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  Introduction


   


   


  Fantasy has always been my go-to genre. The earliest inclinations started with Enid Blyton’s short stories filled with fairies and pixies, then progressed to CS Lewis’ Chronicles of Narnia, before culminating in JRR Tolkien’s The Lord of the Rings. By then, it was fantasy all the way, the more epic the better.


  This is not to say that I didn’t read anything else. I read plays, poems, romance, classics, science fiction, and almost everything in between—except for horror and erotica. I discovered I didn’t always understand poetry, WW2 stories quickly became stale, and once I crossed thirty, I just didn’t have enough patience for long-winded classics about long, long ago. I kept returning to fantasy over and over again.


  When I started looking for Malaysian fantasy in English, however, I discovered that most of them were shelved under paranormal/supernatural stories and rooted in horror. There was hardly anything that came under the usual purview of “fantasy”, as least, as I understand it. A Spoonful of Malaysian Magic is my attempt to address that lack.


  We start with folktales and retellings with Burong and Kampar and the Kings of Kedah, then get a glimpse of ethereal beings and other worlds in Visitor in the Night, Moonlight City of the Hidden Ones, and Rosetta and the Fairy-in-Training. Remembering How to Cook, The Rivers and Lakes, and Flower Fell then root us back in the real—but magical—world. But would a fantasy anthology be complete without secondary worlds? Up in Flames and Taxation take you there before we end the anthology back in Magical Malaysia with The Fiery Tale of Embun and the Prince and The Dahlia of Hutan Kilat.


  This anthology tries to capture many things—the essence of Malaysia, our multicultural and multilingual backgrounds, our shared experiences and identity, and that perpetual exploration of what makes Malaysian literature truly Malaysian. It probably fails on many counts—Malaysia and her peoples are too vast and complex to be captured in 12 stories—but it is a start, both for us in putting together this anthology, and for you, in picking up this book.


  May this little spoonful of Malaysian magic introduce you to new and wonderful flavours, whether you’re from these shores or from far away. 


   


   


  Anna Tan


  Editor
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  Burong


  Ismim Putera


   


   


  Shajat flung the blanket made of fine shreds of pomelo rind across his cavern and spread it on the floor. He sneezed when a mote of glittering dust powdered his face.


  Kneeling on a small mat in front of him were two young burong warriors from the Pangkas tribe named Anta and Antiko. They were clad smartly in a loincloths and headgears with colourful bird feathers, with chains around their necks and rings on their upper arms. Their eyes darted around, as if in search of clues in the cavern signalling whether to feel fear or relief.


  “Embuas sent us down to train with you, Shajat,” said Anta while placing a hornbill effigy carving in front of him. “This is our gift.”


  “Fear me not, my warriors. But before we start your training, let me tell you a story. When I lost one of my wings, I became an antu,” he said, wiping his nose with his knuckle. “Listen, warriors of Sengalang Burong!”
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  The world or the sky, maybe, is an inverted glass bowl. Its moist lips seal in the edge of the icy plains, hilly deserts, and mountainous ranges along with many innocent people and some prophets, not forgetting the three Sun Sisters—Selempandai, Selempeta, and Selempetoh—and the five Moon Brothers—Bunsu Ikan, Bunsu Tekuyung, Bunsu Lelabi, Bunsu Gerama, and Bunsu Baya. These are the children of Bunsu Petara.


  The Sun Sisters walk hand in hand, fashionably dressed like three colossal prisms. During the day, they melt the sand into three pools of fresh blood, scorching the earth with their rigours. The sisters are strong enough to melt the icy giants into puddles of oases. The rivulets flow into the desert, fertilising the dormant dreams in it. At night, they lull children with their rosy breeze.


  Poets often catch a glimpse of the sisters’ pale faces every time they glance into their sinopia-coloured mirrors. Crimson red light that glitters like quartz fill the cave houses and shabby huts on the mountain. They call them geronong. These lights are as soft as the silk spun by the puss moth caterpillars at midnight after spending the entire day munching on angsana flowers. A two-hundred-page entelah from the Papan Turai says it is the three sisters’ hair. A thousand years ago, there used to be five of them.


  Geronong curls along your finger if you play with it. It can turn your hair peach red if it contaminates the water in the well. If you taste it, you can feel a strange salty sweetness. Foliage from the grapevines, beads of pomegranates, and feathery palms of dates and figs grow lavishly under these lights. Hence, their berries and nuts have a similar strange salty sweetness too.


  The roots of those trees crave moisture from the sand. The sand often spits out fumes of mirages to trick the trees. Trust me, mirages in these deserts are real.


  Alas! Soon, the three Sun Sisters will complete their annual astronomical cycle. They leer at the Moon Brothers from afar.


  “Oh, sisters,” says Selempetoh, “we are going to be buried in the ice.”


  Selempandai and Selempeta lower their gaze. Their fiery arms cling to the lowest curve of the arc. Their feet will soon touch the earth.


  The Moon Brothers climb up the horizon. Their dullness paints a strong brush of azure blue on the northern horizon canvas. There, they begin their fateful journey on the celestial arc. The sky now has three crimson suns and five azure moons against a pale emerald sky. After a few hours of wiping and shedding their tears, the Sun Sisters inhale the earthy petrichor; their bodies dissolving quickly into the thin ice-like minute spores that burrow into the dust.


  A thin ivory halo encircles each of the five brothers as they march towards the first quarter of the sky with boldness. They align themselves like a string of pearls, ready to illuminate those who wish to wear them like a necklace.


  Turquoise light drips from the moons’ rims like honey on the sizzling pot. The morning sky becomes night again. Bravely, the light fractures into stacks of purplish needles that rain down infinitely.


  People call these magnificent light drops telang.
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  The last surviving strand of geronong extinguished when Firazik leaned on the windowsill.


  “The transition is too early. The moons have deviated quite far from their path,” he murmured while wiping a triangular concave lens and securing it back in his ram’s horn telescope. He’d pulled out the thin lens after spotting a small crack at the rim that blurred the image of the moons.


  Firazik re-examined the illustration of the celestial motions on the palm leaf scroll, hoping his calculation was wrong again. “The moons should have been travelling in a row, but one or two are trying to run away from the rest,” he murmured. He gripped his quill tightly. A gob of blue ink oozed out from the tip.


  “Morning, Firazik,” greeted Shajat, who had been perching on the branch of the old gaharu tree the entire morning, playing with the telang light drops childishly.


  “Telang! Telang!” the children outside yelled while running barefoot in circles, hands twirling to catch the needles with their bare hands.


  “Shajat! Come down from there!” hissed Firazik, lowering his tone as far as possible. He did not want the neighbours to see him shouting at no one in particular.


  “I want to catch these rains. These needles are beautiful!”


  “Those are light vapours from the moons. You might fall from the tree.”


  “I won’t fall. I can fly.” Shajat hopped from the skinny branches into the air and flapped his left wing to balance himself. He perched on the windowsill, showing Firazik a handful of fragmented telang needles in his hand. He stuffed the needles into his mouth, pretending to chew them painfully.


  “I am going out now. Are you coming with me?” Firazik rolled his scrolls.


  “Where? To the library? That place is boring. I see scrolls and scrolls and scrolls. Aren’t you tired of reading those?” Shajat turned his sirat around his slim waist twice before looping it underneath the improvised belt. 


  “I am a High Scholar now. I need to work, like the others.” 


  Fourteen months ago, King Sarizar had adorned Firazik’s neck with a copper royal amulet to reward him for his diligence and outstanding works in Archaeology and Ancient Astronomy, with the Sun Sisters as witnesses. The oval egg-like amulet was flat but heavy, about the size of a clenched fist, made from stones unearthed from the pillows of lava in Lubok Antu. The royal seal engraved at the centre of the amulet gleamed. At merely twenty, Firazik was the youngest recipient of the prestigious award.


  “I need to read and translate those works,” Firazik continued. “The Council likes my translation of the Songs of Bunsu Antu and I pinpointed the exact location of the legendary Northern Niah Temple. The discovery was exciting. The twenty-day journey and the excavation were even more marvellous! We found many things in the temple—scrolls, weapons, artworks, clay earthenware.”


  “Sounds great to me.” Shajat crawled into the room from the windowsill. He had been staying with Firazik for the past ten years. He slept most of the time, but he helped Firazik roll the scrolls, arrange blocks of manuscripts on the shelf, brew black ink, sharpen the quills, and accompanied him whenever he went to the market.


  “The royal army has found another temple buried next to the Niah Temple. There are lots of preserved palm leaf scrolls in it. They are shipping everything to the library this week to be studied. Now that we have new scrolls, maybe we can learn something from them about the war.”


  “It’s always about the war,” said Shajat. His wings tensed up when Firazik touched his wrist.


  “There’re simply too many things we don’t know about our world,” explained Firazik. “I want to know the secrets of the moons and the suns, ancient ruins, ancient wars, old palaces, and temples.”


  “Good. Then you can find out whether or not you are a prophet.”


  “Maybe…” Firazik gave an indifferent shrug. “Or…maybe not.”


  “You are a prophet, Firazik. That’s why you can read those runes. Trust me, the runes are dangerous. I remember seeing them somewhere before.”


  “I am not a prophet and I think everyone can read those runes. It’s just that everyone has their own interpretation.”


  “But only you can see me. Only prophets can see creatures like us, isn’t it?”


  The question stumped Firazik for the umpteenth time. Being a prophet, even a self-proclaimed one, is an arduous task. No one would choose such a task. Not even the king himself. A king cares for his people. A prophet, however, cares for both the people and the world. They receive omens from the sky and read them to the people. Firazik believed the omens recorded in the Songs of Bunsu Antu. Other than repeatedly reminding the people about a coming catastrophe, it mentioned things like birds of omen, or embuas.


  Finally, he said, “I don’t want to think about it. It is just a talent.” He quickly fastened the string that bound the palm-leaf manuscripts together, slipping the manuscript into his cowhide sling bag. “Shajat, today I’m going to Mulu.”


  “Mulu?” Shajat’s eyes widened.


  “We found strange feathers there. The Council thinks something fell from the sky before the Moon Brothers made their first move a few days ago.”


  “Are they like mine?” Shajat spread out his left wing, displaying his obsidian feathers.


  “Here.” Firazik reached into a drawer and pulled out a feather.


  Shajat gaped at it. The feather was no longer than a child’s forearm and almost three fingers wide. The end of the bony shaft had a pointy ragged edge with a tinge of rosy blood smeared on it. It must have been ripped off its master’s back. The rigid rachis was preserved and waxy, resistant to most earthly magic. The vane had a susurration of interlocking wavy barbs that allured every mortal eye, flexible enough to drown anything in its hues of powdered lapis lazuli.


  “This is the primaries. It flies at the speed of the moon’s light!” Shajat gasped.


  “I kept one for myself when the army from the palace and the priests of the Council flooded the scene last week. I compared its textures with various other creatures from many books. What surprised me is that this is a—”


  “A burong’s feather! Burong, that’s what your people call it! Right? Am I right, prophet?”


  “Exactly! The runes on the feather are the main clues. These are old runes. It’s almost like yours.” Firazik flicked the feather with his thumb before dropping it into Shajat’s hands.


  “I have been here for hundreds of years. You’re the first one who can see me since that night. If the feather belongs to a burong, he can help you ascend to the sky.” Shajat grinned and flapped his wing gently.


  “I will not fly to the sky. That’s just the famous rhyme from the old book. Prophets are ancient historical figures. People don’t read those nowadays.”


  “I’ve seen feathers like that in the war. Those belonged to strong burong that led entire armies.” Shajat sniffed at the feather again. “The feather is calling its master. Our feathers will find us, no matter where we are.”


  Firazik dusted his shoes and headed straight towards the door. Shajat followed him.


  “That poor burong must have hidden somewhere deep in Mulu’s cave. I hope he’s safe. I want to know where he comes from,” said Shajat before returning the feather to Firazik.


  “The burong come down from the sky. That’s where they live,” Firazik answered curtly. The feather gave off a faint glinting flash before he slid it into his bag. “But…can we use this to find him?”


  “Can! Let’s go find this burong!”
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  The Kingdom of Santubong lived and thrived in the plateau mountains, flanked by flourishing rows of plantations and alternating patches of ice sheets and deserts as far as the eye can see.


  The most intricate part of the kingdom was the Dome. Time had wandered under the Dome centuries ago and the prisms seized it as a floating fleck of frozen light. The architecture was, therefore, vaguely immortalised.


   Rose-cut halite crystals patterned with copper-rich iron tracery formed the Dome’s main body, making it the most expensive part of the palace. Glass smiths had boiled seven different grains of rock in a violent volcanic core that resembled a cauldron. The liquidated ore, the permata, was as clear as the air. Once it cooled, the glass smiths chiselled it with diamond axes into sheets of glass. The artisans assembled the glass sheets one on top of another, each staggered in a geometrical zigzag formation, forming an eight-pointed star. Silvery lava mixed with burnt volcanic ash glued the pieces together. Thirty bronze pillars clamped the slippery rim, each standing proud bearing the royal seal, lifting its beauty as an offering to the sky. The Dome blinked at moons in the sky, wishing to be one of those pearls.


  Protected within the Dome, the Great Garden of King Sarizar was the best place to see the moons. The Dome gathered the lights and funnelled them into a straight column, like how sand falls from the top half of the hourglass into the bottom half. Not all kings can see through the Dome’s kaleidoscopic machinery.


  King Sarizar lifted his head, proud of having inherited the fine arts of star gazing from his late father. Light streamed through the overhead polygonal prisms, and dispersed into a flurry of fireworks, leaving only a strip of light dipping into his right eye.


  “I can see the Moon Brothers, all five of them!” exclaimed the King confidently in front of his ministers and the High Priest. “I, therefore, declare tonight as the beginning of a new year.”


  On the mountain, the citizens of the Kingdom of Santubong sang and danced for hours and hours. Even the smallest passage was choked with royal manang, lemambang bards, soldiers, labourers, women, stone smiths, glass-smiths, farmers, dancers, and artisans. Shops, rooms, wells, markets, shrines, equipment, animals, and vegetable gardens added vivid colour to the ground. The crowd splashed telang light drops and flowers on each other, welcoming the Moon Brothers and the new celestial age.
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  The expanse of spiky pillars near Mount Santubong is the last place anyone wants to set foot on. It is called the Spike as it resembles the legendary and forbidden northern mountain in the Mulu province. The mountain had towering metallic spikes protruding along the columns of limestone pinnacles before it was wiped out by an earthquake.


  The pinnacles are mostly red and orange in colour, thanks to their iron-rich core. They look like skinny branches from a cermai tree. Salt from the icebergs makes them rust, turning them redder every day, while dust from the desert blotches some pillars with patches of golden yellow. Rope-like spikes hang loosely from one pillar to another, like tendrils of grapevine coils on a supporting rack. If a pinnacle is damp enough, mosses creep along its border and nest in it, turning the pillar a straight sheen of green. To make it worse, some spikes have smaller icicles branching off from the main stem, like a thorn upon a thorn.


  Each spike on the pillar is cursed. If they grow high enough, they could puncture the sky. On windy days, they sway like whips. Any unlucky creatures who fly close enough could get impaled on the spikes; a moth is no exception. Once it snatches the poor creature’s wings, it would ruin its feathers, disembowelling its chest, thus potentially stopping its warm-blooded heartbeats.


  Frequently visited by scholars to study its history, the Spike is also a common site for the army to test their endurance. Only those who return alive are selected into the Royal Army. Over the years, as more areas of the Spike were explored, small caves were gradually turned into storage huts. Important pillars were marked and routes were paved for easy access. To prevent regular citizens from entering the Spike, a row of wooden planks fastened with spears fenced the outskirts of the Spike.


  The closest building to the Spike is the library. It is only a three-hour journey on foot for those who have memorised the twists and turns of the paths around the pillars.


  Firazik chose the least crowded tunnel and walked through it like wind, evading the citizens and their dances and chatter. Shajat followed him, flying up near the ceiling of the tunnel. After squeezing through the labyrinth, they reached the edge of the city and walked down towards the western shoulder of the mountain.


  Knowing the area as if it was drawn onto his palms, Firazik climbed up a rocky limestone column and spied on the library through a hole from above, like a hungry hawk. The sight of a gigantic cage piqued his interest.


  What’s that for, he wondered.


  Shajat, on the other hand, was no longer flying above Firazik. He sat quietly behind a rectangular rock slab on all fours, like a lizard. He had folded his wing in half, squeezing all his feathers into a giant ponytail that hung down his back, and covered it with a blanket, thick like a shield. It was the safest way to protect his wings from those demonic spikes.


  The sky had been raining telang needles endlessly since the morning. It showered lavishly on their heads and backs, puncturing their skin and staining them with cyanic blue and purple rashes.


  Several platoons of the royal army and masses of priests from the Council congregated at the entrance of the library. The soldiers had set up tents and were sharpening their weapons while the priests hummed amongst themselves like bees. They threw relentless questions at each other.


  “I’m not going anywhere further than this. I won’t fly near the Spikes.” Shajat sat frozen, not twitching a muscle.


  “You wait here, keep an eye on everything and don’t play with the rain. I need to talk to someone.” Firazik slid down along the slab. After dusting off his pants, he trod as casually as he could towards the library, ignoring the long, cold stares from the soldiers.


  “Morning. I am Fira—”


  “Freeze! Show us your amulet,” yelled the guard, pointing an oily spear at his chest.


  “Wait!” Firazik unbuttoned his shirt revealing the amulet.


  The guard snatched the amulet from his hand and examined it thoroughly. Another guard grabbed his shirt.


  “What are you? A manang?”


  “No, I am a scholar.”


  “What are you doing here?”


  “I am going to the—”


  “Guards, let him go, he’s the king’s High Scholar!” shouted Amamun the High Priest from the overhead balcony. “Let him go! Don’t you ever treat him like that!”


  Amamun came down from the balcony and dragged Firazik away from the guards. The duo dashed towards the library’s main gates, evading the falling telang needles.


  In the central hall of the library, amateur scholars disassembled the stacks of scrolls and pinned them on the table for display. Tonnes of new manuscripts from the Sun Temples were being examined for the past few months after the excavation ended. The mustiness of the fossilised date palms scented the air.


  A strong urge to touch the scrolls recovered from the Sun Temples bit Firazik’s wrist. He’d noticed a bizarre scroll made up of feathers among the paraphernalia. Its hieroglyphs glinted as it was displayed on the main desk.


  Hieroglyphs were like songs to him, singing the vast wonders of their world. If the weather had been fine, Firazik would jump into the mountain of knowledge and immerse himself in the mysteries of the past embalmed in those pages.


  “This room please,” said Amamun, snapping Firazik out of his reverie. The dim tunnel led them straight into a private study room.


  “Tuan Amamun, what is happening here? Why are they guarding the library?”


  “Fi, I am glad that you came here early. From now on, the library will be a temporary army campsite. The army is looking for the bird with the feathers that we found weeks ago. The king wants it badly.”


  Firazik froze for a moment. He had not expected the news of the mysterious feather to have reached the palace. “Is it really a burong, Tuan?”


  “Yes, I’m afraid so. King Sarizar believes it is a burong’s feather. It turns out that there were more feathers scattered in the Spike. The wind must have blown some of them into the caves. The army brought them to the palace several days ago. The king liked the feathers and ordered them to trace the bird. The first platoon went to the Spike yesterday. They found traces of blood leading to the cave on the tallest stone pillars but stopped at the ravine because it was too wide and deep to cross. They will bring more ropes to make a suspension bridge.”


  “Oh, they have found the burong! I want to see it.” Firazik pinched his sling bag against him, hoping he would be the first to see the legendary creature himself.


  “Let’s hope it’s just a regular bird.” Amamun exhaled a deep sigh. “Forget about the burong. It’s the moons that worry me the most.”


  “I agree. I think the moons are acting strange too,” Firazik took out his scroll and showed Amamun his measurements. “These are weird signs.”


  “I see you have traced the moon’s journey,” said Amamun, studying Firazik’s drawings with a magnifying glass. “Last night, I saw the moons through the crystal lenses at the Dome. They are restless and crazy.” 


  Firazik nodded after wiping the sweat off his brow. “Yes, Tuan. They have deviated from their path. The moons have appeared too early in the sky and the telang needle rains have not stopped yet and it is still dark at this time of the day. Those needles are becoming more and more like arrows. I have a feeling that this is a bad omen. This is exactly what happened in the songs.”


  Amamun placed the magnifying glass down and stared at Firazik. “The Songs of Bunsu Antu?”


  “Everything is like the songs from the book. ‘The rain from blue moons is a rain of blue arrows, splitting the three piles of earth and two skies.’ It’s even written repeatedly on that big scroll too! What should we do now? Does King Sarizar know about this?” Firazik paced, eyes darting around the room. Spotting the telescope at the window, he peeped into the lens and began adjusting the knobs. “See this! The blue moons are becoming one!”


  “I’m afraid that he refused to listen to me. This is not normal rain, Fi. I warned the king about this last night and suggested we hide deep in the tunnels underneath the mountain, but he kept on insisting everyone catch the bird. He kept a handful of those feathers with him and made a necklace with them!”


  What if it’s a real burong? King Sarizar might keep it as a pet and Shajat will not be happy about it. He will break into the palace and freak everyone out. But can they see Shajat? What if they catch him and lock him up in a big cage too?


  Firazik hung his head low. After staring blankly for a moment and scratching his goatee, he sucked in a deep breath. “I think I’m going to look for the burong. Maybe it can tell us how to stop this strange rain.”


  Amamun pulled out a chair and sat down. “If you’re curious enough, find it, but be careful. Sharp thorns and spikes are everywhere. Maybe…you’re right. The bird can tell us something about these events. That’s why the king is eager to find it. Did you see the cage?”


  “Yes. I will go looking for the burong, too. Please, you must persuade the king to evacuate the people to the underground tunnels.”


  “I’ll try. Be careful, Fi. Do you still remember the secret passages from the Spike to this library?”


  Firazik replied with a smirk, “This library and the Spike have been my playground for years.”
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  Shajat had the body of an adult man with a stunning brown complexion, sturdy arms, legs, burnt umber hair—and a wing with obsidian feathers. The wound over his right shoulder blade protruded calloused flesh. Though healed, the forgotten wound looked like a fungating mushroom on a dead stump. No tentacles, no horns, or pointy tails. His eyes were embers. He ate, drank, kissed, slept, and laughed like any other man.


  He had a comforting scarf around his chest and a loincloth worn tightly around his waist, covering half of his thighs. He carried a bag with many unfinished blankets in it and a dagger. He flew with his one wing in a rather odd pose: he had to tilt his head and body to the right. That would somehow balance his gait.


  There is a canonical list of antu recorded in Bunsu Antu but none of the descriptions resembled Shajat. One of the ensera recorded that a burong had fallen from the sky after the last War of Heavenly Stars—the war that almost extinguished two Sun Sisters and had unfortunately stoned a prophet who was ascending to the sky along with his burong. No one was sure who the prophet was, or the purpose of his dire ascension.


  There were, strangely, many prophets born after the war but no brave burongs to help them ascend for unclear reasons. Like Firazik, they too had minds brilliant enough to have dreams and envision catastrophes.


  Shajat was gifted with the ability to see other people’s dreams. According to him, dreams evaporated like bubbles at night. He could not explain such phenomena despite wondering about it himself. Why bubbles? Why can’t other people see it? Why do they only appear at night? If the bubbles were broken by strong wind or insects, the affected person would wake up late and they would feel dizzy. Sometimes, the person would not wake up at all.


  These bubbles are precious, he had reasoned once, I must protect them. Not wanting to lose sight of something so elegant, he would stay up all night to ensure all the bubbles stayed intact.


  He had vowed, too, out of curiosity and compassion, “I will weave each of them a blanket to prevent their dreams from spilling all over the place.”


  A blind old woman had taught him to sew haulms into mushy sheets. She made many kinds of clothes from the sheets, simply by joining them together. She sewed scarves for the people to evade both the lurid rays from the Sun Sisters and the freezing patches from the Moon Brothers. People from the mountain came to her hut to buy her scarves. The old woman was happy. This was because she had an excellent, invisible helper.


  For decades, the woman had mistaken Shajat for her son. She welcomed him into her hut joyously and nursed him with motherly love. Shajat went into the orchards to collect dried palm leaves, animal hides, and grain stalks for her. When she died decades ago from old age, Shajat buried her in the hut, cried for a day, and moved into a cave on the outskirts of the mountain. He now used the old woman’s name as his own.


  Alone, he sewed blankets in the cave. He gathered stalks and sheaths from dried palm leaves, thorns of sprouting acacia, and neglected barks of the tekalung tree. The parang ilang was his needle, Sempulang Gana’s golden hair his thread. The old woman once used it to sew clothes. She had not known that she was holding sacred Celestial Regalia.


  The parang ilang was once a fang from Nabau, the legendary snake nesting in the World Tree, before it became a blade that slew celestial beings. The fang was so painfully sharp that it had almost lacerated Sempulang Gana’s neck. She was lucky to have her hair as a shield. All fifty thousand strands of her hair were piled beneath the tree, turning the ground golden yellow.


  A few strands from the deepest hair roots coiled around the dull side of the fang. They immersed into the fang and embellished it with lemon-yellow cursive inscriptions. The hair would grow overnight, like a root, seeping out from the blade. Shajat coiled the hair around the hilt and the pommel to strengthen his grip whenever he used it in combat. The hair never turned grey or fell off.


  At dawn, he plucked date palm leaves and sliced the rachis into slender fibres. One palm leaf is enough to make a warm and beautiful blanket for a three-year-old child. He threaded the fibre into the needle, along with the hair. He sewed the palm leaves by joining their margins, exactly what the old woman would want. The leaves were alternately layered with the resinous barks of the tekalung tree and clipped with the hooks of the thorns from the bidara tree. The tree barks were then smeared with the adhesive latex of jackfruit tree brewed with traces of gentle sweetness from areca fruits, thus tightening the square knots. At night when it is cold, the latex hardens and forms small silvery white beads, like a miniature mirror, gluing bubbles of dreams onto its surface.


  He would sneak into the cave houses, and fling the invisible enchanted hand-sewn blankets to anyone who had too many dreams. Sometimes, Shajat wished to have his dreams again. But he had forgotten how to dream.


  Ten years ago, Firazik had caught him red-handed when he laid the blanket on him. Strangely, he did not scream like any other child, thinking that he was a desert ghost.


  “You can see me!” Shajat jumped a few steps backwards. “I’m an antu!”


  Firazik gaped at him. “No! Antu does not have wings. You’re a burong!”


  “Burong? What’s that?” Shajat spread his wing, casting a greyish shadow over the boy’s face.


  “What are you? I’ve never seen a burong like you.”


  “I don’t know. But you can see me. So you must be a prophet.”


  “I’m not a prophet. Where’s your right wing?”


  “I cut it off. It was bleeding badly.”


  “Can you fly?”


  “Can.”


  Shajat hugged the boy and brought him around the mountain, over the palace and across the Dome. They travelled for many nights, flying over deserts, oases, and paddy fields.
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  Firazik put on his scholar’s robe, hooded his head, and sneaked out of the library. He climbed uphill to where he’d left Shajat earlier on.


  “Shajat! Shajat! Where are you?” whispered Firazik.


  “I’m up here. What took you so long?”


  “I had lots of things to discuss. Listen, we must go to the Spike.”


  “Wait!”


  “What is it? Is anything up there? What do you see?”


  Shajat jutted out his claws and climbed a block higher. Standing firmly on the top of another slender stone pillar, his eyes fixed eastward.


  “I heard strange sounds from those tall rocks deep in the Spike. I can smell blood. The burong is up there! He’s there! He’s crying in pain. It’s the same sound I heard from the feather. It sounds so familiar.” Shajat flicked his ears to collect the sounds again. He nodded weakly at Firazik after confirming the source of the screech.


  “Good! Let’s follow the sound.”


  “How should I go there? I can’t fly. There’re too many spikes.”


  “Keep your wings down all the time. Try to walk and run like you used to do,” Firazik said as they set off.


  A snake-like rock studded with spikes marked the entry into the convoluted tunnel. Broken swords and rusty spears pierced its body as if acting as a deterrent. Firazik and Shajat scurried past like rats, scanning the ground for hideous spikes that might ensnare them. The spikes were indeed everywhere, pointing at them from head and toe. A wrong turn meant having a spike pierce through your eyeball.


  Firazik and Shajat hid behind the buttress root of a stone pillar. Close by, a platoon was setting up tents along the cliff of the ravine.


  “Prophet, the sound is coming from up there. He’s in one of those caves!” Shajat said.


  “Shhh! Wait! We can’t just climb this rock pillar. There are soldiers everywhere. They might spot us and lock us up in the cage. How about we walk along this ledge? It’s heading towards that pillar too.”


  “Sure!”


  Shajat glared at the pillar when a cry pinched his ears. It flooded his auditory canals with memories, fervently echoing into his ribcage. His heart pounded wildly. The silence was older than his immortal soul. His ember eyes sparkled with joy, laughter, sadness, and sorrow. He had been waiting for too long, waiting for someone like him, someone with wings and feathers.
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  Shajat had fallen from the sky several hundred years ago. The Sun Sisters had ejaculated thick gooey exudates from their blistering skin. The mass exploded and a cocoon of molten ruby dragged him down. He crashed violently into an abandoned basin at the foot of the mountain. The impact destroyed almost a third of the king’s fig orchards.


  The bright red hues of the pillars reminded Shajat of the Sun Sisters. The cocoon had cracked open and melted like a molten candle. Suffocated with immense pain, he kicked the shell out and slumped on the ground. All he could remember was blood spurting out from his right shoulder ceaselessly, staining the stone slab red.


  Fire and feathers were everywhere. 


  With only his two strong arms, he dragged whatever remained of his body into a nearby cave. Disoriented, he just wanted to die, be buried under the icy sand, and eventually become stone. The wound on his back was almost half the size of his body. The burden was unbearable. It pinned his ribs on the ground, rendering him completely motionless.


  He lay on his chest, breathing unevenly to counter the pain. It felt like a thousand swords shoved directly into his spine consecutively for the millionth time. He growled and groaned for many nights, so corrupted that it scared the wild animals in the Spike. Voices wilted into echoes; tears hardened into salt.


  After several decades of hibernating, Shajat was ejected from his dream, not knowing what had happened to his former self. He got up on his two feet, tilting towards his right to balance the loss. The sand in the cave had frozen into slimy stone. He was lucky he wasn’t trapped in it to become an ember.


  The air in the cave was humid, water dribbling from the coppery stalactites, hammering on his shoulder with the shushing tick, tick, tick. He kneeled and licked the water and, along with some traces of Sylvian salt, fed on the moss to nourish his new self. He crawled out on all fours, arms grabbing the fractured wing bone. One-winged, he hid in the tunnels of the caves, with no magic power and no memories of his former self.
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  “Ohaaa! Ohaaa! Ohaaa!”


  A new platoon shouted out their signature call before advancing further.


  “Ohaaa! Ohaaa!”


  Both platoons merged at the site, preparing to cross the ravine. The new platoon had brought supplies, mostly ropes and other climbing tools, plus the gigantic metal cage on a six-wheeled cart. The clanking sounds reverberated amongst the stone pillars, revealing their plan for the bird.


  “Oh! They are going to catch him and put him in the cage!” Firazik exclaimed.


  “Hurry prophet, let’s go! I don’t want them to catch him,” said Shajat.


  They leapt amongst the stone pillars to detour from the ravine. Each leap far and wide drenched their backs with sweat. The trip was longer but safer. What lay underneath the ravine was eternal darkness and pain.


  The soldiers unloaded their supplies. They fixed ropes to metal hooks and shot them to the other side using their bows. The hooks coiled themselves around the receiving pillar, thus turning into many one-rope bridge-like suspensions. They secured the ropes, pulled them taut, and started crossing the ravine. Like ants, the soldiers trekked along the rope by wrapping it around their hands and hanging their legs mid-air.


  “Ohaaa! Ohaaa!” Many soldiers successfully reached the opposite side. Some remained at the campsite to guard their supplies and the bird cage.


  “Prophet! He’s up there, I can sense it!” Shajat pointed towards a topmost cave on a stone pillar. “It’s a burong!” he continued, hands clutching his chest. “And he’s the embuas!


  Firazik lifted his head. A whiff of organic blood filled his senses. He hoped to see the creature himself—not just a burong, but a bird of omen. The biggest challenge was none other than the thousand-year-old stone pillar.


  The pillar had fewer thorns along its cylindrical body. Its body was firm, dark red metamorphic rocks carefully and creatively sculpted by the wind for years. It was the strongest of them, judging from its girth. The pillar had many caves in its grooves, and the top one was what might hold the bird. From where they stood, it looked like an old palm date tree, swaying gaily in a forest of stone pillars.


  “That stone pillar is too high for us to jump. There’s no other way to go there. We must go down and climb from below!” Firazik voiced his concern.


  “There’s no time for that. The soldiers are approaching. They have crossed the ravine. They are running towards him. Put your arms around my neck and grab my body tight! I’m going to fly now!”


  “Can you fly in here? The spikes can kill you.”


  “No. There’s no time to die.” Shajat unfurled his right wing. The sudden change in Shajat’s personality amazed Firazik for a split second.


  Shajat was ready to fly and nothing could stop him.


  One-winged, Shajat accelerated towards the cave like a nocturnal bat preying on a desert rat. Agitated, Firazik hugged Shajat’s body tightly. Shajat flapped his wing and circled the pillars. He had forgotten about the spikes and their danger. His eyes were wide and clear, his wing flapped stronger every second.


  “He’s here! He’s inside this cave!” Shajat landed at the entrance of the cave, the highest place in the entire Spike. Hundreds of other pillars of varying conformations and contours surrounded them. Each bore many spikes; all prostrating towards them as if they were new gods. It was breezy, as if the wind was trying to push them from the height.


  “Let’s go inside,” Firazik said. “I need you to calm him down.”


  They trudged into the cave with small curious steps. For every step they took, they could hear a wail that shook their knees. Shajat remembered the pain, the pain of losing the left half of your worthiness.


  What lay motionless in front of them was a wounded burong. A burong like Shajat. A young adult with a chest, head, neck, hands, and feet, two wings, and feathers both ultramarine and jasmine white. His wings were stained with crimson blood.


  The three of them stared at each other awkwardly.


  The burong leered at them, his hands trembling as he unsheathed his dagger. He pointed the blade at them. “Who are you?”


  “I am Shajat. I present you, my wing.” Shajat knelt in front of the burong with his right wing half erect, directing his obsidian feathers to bow towards the burong. Tears like boiling mercury beads blurred the corner of his eyes. This was the first time he’d seen another burong with wings.


  The burong snarled furiously and gasped for air. More blood spurted out from his back as he strained. His wings swam in a pool of watery blood. The cave smelt like the flakes snowing down from rusted iron ores. The blood found its way out from the cave and dripped down along the pillars, giving the soldiers the bird’s exact whereabouts.


  “Don’t worry, my friend. We are here to help you!” Shajat walked towards him and patted the deformed wing gently. His hand flickered when a gush of pale blue blood from the burong’s wings stained his hand.


  “He is actively bleeding!” remarked Firazik as soon as he knelt. 


  “The wound on his back is deep and I can see some metal bars in it.” Shajat took out his needle and uncoiled the golden threads.


  “Ohaaa! Ohaaa!” The clamour and sounds of footsteps echoed around the pillar. Firazik touched Shajat’s arm and locked eyes with him for a second.


  Firazik craned his neck slowly towards the edge of the cave. “They’re here! They’re climbing up!”


  The soldiers marked the base of the pillar with a pole. Some gathered around it, discussing amongst themselves. The rest unpacked their belongings, choosing the best tools to ensnare the bird. Their bounty was what lay in the cave. At such a working speed, they would surely reach and catch the burong in a few hours.


  Shajat sighed. “Prophet, please stay here with him.”


  “What are you going to do?” Firazik leapt to his feet. He gripped Shajat’s arm tighter.


  “I am going to fly down and distract those soldiers from climbing up.”


  Shajat charged out before Firazik could say anything. He flew downwards like a raptorial hawk, shed his invisibility cloak, and screeched like a bat. He leapt from one stone pillar to another, occasionally closing his wing to avoid the spikes.


  The soldiers chased after him, shooting arrows and throwing spears.


  “Ohaaaya! Ohaaaya!”


  They shouted for backup and blew the ram’s horn. More men crossed the ravine through the ropes.


  Shajat flew swiftly around the stone pillars in small circles, luring them away from the burong. Suddenly, he thought of a ruse. He landed on a truncated pillar and drew out the blanket from his bag.
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