very well,’ he murmurs uncertainly. ‘If you are sure.’

‘Two hundred per cent sure.’ I wonder if his family will scold him for taking so long to find them, and then never let him out of their sight.

Meanwhile, Mama and Maklong look at me with soft, proud eyes.

‘Don’t look at me like that!’ I protest.

Sensei Bilqis gives me a warm smile. ‘You are very wise, Syirah.’ She turns to Bumi with a stern expression. ‘You are free, Bumi. You are no longer bound to Insyirah’s blood.’

He gives me a hesitant smile. ‘Then it’s time to say goodbye?’ he says. I smile back and nod.

Bumi stands up and, for a moment, he looks so lost. I resist the overwhelming urge to say something. How can I? I don’t have the words. He’s finally free, after generations of enslavement to my family.

‘Goodbye, Insyirah.’ A gleaming doorway opens up behind him, and we all take a step back. That deep purple sky waits on the other side. He exhales and runs his hand through his hair. For that moment, he looks so much like a nervous teenage boy, and not the powerful supernatural being he truly is.

He smiles sheepishly. ‘It’s time for me to find my family.’

Tears clog my throat. I manage to find my voice. ‘Please send them my salaams, and tell them I’m sorry for keeping you away from them for so long.’

He nods, and gives me the gentlest of smiles. And in an instant, he steps away into the doorway and vanishes.

Mama and Maklong rush to my side. ‘Are you okay, Syirah? How are you feeling?’

I smile at them through my tears. ‘Free.’
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EPILOGUE

MAMA and I are at the Muslim cemetery, visiting Ayah, Datuk and Nenek. The sweet sound of birdsong punctuates the serene silence. We recite the Fatiha, the opening chapter of the Qur’an, and donate the reward to our deceased loved ones. I think of how peaceful it is here, and how some day, I could be buried here too.

Nenek’s headstone is polished white marble. It looks elegant, just like she did in life.

‘Can I please have some privacy, Mama?’ I ask. Mama nods smoothly, kissing my forehead.

‘Of course, sayang. I’ll wait for you in the car.’ I watch Mama walk away, her green baju kurung fluttering in the breeze.

I take a deep breath. I picture Nenek in my mind, sitting in her favourite spot on her white leather sofa. She’s wearing her red reading glasses, her fingers curled around a pencil. She’s pottering in the garden, watering her hibiscus bush. She’s tucked in beside me on a cold Sydney winter’s night, whispering jinn stories to me.

Nenek’s body may be buried, but her soul is still deeply connected to mine.

‘Assalamualaikum, Nenek. I know you can hear me.’ I pause, tears stinging my eyes. ‘I miss you. So much. I even miss you scolding me.’ I laugh softly. ‘I let Bumi go. It was hard. But it was time to let him move on. And to free the women in our family.’ My voice softens. ‘I wish you hadn’t done what you did to Mama, with Bumi. I wish you had just talked to Mama and Ayah, and worked it out, like a regular family. But we’ve never been very good at being regular, have we, Nenek? You’ve made your choices. Now it’s my turn to make mine. We don’t need jungle spirits to protect us anymore, Nenek. We’re strong enough as we are.’

A breeze sighs through the trees. Maybe Nenek disagrees with my life choices. That’s okay. I can live with a little discomfort these days.

This land of jungles and spirits is my home now.

Chaos? Bring it on.
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